
Consolidated notes from 30th September ACESA Briefing session 

The challenges of moving staff back to an office environment; 
• Regarding returning to work we should not solely be about returning to office, 

we need to recognise the need to support people to work from home. 
• Organisations are trying to fully enable staff to work from home. In doing this 

we need to recognise the successes in that people were generally equipped 
to carry on the work via business continuity planning. 

• One CEO spoke of how they were allowing staff to work in ‘pods’ for four 
days, then four days off and it was working reasonably well.  

• It was also recognised that public facing organisations have the specific 
challenge of having to be client facing for entities they support or regulate. 

• One agency who has very little space, has turned desks to the wall to meet 
social distancing guidelines. 

• One agency who due to layout is not required to have screens, put the 
screens up anyway, and it created goodwill among staff. 

• One agency has had significant challenges with culture change over past 2 
years, and Covid has actually assisted and speeded things up. This included 
moving staff to different locations. 

• The Health and Safety Authority have produced a podcast ‘Returning to Work 
Under Covid-19’ – details below. 

• Many staff members have ended leases and taken children out of childcare 
due to remote working situation- members questioned how to coax staff back 
to the office when the time comes if their personal situations have changed in 
such a way that makes this difficult.  

• Office spaces need to be fully equipped to ensure compliance with health and 
safety guidelines.  

• Fresh air ventilation issues have been queried by staff who are hesitant to 
come back to the offices.  

• Staff have got used to remote working and are beginning to favour over the 
office-based environment. Encouraging staff back into the office may cause 
issues.  

• Some staff meet ‘vulnerable person’ or ‘very high risk’ criteria which makes it 
difficult to bring them into an office structure which presents itself as difficult 
even with a change in levels.  

• Staff have adapted to online meetings that were once carried out in person. 
Prior to Covid, staff may have had to travel long distances for meetings- with 
applications such as Zoom, staff see travel as avoidable and may be difficult 
to resume in-person meetings and conferences due to travel and expenses 
incurred, that are avoided with online sessions.  

• One-way systems in offices will need to be put in place in certain 
circumstances. 

• One contributor noted that office toilet facilities rather than social distancing is 
the main issue should staff return to offices. 

• The impact of ‘new normal’, means staff with children who are in school could 
be sent home with illnesses- parents will have to go home- parents need to 



isolate- staff who have been in contact will need to isolate- whole team 
distribution issue.  

• Bubble systems with staff will need to be coordinated. 
• One contributor noted that bringing some staff back to the office had the 

disadvantage that it simply wasn’t the same environment as it was pre-
pandemic and it was a less positive atmosphere. 

•  
 

 
Addressing COVID fatigue; 

• The concept of trying to provide certainty in a time of great change was 
discussed. 

• Staff surveys helped to identify issues to support staff as did resilience and 
health and well-being training. 

• Staff living alone and staff with young children are key groups that require 
specific support. 

• Some people are thriving, and some are finding it difficult that this level of 
certainty and disruption is going to continue or become a permanent fixture. 

• For some organisations who work with entities who have been hugely 
disrupted by the pandemic the bleakness is hard as industry they are working 
with is facing such hard times 

• Mental Health was raised. Some very significant challenges. The HSE had a 
free mental health support service which was commended by members. 
(Details below).  

• Suggestions for staff/team morale – chair yoga, virtual coffee mornings, 
‘Friday Flirtinis’; have a programme around ‘Green Ribbon month’ (October - 
Details below) 

• Agencies spoke positively about their EAP programmes.  
• CEOs rightly concerned about staff, but care for CEOs themselves needs to 

be addressed. 
• Challenges with staff morale is a common issue.  
• Staff who have taken annual leave during Covid have done so remaining in 

the same environment, at home, as they were working. This means they are 
not refreshed and are returning to work unsatisfied and fatigued.  

• Lack and loss of in-person meetings have stunted innovation and creative 
thinking. A lot of staff are in a rut.  

• Overuse of online video calls and phone calls is at times proving 
counterproductive but at the same time the capacity to engage more easily 
with staff than having to convene them in a physical location is a bonus, 
particularly for dispersed organisations.  

• The work environment is over digitalised with staff losing a sense of real-life 
communication. 

• Concern around staff mental health and welfare – some have had to have 
difficult conversations with staff and prompt interventions. One organisation is 
using Laya healthcare to support staff wellbeing.  

• Some staff are questioning whether normality will ever be resumed. 



• A hybrid approach of some staff in the office and some working remotely has 
proven inefficient and slowing down productivity for some. 

