
The Big 
Return

The post-COVID-19 return 

to work and the hidden 

costs of the pandemic.



The easing of social distancing rules and 

the return to something like normal life 

will be a moment of national deliverance, 

but amid the euphoria, there are deep 

scars that will take much longer to heal.

Like long COVID, the true impact of the 

pandemic will only be understood in the 

years, perhaps decades, to come. 

The effect on physical and mental 

health, the social isolation of working 

from home, the loss of loved ones and 

the impact on careers will all continue to 

ripple across the coming years.

Employers are now faced with difficulties 

and questions that require urgent 

answers. How do we give line managers 

the skills to deal with the health and 

wellbeing issues that will likely impact 

their direct reports? How can we support 

our employees when we only see them 

once a week or even once a month? 

How do we bring furloughed employers 

back into the fold and make them feel 

valued again? Most importantly, how can 

we build a resilient workforce able to help 

us meet the challenges we face?

 

Much has been written about the impact 

of COVID-19 on mental health and 

wellbeing, but few have quantified the 

extent of the problem. This report aims 

to change that, because only when we 

understand the impact of COVID-19 on 

our employees can we begin to develop 

strategies and initiatives to help them 

navigate the new normal.

To achieve this, we surveyed 2,000 

of the UK’s working population who 

have worked from home during the 

pandemic. This report does not profess 

to have all the answers. Rather it is a line 

in the sand that clearly defines where we 

are and what we are dealing with as we 

come out of a life-changing pandemic 

and we begin to return to normal. 

It should act as a catalyst for the 

development of clear strategies and 

tactics to support employees, not only 

over the coming months, but also the 

coming years. 

Thank you for reading. 

 
Shelley Rowley 
chief transformation officer, BHSF

Foreword Exec Summary

of employees say their 
employer has not provided 
any health and wellbeing 
support during the pandemic.

50.5%

50%
have access to mental 
health first aiders.

62%
have access to 24/7 anonymous 
professional support, e.g. GP 
helpline or Counselling service.

of UK workers do not inform 
employers when suffering from:48% of employees 

described their feelings 

about the return to 

work negatively.

45% 

of employers have put 

in place extra employee 
support services for 
those returning to a more 
normal work pattern.

5% 

of employees who 

contracted COVID-19 did 
not inform their employers. 

of employees who 

contracted COVID-19 were 
able to take the appropriate 
time off as sick leave.

14% 

16% 

of employers feel the 

last 12 months have 

negatively impacted 
their career in some way.

66% 

of employees agree that the 
seriousness with which their 
employer treats employee health 
and wellbeing is more important to 

me compared to a year ago. 

70% 

I'm a little 
anxious

I'm deeply 
concerned

Of those who have received it:

Only

of furloughed staff feel anxious 
about returning to work.69% 

Physical 
health 
issues

Mental 
health 
issues

Grief Drug or 
alcohol 
issues

Financial 
issues

36%

9%

Shelley Rowley is chief transformation officer at BHSF.

As chief transformation officer, Shelley Rowley leads 

the development of all products, marketing and people 

at BHSF. She spearheads insight into the customer 

experience to understand how the not-for-profit health 

provider can make a positive impact on employee 

health, through prevention and early intervention. 

 

She also oversees the wellbeing strategy for the 

organisation, implementing and evolving strategies 

for diversity and inclusion; talent management and 

workplace values, to support the physical and mental 

wellness of everyone at BHSF. 
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Our starting point was to determine the 

direct impact of COVID-19. Our research 

demonstrates that a quarter of the UK’s 

working population have contracted 

COVID-19 during the course of the 

pandemic.

However, the ability to work from 

home, particularly for those with mild 

symptoms, appears to have led many to 

choose not to disclose this fact to their 

employers. In fact, contraction did not 

necessarily lead to full disclosure, with 

14% not choosing to tell their employer of 

their illness. 

 

This is the first sign of a theme which we 

will see develop over the course of this 

report, namely how social distancing has 

enabled employees to hide their physical 

and mental health.

1/4 

Section 1: 
COVID-19 
And Its Impact

of the UK’s working population 

have contracted COVID-19 during 

the course of the pandemic.

During the course of 
the pandemic have you 
contracted COVID-19?

