
An HR Checklist for Dealing With
the Coronavirus Crisis

6 steps to protect employees, manage business risk and maintain engagement
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HR BRIEF

The coronavirus pandemic presents urgent challenges for business leaders, who must balance the 
interests of customers and staff with those of the company. While the greatest of these may appear 
to be operational and financial – particularly the disruption of revenue streams – managing the impact 
on employees is also crucial. Covid-19 not only presents risks to their health and safety; it can increase 
workplace stress and hurt engagement and productivity. The right response – one that demonstrates 
balance, resolve, transparency and a commitment to people’s well-being – can go a long way toward 
mitigating these risks. It can also bolster the company's reputation as a caring employer and an 
attractive place to work. On the other hand, mishandling the response can be costly. In this report, 
we present six key steps for effectively managing the HR dimensions of the coronavirus. It reflects
our perspective as of March 16, 2020. We will continue to track developments and provide additional 
guidance as the situation evolves.

Crisis Leadership

Workforce Health Maintenance

Immediate

 Review, update and implement a business 
     continuity plan. 

 Set up a dedicated cross-function response 
     team to monitor all developments.

 Identify critical roles and stakeholders for 
     response communications.

 Start conducting “what if” scenario planning  
     to have mitigation plans ready and available 
     if needed.

 Convey leadership’s focus, caring and 
     commitment.  

Near-term

 Monitor external and internal developments;    
     model impacts on the workforce.

 Review effectiveness of initial actions and 
     correct course as needed.

 Develop recovery time and recovery point 
     objectives.

Long-term

 Conduct a post-crisis review of policies and 
     actions taken.

 Modify business continuity and risk 
     management plans to incorporate
     lessons learned.

 Update workforce planning models.

The coronavirus pandemic is the latest reminder 
to leaders of the importance of planning ahead. 
Regardless of how deeply the pandemic affects 
company financials, the way HR responds can 
have a lasting impact on the engagement and 
retention of talent. Leaders need to be seen as 
leading. This means having a practical, far-reaching 
approach to ensuring business continuity; having 
contingency plans in place should the situation 
worsen or be prolonged; communicating these 
plans; demonstrating concern for the health and 
safety of employees; and providing timely updates 
about how the situation is impacting key 
stakeholders. 

Maintain business continuity

Immediate

 Test emergency communication channels.

 Identify key resources to monitor credible 
     sources of information; identify and 
     communicate updates about issues that 
     impact the workforce.  

 Arm employees with the information they 
     need to keep themselves safe now and as 
     the situation unfolds. 

 Provide any new working guidelines (e.g., 
     travel restrictions, take laptops home every 
     night).

 Provide additional guidance to support line 
     managers communicating directly with 
     employees.

Near-term

 Provide a channel for real-time updates as 
     the situation progresses.

 Point to relevant programs, tools and 
     benefits already in place to support 
     employees.

Long-term

 Conduct a post-crisis audit of 
     communications effectiveness.

 Institute changes as needed.

Immediate

 Institute enhanced work-site hygiene
     practices (e.g., social distancing, extra 
     workplace cleaning measures).

 Provide guidance to employees on what to 
     do if symptomatic.

 Modify travel policies.

 Modify visitor policies at all facilities.

Near-term

 Evaluate potential facility closures, staff 
     rotations and temporary reassignments. 

 Provide quarantine guidelines.

 Specify return-to-work policies.

Long-term

 Assess impact of shutdowns.

 Review policies to identify opportunities for 
     permanent changes to employee health 
     and wellness programs.  

Take the lead in creating and executing an 
employee communications plan to convey 
important company policy, plus health and safety 
guidelines from credible sources (e.g., CDC, 
WHO). Report company status and provide 
updates as often as necessary to stay current 
with developments.

Initiate direct communications to all workforce 
segments with any segment-specific 
considerations/guidelines (e.g., part-time, 
full-time, contractors). Emphasize employee 
safety practices, provide updates on any new 
working guidelines (e.g., travel restrictions, take 
laptops home every night). It is also advisable to 
set up a dedicated channel to provide real-time 
updates (e.g., an internal social media platform, 
a dedicated hotline) and issue reminders about 
benefits such as employee resource lines, 
employee assistance programs, virtual health) 
and electronic pay options that provide easy 
access to funds (e.g., direct deposit, pay card, 
on-demand pay).

Critical Actions

Critical Actions

Deliver clear, frequent communications

Companies continuing to operate workplace 
facilities should take extra precautions to ensure 
employee safety. These should comply with all 
workplace health and safety regulations as well 
as any additional steps needed to prevent the 
spread of the virus. Considerations may include 
travel restrictions, separations/rotations of 
workers in critical roles or temporary shutdowns 
of facilities.