• The networking aspect of in-person conferences and meetings is lost.  
• Collaboration aspect of office team lost through remote working. 
• The formality of having to organise meetings and conversations slows down 

productivity and causes frustration.  
• Collegiality lost from remote working.  
• Many suggestions for encouraging guest speakers- inspirational, mental 

health speakers. Attendees are to forward any suggestions of speakers to 
Dermot via email. 

• Virtual coffee mornings/hours and/or beer evening/hour. Space for staff to 
socialise without talking about work to facilitate some social normality.  

• HR chat calls- an opportunity for staff to book slots with HR to discuss any 
issues or suggestions to encourage good staff morale and to combat Covid 
fatigue. 

• Suggestion to encourage ‘acceptance stage’, to make staff aware that the 
situation may not change and begin developing strategies to improve remote 
working.  

• End of year social event concern- suggestion of sending staff box of 
chocolates.  

• Suggestion of ‘Random Coffee Breaks’, where random staff from different 
departments/sections attend a coffee break virtually to socialise during the 
working day. 

•  
Managing staff who are working remotely; 

• Offices are changing to deal with the new reality. A number of blended 
approaches with key people in office and a lot of people online from home 
while others are out in the field.  

• A number of staff have moved out of Dublin and back to rural areas. 
• A good appetite for staff and townhall meetings, people have an absolute 

need to connect. Ensuring diversity of speakers. 
• Brief discussion on how one addresses the fact that some people are not 

performing well in a home working environment. 
• IR issues are difficult to manage. Small issues becoming bigger than they 

should be. The ability to have a casual, in person conversation is lost. 
• Concern was expressed about the need to address inequalities or perceived 

inequalities. In particular some staff grades whose work can’t be done 
remotely, danger these team members are feeling undervalued. 

• Concern over new staff – how do they learn. The value of conversations, 
chats, observing colleagues in meetings is lost. 

• Zoom/VC ‘etiquette’ was raised. Needs to be adapted depending on size and 
purpose of meetings. Dermot to reshare the etiquette from Inland Fisheries 
Ireland. Dermot also happy to advise CEOs individually. 

• Suggestions for staff/team morale – chair yoga, virtual coffee mornings, 
‘Friday Flirtinis’; have a programme around ‘Green Ribbon month’ (October - 
Details below) 

• Agencies spoke positively about their EAP programmes.  



• Health and Safety Challenges – Agencies need to be mindful of when staff 
are visiting other organisations. Are those organisations covid prepared? 
Needs to be considered when preforming non announced inspections.  

• Rosalind Carroll spoke about a training programme for managers working 
remotely. She agreed to share a summary of the programme that they have 
engaged a training company to deliver. (Attached to email) 

• Common concern around staff who are concerned about insufficient office 
equipment. 

• Should ergonomic assessments be carried out for all staff working remotely? 
• Remote Management and Remote Working courses suggested being 

facilitated to staff. Carried out in segments of one module per week/month to 
reduce fatigue. 

• Suggestion of allowing staff to bring home needed equipment from offices to 
combat remote working issues.  

• Issue of staff working remotely with children- clocking in/out hours are 
inconsistent- the normal working day has changed. How to solve this? 

• Concern whether the same pay should be given to staff who aren’t completing 
the normal working day. Some speakers argued staff shouldn’t be penalised 
for Covid situation and same argued pay should be paid regardless. However 
concerns were also expressed about the impact this could have on other staff 
who are working a full week. 

• Staff who do not have suitable office equipment at home i.e. laptops, printers, 
WIFI or a suitable place to work – queries on how to solve this issue. 

• A number of speakers felt productivity levels of remote workers was good if 
not better than in an office. 

• One contributor expressed the view that we may be overly focusing on 
working from the office / working from home and that the better option may be 
to work on productivity and deliverables.  

• Concern around remote workers being self-productive but neglecting team 
productivity as a result. Emphasis on the “I” and insufficient attention to the 
“We”.  

• Staff who are parents of young children may be struggling to juggle the 
competing demands on their time. Some staff are clocking in at very unusual 
hours to do their work.  

• Some concern around staff who are complaining about having to complete 
work they wouldn’t be responsible for in an office structure.  

• Inconsistency amongst management. Some management is tech-savvy and 
able to navigate online forums however others prefer in-person management 
and are struggling under remote situations.  

• New staff that have been taken on are unable to knit into the team as remote 
working is preventing the normal communication and bonding carried out in 
office environment. 

• Views were expressed that long-term remote working is not realistic on a full 
time basis. 

 



Positive actions that can help with an organisation's 'culture'. 
 