Have you recovered from 
COVID-19 and did you 
inform your employer?

of the UK's working 

population are suffering 

from long COVID.1 in 5 
Nearly

74% 26%
No Yes

16%

13%

14%

54%

19%
I have/am 
suffering from 
long COVID.

I informed 
my employer

I did not inform 
my employer

I continued 
to work

I took 
sick leave

Social distancing has enabled employees 

to hide their physical and mental health.
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Perhaps most importantly, going 

forward, employers may have to develop 

strategies for workers with continuing 

debilitating illness. One in five (19%) of 

our respondents answered that they are 

suffering from long COVID.  

 

The common perception is that physical 

and mental health has suffered during 

the pandemic. Our results confirm 

this, with nearly one in five (18%) of 

respondents telling us that their health 

has declined during the pandemic.

Whilst one in five (20%) have taken more 

sick days, a similar number (19%) have 

taken fewer.  

 

On the surface, these results appear to 

balance out the impact of the pandemic, 

our concern is that working from home 

has potentially encouraged employees 

to work through illness rather than take 

appropriate time off in order to fully 

recover. 

 
Our thesis - that the pandemic is leading 

to a host of hidden health and wellbeing 

issues that will impact employees - is 

confirmed by our next set of findings.

With respondents allowed to choose 

more than one answer, we asked 

employees to outline the problems they 

have faced during the pandemic.

How would you describe your 
general health during the pandemic?

employees say their 

health has declined 
during the pandemic. 1 in 5 

Nearly

18%

60%

22%

It has stayed 
the same

It has 
improved

It has 
declined

Over the last 12 months, have you taken 
more sick days than the previous year? 

N
o
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rs 19%

20%

2
3%

I have taken few
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y

s
Yes I have taken more

3
8
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“
“

We’ve helped the mental wellbeing of so 

many people in the past year, but there 

are many more sitting within workforces 

who have carried all that stress and 

anxiety without reaching out for help. 

Some people store up stress and it will 

come to a point where they will not be 

able to function. They are in ‘survival 

mode’. We’re sat on a huge amount of 

pressure that will reveal itself in increased 

absenteeism and presenteeism over the 

next year or so.

This insight shows that the pandemic 

has shone a light on workplace cultures 

and mental health, and it is about time. 

For many years, businesses have needed 

to take employee mental health more 

seriously.

Traditionally, UK businesses haven’t been 

good at early interventions when people 

struggle. Too often our counsellors and 

therapists get involved when someone 

has reached a mental health crisis point; 

what is needed is a culture whereby 

people can flag up issues, particularly 

around stress and anxiety, early.

As well as a rise in presenteeism – 

employees coming into work when 

they are ill – ‘leaveism’ is also an 

increasing problem whereby people 

are using annual leave to work, as they 

feel the need to be always visible in 

the workplace and to be perceived as 

constantly working hard.

Tracey Paxton

45% responded that COVID-19 has 

increased mental health issues such as 

anxiety and stress, with 35% saying that 

they have experienced physical health 

issues, such as weight gain.

What’s more, many employees are likely 

to be dealing with grief as they return 

to work. 15% said they lost a close family 

member during the pandemic.

We then asked whether employees had 

informed their employer of any physical 

or mental health problems during the 

pandemic. Worryingly, nearly half did not 

talk to their employer about any issues. 

This may in part be caused by a lack of 

mental health and wellbeing support, 

after our findings revealed that 50.5% 

have not received help. 

 

For those who have received support, 

this has been through mental first aid 

and anonymous professional support 

such as a GP helpline or a counselling 

service.

Has your employer provided any 
health and wellbeing support 
during the pandemic?

of the UK's population have 

received no health and 
wellbeing support during 
the pandemic.

1/2

49.5%
Yes

50.5%
No

During the pandemic, which of the 
following have you experienced?

Other

24%

Physical 
health 
issues

35%

Increased 
drug or alcohol 
consumption

9%

Negative 
impact on 
finances

21%

Loss 
of a family 
member

15%

Increased 
mental health 
issues

45%

did not inform their 

employer about any mental 
or physical health issues.

48% 

Did you inform your employer 
about your experiences? 

Some of my 
experience

No I did not 
inform my 
employer

Yes I 
provided full 
disclosure

48%

46%

7% Tracey Paxton is managing 
director at The Employee 
Resilience Company Limited. 
 