Critical Actions

Maintaining employee health at work

Immediate

 Assess existing PTO and time-off policies.

 Refer to country/state/local regulations 
     (e.g., FMLA, EU Working Time Directive) 
     to ensure that changes to time-off plans 
     are compliant.

 Define alternative provisions, i.e., adding or 
     extending sick leave, enabling time off to 
     care for sick family members (if not already 
     allowed).

 Model potential impact on business 
     continuity and financials.

Near-term

 Model various staffing scenarios, including 
     reduction in work hours, furloughs and 
     layoffs. 

 Develop contingency plans to prepare for 
     possible alternative situations.  

 Where possible, consider paying employees
     for completing training if unable to work.

Long-term

 Assess impact of policy changes and adjust 
     as needed.

 Closely monitor ongoing changes in staffing 
     needs.

 Determine feasibility of permanently 
     modifying absence and PTO policies. 

Consider adapting absence and PTO policies to 
recognize the unique challenges that the 
coronavirus presents to employees and their 
families. For example, some organizations are 
adjusting, at least temporarily, the number of 
allowable PTO or sick days; others are using more 
discretion in excusing absences. HR and payroll 
leaders need to partner to analyze the feasibility 
and potential impact of such changes and ensure 
changes are effectively implemented.

Critical Actions

Review employee paid time off policies

Immediate

 Provide mobile access to pay and time and 
     attendance information and functionality.

 Review electronic payment capabilities for 
     the organization.

 Implement a mandatory electronic payment 
     policy, where allowed by law.

Near-term

 Use technologies such as optical scanners 
     and RPA to digitize manual processes. 

 Encourage employees to sign up for 
     electronic payment.

 For employees without bank accounts, 
     consider pay cards or on-demand pay. 

Long-term

 Institute permanent changes to payment 
     methods and policies to address gaps 
     made visible during the crisis. 

Maintaining HR and payroll operations and legal 
compliance without disruption is imperative. 
Digital technology can help by letting employees 
validate a timecard, check a schedule, request a 
sick day or switch a shift with a colleague. 

Critical Actions

Maintain essential HR/payroll operations and legal compliance 

Immediate

 Evaluate the feasibility of remote work 
     arrangements. 

 Determine any role-specific restrictions.

 Expand policies for those who can work 
     remotely.

 Assess payroll tax implications.

 Determine collaboration/productivity tools 
     required and work with the IT organization 
     to ensure such tools are available.

 Document a formal policy for approvals and 
     any eligible expenses.

Near-term

 Plan communication protocol and policy for 
     work from home employees.   

 Provide guidance for managers leading 
     newly remote teams.

 Monitor closely for productivity issues and 
     provide needed support.

 Stay on top of employee engagement.

 Review/adjust policies as needed.

Long-term

 Assess results.

 Identify opportunities to update policies 
     and practices.

Encourage employees who are able to perform 
their job remotely to do so. In some cases, 
mandate remote work for a period of time as the 
progression of the coronavirus is assessed and 
better understood. Working from home is likely 
the best option. Provide any additional support 
people need to work productively from home, 
e.g., messaging, shared storage, collaborative 
tools, and audio and web conferencing. Some 
organizations are starting to use digital dashboards 
to track critical tasks across teams as well as tools 
that enable managers to monitor the output of 
employees working remotely. 

Critical Actions

Expand virtual working
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The coronavirus pandemic presents unprecedented risks to financial performance, business continuity, 
workforce well-being and corporate image. Decisive and empathetic leadership, agility in adjusting HR 
policies, and clear, timely communication are critical to managing successfully through this crisis. 

Maintaining employee well-being requires prudent measures to keep the workplace virus-free, 
effective health-care and sick-time policies, and a shift to remote working. While business continuity is 
top of mind, the extraordinary upside opportunities of this crisis should not be overlooked. Executives 
need to expand their decision criteria to include the impact on the workforce and avoid making 
decisions based disproportionately on bottom-line financial considerations. Moreover, while every 
company must fulfill its legal obligations to employees, it should consider the payoff of doing more 
than the minimum required. Our advice is to find ways to share the burden equitably. Companies that 
are seen as doing right by their employees will earn priceless capital in the form of strengthened 
employer brand and employee engagement.

Conclusion

Crisis Leadership

Maintain business 
continuity

Deliver clear, frequent 
communications

Maintain employee 
health at work 

Workforce Health Maintenance

Review employee paid 
time off policies

Expand virtual working

Maintain essential HR/payroll 
operations and legal compliance 

1 2

3

45

6