• One CEO had an external facilitator run a session on zoom, where the 
organisation’s values were examined in the context of Covid. They found that 
they had really lived their values, and this was really encouraging for staff, 
made them feel they were achieving. 

• An agency had engaged a speaker (Joyce Rigby-Jones) for a staff event on 
the theme of ‘Resilience and dealing with Covid from a HR perspective. 
Details are below. 

• An agency is conducting morning HR calls, to address small issues. Weekly, 
the recurring issues are addressed in an email. This is being appreciated by 
team members, as they feel they are being listened to.. 

• The same CEO wrote a message to each team member, and each member 
got a gift of a water bottle, with the values reinforced. Because staff cannot 
use shared containers for water, they will actually be used. (Details of 
suppliers at end). The CEO acknowledged she has a small team, but the 
‘message writing’ could be shared by managers. 

• Discussion on Evolving Culture which could become transactional and formal, 
many examining how to create structures to support and connect people. 

• Concerns articulated about assisting staff during remoteness and keeping 
staff morale up 

• A culture of gratitude and latitude and attempts to create certainty. 
• Enabling people to connect to the wider group, cross functional activity is 

seen to be a good thing. 
• An opportunity to build on the culture of energy and innovation over last few 

months, how do we do this in a way that is not just transactional but builds on 
the people? 

• Can we change the reason we come to work? Is there new purposeful ways 
to work? 

• Transactional and case work is improving but need to mind the culture and 
motivational side of this. Challenge to spark new creative, innovation.  

• Provide free flu jab for staff and run short ‘campaign’ to increase take up. 
• Suggestion to utilise ‘Yaber’, application in Microsoft Teams. Has proven 

successful amongst staff and encourages positive organisational culture.  
• Encourage guest speakers and digital events. 
• Facilitate ‘random coffee mornings’ for staff. 
• The necessity to articulate the reality of the new normal with staff to begin 

‘acceptance stage’. This will encourage solutions and new normal that will 
make remote working achievable.  

• Facilitate remote working workshops and remote management/ remote 
working courses. 

• Send staff end of year gift – chocolate box suggested. 
• Suggestions to emphasise staff mental health and wellbeing through 

healthcare, HR chats and guest speakers. 
• Casual and realistic online events to be encouraged where staff with children 

can attend video calls with children at home.  
•  

 



Board and Executive 
• A discussion in this area occurred where all agreed it is critical to get the 

support of the Board in a Covid19 world. 
• Discussion on approach to Strategy, the need for strategy review and 

statements of strategy that are Covid19 proofed. Causing many organisations 
to reflect on key activities, core approach and innovation potential. 

• Some organisations revisiting the strategy in relation to Covid19 with the 
Board and also reflecting on what is the appropriate interaction and reporting 
mechanisms at this time.  

 
Other concerns/issues raised: 

• Staff morale predominant concern – Covid fatigue is a big issue. 
• Concern that staff will be reluctant at the prospect of returning to the office as 

most have shown favour in remote working. 
• Lack of in-person communication has stunted innovation and natural 

conversation. 
• Guest speakers should be encouraged and will be shared with Dermot via 

email.  
• Concern around the remote working environment and office equipment – 

should this be facilitated by organisations? 
• While remote working is proving productive at an individual level, it is causing 

some fragmentation and loss of collective output and a full time working from 
home arrangement is unlikely to be realistic in the long run.  

 
 
Links and other info from above: 
 

• Green Ribbon Month - https://seechange.ie/green-ribbon/  
• See Change Workplace mental health brief provided by Anna Shakespeare of 

Pobal (attached to email) 
• Mental Health First Aid Ireland Manger – Contact Donal Scanlan, 

donal.scanlan@sjog.ie (Training is provided for free)  
• Video Conferencing etiquette (Example from Inland Fisheries attached to 

email). Dermot happy to provide tailored advice to ACESA members on this, 
contact him by email: secretariat@acesa.ie  

• Supplier of water bottles - https://mckpromotions.com/ Contact is: Rachel 
Greene, Tel: +353 1 524 1798 M: +353 85 1733 077 

• MCK Promotions, F10 Riverview Business Park, Nangor Road, Dublin 12 
• PIAB training programme summary (attached to email). 
• External Speaker on ‘Resilience and dealing with Covid from a HR 

perspective: Joyce Rigby-Jones, Joint Managing Director , Voltedge 
Management Ltd, Human Resources Specialists, E joyce@voltedge.ie 

• Health and Safety Authority podcast ‘Returning to Work Under Covid-19’ can 
be accessed at this link: 
https://www.hsa.ie/eng/news_events_media/social_media/podcasts/  