 

Tracey has extensive experience 

of managing both public 

and private sector employee 

wellbeing services. Tracey has 

30 years’ experience working 

within the NHS as a practicing 

clinician and senior hospital 

manager. She has an MSc 

in Cognitive Behavioural 

Psychotherapy and has 

delivered a range of mental and 

physical health and wellbeing 

training.

Of the 49.5% that 
receive support...

6%
have access to 
other support

62%
have access to 
24/7 anonymous 
professional support

50%
have access to 
mental health 
first aiders

?

?
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Section 2: 
The Big 
Return

The return to work marks a further 

return to normality and the good 

news is that 43% of the workforce 

describe themselves as either excited or 

motivated to get back to a more normal 

work pattern.

However, there is a significant proportion 

of the working population, 45% who are 

either anxious or deeply concerned.  

 

The concerns of this group are many 

and varied. The COVID-19-related issues 

of being around large groups (20%) and 

using public transport (14%) are clear, 

as are social anxiety and the impact on 

family life.

There are also alarm bells sounding 

about employer expectations, with 12% of 

employees concerned about what their 

employers will expect of them when they 

return. 

The impact of COVID-19 on mental 

and physical health is clear from earlier 

results, but have employers identified 

this issue and what are they doing to 

support employees? 

 

Worryingly, nearly three quarters of 

employees say their employers have not 

put in place any extra support for the 

return to work. Only 5% say additional 

help has been implemented.

Without support, the burden will fall on 

line managers. But are employees willing 

to open up to their bosses?

Our research suggests that the majority 

of employees are reticent about 

confiding in line managers. 

 

 

 

How do you feel about 
returning to a more normal 
work pattern post-pandemic?

of employees describe 

themselves as deeply anxious 
or deeply concerned about 
returning to a more normal 
work pattern.

45% 

What is your main concern about 
returning to a more normal work pattern?

16%

27%

36%

9%

12%

I'm a little 
anxious

I'm deeply 
concerned

I'm 
motivated

I'm 
excited

No strong 
feelings

14%

Public 
transport

21%

Daily 
commute

10%

Social 
anxiety

12%

Employer 
expectations

17%

Impact on 
family life

20%

Being around 
large groups 
of people

6% Other
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““ Many continue to grieve remotely;  

we have seen that those bereaved by 

coronavirus itself experience higher 

grief and support needs compared 

with people suffering the loss of loved 

ones from other illnesses, including 

cancer. This is contributing to longer 

and more unresolved pain. Employers 

need to appreciate that grief and loss 

management will require longer-term 

support or may present itself at a 

future point.

Dr Rohit S. Prajapati

With respondents allowed to choose 

more than one answer, we then asked 

what employees would feel comfortable 

talking to a line manager about. With 

options including mental and physical 

health, financial concerns and grief 

experiences, 30% of employees replied 

with 'none of the above.'

Has your employer put in place any extra 
employee support services for those 
returning to a more normal work pattern?

of employers have not 
provided any additional 
support services to help 
employees in their return to 

a more normal work pattern.

73% 

Yes

No

Don't 
know

73%

22%

5%

Which of the following would 
you feel comfortable talking to 
your line manager about? 

28% Financial 
concerns

36% Physical health 
concerns

22% Grief 
expectations

30% Other
?

41%
Mental health 
concerns

We need to carefully consider the 

impact of ‘hidden emotional health’ in 

the coming months and years. Grief is 

just one example. Grief is felt uniquely 

by every individual, which is often why 

it is such a lonely experience at the best 

of times. But coming out of these worst 

of times, grief management needs to 

come under sharp focus. 

The imposed periods of isolation have 

stripped away the ability to positively 

manage a loss by taking comfort and 

strength from talking and being with 

others.  

Dr Rohit S. Prajapati BSc Hons 
MB ChB MSc PhD DOccMed 
MFOM, chief medical officer, 
BHSF 

 

Rohit is a consultant occupational 

physician at BHSF with over ten 

years’ experience working in the 

field. He leads the 70-strong 

team of clinicians at the health 

and wellbeing provider, also 

chairing its clinical strategy 

group. Alongside strategic and 

governance responsibilities, he 

continues to deliver frontline 

clinical services, acting as lead 

occupational physician to a 

number of large corporate and 

public sector organisations. He has 

specialist experience across the 

automotive and heavy industrial 

sectors, with a particular focus on 

absence management and health 

surveillance.

