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Thank you!
Thank you to all 21 participants from 13 institutions around Europe who joined us
at our Return to Work Workshop on 7 October. In our time together, we talked about
our individual experiences as HR and talent professionals, surfaced key issues our
institutions and people are facing today, and also had the opportunity to brainstorm
together some possible solutions. This document summarises our conversation and outlines
the key considerations for you to take forward into the planning for your own teams.
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Our remote work
challenges as HR

We collectively said...
Communication, community, and connection

Working efficiently and effectively

Digital fatigue and overwhelm

Maintaining a healthy work-life balance
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Discussions &
activity output

Discussions & activity output

What are the needs and
wants of our people?
Group 1

Group 2

Group 3

Group 4
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Discussions & activity output

Key themes to consider
Flexibility
What do we mean by “flexibility”?

Your preliminary ideas (Activity 2 output)

If the past 18mos has taught us one thing, it’s that
during great times of uncertainty and change,
flexibility is one of the greatest skills to possess.

“How might we, in our roles in HR, make
an impact in flexibility?”

In the context of a return to the office, we reference
the need for flexibility in several aspects. For
institutions, it includes planning and providing a
hybrid working situation that suits its people, changing
‘old’ systems and ways of working to move into this
new future, and using this opportunity to make real
changes in how our systems impact the mental health
and well-being of our people. For employees, it
includes enjoying the benefits of remote work while
also needing to make certain choices that may affect
things like home life, mental health, professional
relationships, finances, etc. It will also include the
need to embrace and learn new tools, methods,
or systems.
Questions to consider

• How are we as an institution defining what
“flexible” means to us? What are the key points?
• What are the small ways we can demonstrate
flexibility as an institution?
• What are bigger ways we can demonstrate flexibility?
• What do we expect from employees regarding
flexibility on their end?
• Do we as an instutition embrace the idea that
physical presence doesn’t necessarily result in
more productivity?
• What are the new ways in which we will measure
productivity and results?
• In drafting new policies and guidelines, how much
can these flex? And for whom?
• How do we ensure fair treatment and benefits
regardless of how much time is physically spent
in the office?
• What are the technological requirements or
improvements that will be required for efficiency?
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Discussions & activity output

Key themes to consider
Communication
What do we mean by “communication”?

Communication is one of the main things that has
suffered as a result of remote working but it can also
cover a broad spectrum of issues (and opportunities).
These include new technologies to ensure information
is available when and where its needed, working
around personal preferences and needs, fostering a
culture of transparency and trust, resources/training
for improving team dynamics, etc.

Your preliminary ideas (Activity 2 output)

“How might we, in our roles in HR, make
an impact in communication?”

Questions to consider

• How might we as an institution communicate
better with our people during this time?
• Do our people feel informed? Are we including
them in the planning of our new way of working?
• Other than not physically being in the same space,
why has communication been an issue? i.e. Clarity
or frequency of communication, individual
preferences (WhatsApp/text vs email vs phone call,
etc), schedule preferences (morning vs afternoon),
etc.
• What can we learn from the teams who are
communicating well?
• How are the communication issues impacting our
efficiency at work? i.e. are all meetings essential? do
they have an agenda to better organise the time and
conversation?
Example solutions from other companies

• Create and distribute a “Return to Work playbook”
that outlines the details of your institution’s plan for
transition: points of contact, safety measures, “rules”
for interaction with colleagues, seating arrangement,
new policies and protocols, resources, etc.
• “Deep Work Day,” one day a week where, from
1-5pm, there are no meetings and employees use
the time to dive into heads-down work.
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Discussions & activity output

Key themes to consider
Community

Workspace

What do we mean by “community”?

What do we mean by “workspace”?

The feeling of community has been an important
aspect of any workplace even before Covid forced
us home. Communities provide a sense of security,
togetherness, direction, and belonging. These, in
turn, promote loyalty, pride, and the desire to keep
improving and evolving.