He is also an honorary clinical 

lecturer at the Institute of 

Environmental and Occupational 

Medicine, University of 

Birmingham.
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Section 3: 
The Divided 
Workplace

One of our major concerns for employers 

in the build-up to the ‘The Big Return’ 

has been the welfare of furloughed 

employees and the potential for a 

divided workforce.

Those who were furloughed and are 

now returning to work will inevitably feel 

less secure in their jobs and potentially 

estranged from their teams.

Those who have continued working 

through lockdown may feel that they 

have borne the brunt of ‘keeping things 

going’ and could even be suffering from 

a form of burnout. 

 

We first asked those who have been 

furloughed whether they share the view 

that they feel anxious returning to work. 

Overwhelmingly, 69% of employees 

either agree or strongly agree with the 

statement.

This suggests there is a clear need for the 

return to work to be handled sensitively 

with support put in place.  

 

However, the big issue for employers 

could be reintegration of team members 

and their impact on the team dynamic. 

 

We asked employees who have 

remained in work during the course of 

the pandemic if they believe furloughed 

colleagues should retain their annual 

leave allowance. 

 

While 45% believe that they should, a 

considerable number, 31%, do not believe 

they should receive the full benefit.

Do you agree with the following 
statement: I feel anxious about 

returning to work from furlough?

27%

42%

19%

8%
Disagree

NA

Agree

Strongly 
agree

of employees feel anxious 
about returning to work 
from furlough.

69% 

Do you think it is fair that staff who 
have been furloughed retain their 
annual leave allowance?

4% Strongly disagree

24%

N
o

4
5
% Y
e

s

I don
't m

in
d

31
%

24%

Y
e

s
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“
“Many businesses are successfully 

adapting post-pandemic. But they 

need to be careful not to bask 

in the glow of speedy vaccine 

rollouts, accessible testing, office 

reconfigurations and revised working 

hours to assume that their house is in 

order.

The COVID-19 pandemic needs to 

be a wake-up call for workplace 

wellbeing; stark is the reality that 40% 

of workplace absence is due to mental 

health issues, and this is projected to 

be in the region of 70% by 2023. If we 

can educate employers about the 

breadth of support available and the 

value, not just the cost, of this provision, 

then we can better manage the 

impact.

For an organisation with 700 

employees, the cost of absence 

may be £9k-£10k per day, assuming 

absence costs £141-£168 per employee 

per day at a 12% absence rate. Early 

intervention to tackle physical and 

mental health issues employees may 

face is the urgent step required to 

significantly reduce the emotional 

and financial cost of workplace 

absenteeism. The ability to respond 

promptly is crucial. If someone is in 

crisis, being told they can access 

mental health support in a few weeks 

or months is no good; they need help 

there and then. If an employee has a 

mental health issue, they need ‘in-the-

moment’ targeted expert support.

Dr Rohit S. Prajapati

Do you believe you deserve more annual 
leave as a result of working while other 
team members have been furloughed?

of employees believe 

they should receive 
more holiday allowance 
having worked through 
the pandemic.

40% 

40%

34%

26%

No

Don't 
mind

Yes

1. Lead from the top 

If senior managers can be open about their own experience and 

vulnerability during the pandemic, it will send out a strong message 

to their workers that the company recognises this is a widespread 

issue and will be supportive. 

2. Consult with employees 

 
Talk to employees before announcing return-to-work plans. 

Some people may have been working from home for nearly a year 

and feel anxious about returning to the workplace, including their 

travel to work. 

 

3. Adopt enhanced consultation 

Opening up a dialogue with your employees will enable you to take 

a proactive approach to identified concerns rather than a reactive 

approach to problems at a later date. Feeling fully informed can be 

very reassuring to employees who are not quite sure what to expect 

of their post-pandemic workplace. 

4. Establish a strong support mechanism 

We shouldn’t assume that providing colleagues with the 

compassion required is something that comes naturally to all line 

managers. Establishing a strong support mechanism is key so that 

they can coordinate action early and turn to those with HR and 

clinical expertise.

Of course, the annual leave allowance is 

led by the government, but these stats 

do show signs of a fragmented future 

workforce.  

 

The flip side of that coin also suggests 

that recreating a positive supportive 

team atmosphere will be a challenge for 

employers, as 40% of respondents who 

have worked through the pandemic 

believe they should receive more holiday 

allowance.