Our workspaces are where we spend a majority
of our time and energy. In a hybrid/flexible system,
this means the home workspace must also be considered in addition to the office workspace in planning
and logistics.
Questions to consider

Questions to consider

• What are the top 3 characteristics we want our
community to have? i.e. warm, welcoming,
energetic, tenacious, resilient, etc
• As we move into a hybrid/flexible schedule, how
might we best capitalise on the time when most
people are in the office?

• How do we make the office feel like a safe, welcoming space for people to come to?
• What does the institution have in place for best
safety at work practices? (i.e. Cleanliness, social
interaction guidelines, ensuring personal boundaries
are kept re: Covid, etc)

• Recognising the importance of being face-to-face
with each other, are there safe spaces available for
informal interaction (where there is more likely to
be natural engagement)?

• If we consider the day-to-day experience of employees, can we positively impact every point
that they experience along the way: driving in,
in the parking lot or lobby, checking or logging in,
etc.

• How do we make the office feel like a safe,
welcoming space for people to come back to?

• What are the implications for office infrastructure
with a lower or fluctuating headcount?

• How might we ensure we’re providing the right
kind of community resources and support inside
and outside of the office?

• Recognising the importance of being face-to-face
with each other, are there safe spaces available for
informal interaction (where there is more likely to
be natural engagement)?

• If we consider the day-to-day experience of
employees, can we positively impact every point
that they experience along the way: driving in,
in the parking lot or lobby, checking in, etc.
Example solutions from other companies

• A prominent, centralised casual/relaxation area
where its use is encouraged for people to interact,
take a breather, and get a boost of energy.
• Create a “Welcome Back kit” including things
that can relieve stress, such as a stress ball, hand
sanitizer, nice snacks, subscription to a mindfulness
app, etc
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• What are the technological requirements or improvements (equipment, software, platforms, services) that will be required for efficiency?
• What are the basic amenities and requirements to
do work well at home? Which of these are the responsibility of the institution vs the employee?
Example solutions from other companies

• A prominent, centralised casual/relaxation area
where its use is encouraged for people to interact,
take a breather, and get a boost of energy.
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Discussions & activity output

Key themes to consider
Mental Health & Well-being
What do we mean by “mental health &
well-being”?

On top of already widely discussed issues of burnout,
work/life balance, isolation, and digital fatigue,
another key thing to remember is uncertainty can
have a number of negative effects on our mental
health and wellbeing. It can amplify any anxiety and
worry that is already present, stop us from moving
forward or taking action, or lock us into a chronic
stress pattern making us even more prone to fear
and anxiety.
Questions to consider

• How might we give a sense of control and/or
choice to our people during this time?
• What are the things that we can provide structure
to or ensure remain consistent in the work day
or life?
• Do we as an institution truly make mental health
and wellbeing a priority? How are we demonstrating
this?
• What can we, as an institution, put into place to
make sure traditionally marginalised groups are
getting the care, support, and understanding
they need (from colleagues, supervisors, and the
institution)?
• Are our people, particularly those in less senior
roles, comfortable asking for help or telling someone
they’re struggling?

• Institute a policy of having a time limit for
meetings or, for example, setting a maximum
of 2 hour-long meetings per week.
• Include scheduled breaks for meetings an hour
or longer. These can be just 5mins for people
to stretch their legs or have a short mental break.
• Build in time buffers, for example – meetings always
start 5 mins after the hour, or finish 10 mins before
the hour to allow for individuals to meet their own
needs or calmly prepare for their next task.

Training
What do we mean by “training”?

As we head into uncharted territory and a new
way of working, with potentially new priorities and
considerations, there will be several learning curves
to overcome as an institution and as employees.
Training may help to provide a faster, more smoother
transition.
Questions to consider

• What issues are we considering training for?
Are they symptoms of a larger or different issue?
i.e. A heavy workload may be the result of a number
of things which may or may not be within the
individual’s control: poor time management, poor
distribution of work, inability or fear of raising issues
with supervisor, or an inability to say ‘no’, etc

• How do we ensure we’re providing the right tools
and resources for the right problems?
Example solutions from other companies

• COVID Mental Health Days, or one day off per
month, for every month that lacks a holiday.
• Implement “digital sunsets,” an agreed time every
day where the team shuts off their devices and stops
working. Devices don’t get switched on again until
the agreed time the next day.
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Final thoughts
& resources

Final thoughts & resources

What else can an institution do?
Make mental health & well-being
a clear priority
• Acknowledge that our workplaces are both the
cause and solution for many of the stress, burnout,
and psychological distress that our academics are
experiencing.
• Promote ongoing, open and transparent discussions
on the topics of mental health and well-being to
demonstarte to your people that their concerns
will be taken seriously and acted on accordingly.
• Have clear resources for seeking help: Phone
numbers to access, types of services available,
financial support for accessing said services or
free access through the Institute.
• Normalise discussions around making and managing
boundaries, and encourage individuals to respect
their own as well as those in their community – their
lab groups and staff.

Cultivate strong leaders
• Provide tools and training to help our group
leaders upskill in how to be better mentors,
manage conflict, build community and trust
to support their people in the healthiest way
possible.
• Train on how to provide guidance and support
for those who are considering an alternative
career paths for scientists. Uncertainty is a
significant factor in our well-being and many in
academia live and work in short-term contracts
with very little job security. Your people need
to feel like they have options.
• Make it a mandate to consistently check in
with teams and people. Share the simple guide
on the following page to help promote the
right conversations.

• Shift the dialogue around what leaving academia
means (i.e. it does NOT mean failure) to help
individuals better appreciate the skills they are
gaining day-to-day and to believe the future holds
many and varied opportunities for them.
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Desiree Dickerson, PhD – A healthier approach to research.

How to check in with someone
who may be struggling
Step 1 Engage.

Step 3 Acknowledge.

Ask the question, and don’t fear the answer.
You are not a trained professional and they know that.
It can be as simple as:

Acknowledge what they are saying. It shows
them that you are listening and will help them
feel understood.

“How are you coping just now?”

“It sounds like things seem really hard right now”.

If you see something that seems at odds with their
usual behaviour or mood, simply ‘say what you see’:

Genuinely listen, facilitate, nod, and acknowledge
verbally what they are saying “Yes, that does feel
really hard sometimes.”

“I notice you seem distracted lately, how are you
doing just now?”
“You seem upset, how are you coping right now?”

Step 4 Offer help.

“I get the sense that this feels overwhelming
right now, how are you doing?”

Ask them what they need in that moment –

If they say: “I’m fine” That doesn’t necessarily mean
there isn’t a problem. You are acknowledging that
you see them, that you care enough to ask. You have
opened the door to the discussion and let them know
that you are someone they can come to.
Next, narrate what you are going to do and WHY:
“I just wanted to make sure everything is ok,
so how about we touch base again in a few days”.

Step 2 Listen.
If they aren’t coping well and get emotional,
embrace the awkwardness. Take the spotlight off
yourself and focus on the person you are talking to.
What are they saying? What do they need in this
moment?
They might disclose big feelings or information that
feels scary or upsetting to you. In that moment, your
job is not to try and fix anything. Your first job is to
listen. Listen with curiosity.
And listen all the way to the end.
Resist that urge to jump in and to fix it.

©2021 Desiree Dickerson, PhD

“What would help right now?”
“How can I help you to tackle this problem or
feel better right now?”
If it’s a workload issue: help them explore where
their expectations are coming from, check for
misinterpretations, and perfectionistically-high, and
unrealistic expectations. Help them set a new course
that feels achievable.
If you think they would benefit from talking to
someone, simply be as honest, direct and kind as
you can be and make sure you have the right phone
numbers or resources on hand. Use “I” statements:
“I am worried about you.”
“I am concerned about you.”
Sometimes, using ‘we’ can help normalise feelings
and a need for help:
“When we experience these thoughts and feelings,
it can really help to talk to someone.”
“In the past, when students have felt this way,
talking to someone has helped them get the tools
they needed to get through this.”
If you are concerned about them, and they don’t
wish to seek help, you might need to help them get
the help they need. Seek guidance from the mental
health and counselling team at your institution on
how to best to proceed.
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