Four ways to create an environment inclusive of wellbeing
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Section 4: 
The New 
Normal

As we have seen, the pandemic has 

changed the way we work, but has it 

also changed our expectations of what 

we expect from our employers?

Our research suggests the vast majority 

of employees expect their employer to 

take mental health and wellbeing more 

seriously, with 70% of workers saying 

they agree or strongly agree that its 

seriousness has increased in the past 

year.

Fortunately, many employers have 

responded with greater emphasis on 

mental health and wellbeing, which is 

appreciated by employees. In fact, 57% 

of employees agree with the statement 

that their employers have more respect 

for mental health issues compared with 

a year ago.

Our concern is that respect for mental 

health and wellbeing as an issue in 

the workplace is not yet necessarily 

transferring into action.

We have highlighted that the provision 

of support services is lacking and few 

employers have put in place any mental 

health initiatives beyond first aiders and 

counselling hotlines.

of employees agree that the 

seriousness of mental health 
has increased in the last year.

70% 

The seriousness with which my employer 
treats of mental health and wellbeing is 
more important to me than a year ago.

Agree

Strongly 
agree

Neither agree 
nor disagree

28%

42%

26%

3% Disagree 

1% Strongly disagree

Agree

My employers have more respect for 
mental health issues compared to a 
year ago.

Neither 
agree nor 
disagree

Agree

3% Strongly disagree

Disagree

Strongly 
agree

20%

37%

32%

8%

of employees agree that their 

employers have more respect 
for mental health issues 
compared to a year ago.

57% 
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To what extent do you feel that 
the last 12 months have negatively 
impacted your career?

employees has had an 
appraisal or promotion 
postponed due to the 
pandemic

1 in 5 

Fewer 
responsibilities

12%

New 
responsibilities 
not in line with 
skillset

11%

x x x

No negative 
impact in last 
12 months

33%

Appraisals/
promotions 
postponed

20%

Fewer 
1-2-1s with Line 
Manager

25%

Fewer 
chances to 
progress

23%

Effective wellbeing monitoring systems 

must be created, including for remote 

workers. Remote workers can be 

more prone to presenteeism and 

working longer hours. Mental health 

problems may develop without being 

immediately visible to line managers. 

As well as regular remote management 

conversations, line managers can 

arrange in-person meetings (in line with 

current restrictions) and should always 

take time to ask their staff how they are 

feeling. 

 

Tracey Paxton

Employers need informing about the 

choices available so they can put 

confidential, accredited care in place to 

support their teams through this mental 

health emergency.

Dr Rohit S. Prajapati

Employee expectations have changed 

in other ways. For example, the 

pandemic has slowed and stalled career 

development. 

Many employees want to get their 

careers back on track quickly. With 

respondents able to choose more than 

one answer, we asked employees how 

the pandemic has impacted on their 

careers.

Nearly one in four (23%) believe they 

have had fewer chances to progress 

and one in five say that appraisals and 

promotions have been postponed.

What’s more, line managers should 

be prepared to re-engage with direct 

reports as 25% of employees say they 

have had fewer one-to-ones.

“

“
“

“
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The evidence suggests there is a need 

for businesses to check in on their 

current provision of support. If businesses 

do have support in place, the results 

show that not all employees are using 

it or feel comfortable opening up about 

their struggles.  

 

Depth of provision 

 

Now is also the time for businesses to 

take a closer look at existing employee 

assistance programmes to see whether 

they are working hard enough. Many 

products available just don’t have the 

depth of provision required, especially 

when it comes to the enhanced levels of 

mental health care now needed, or for 

particularly complex cases. So when the 

support only goes so far, employers and 

employees alike just write it off, which 

adds another layer of complications. The 

HR leaders we work with appreciate that 

it is one of their biggest responsibilities 

to ensure they have the right package 

of health and wellbeing care in place, 

because it needs to be delivered at a 

time when an individual is really at their 

most vulnerable. 

What is the ideal solution for businesses? 

Supporting employees with the 

struggles outlined in this report must 

not be a box-ticking exercise. Business 

leaders should lead from the top 

and ensure an open and inclusive 

environment is maintained. It is also 

unfair to expect line managers to take 

on the role of counsellor regarding 

emotional support. They are unlikely to 

have the right qualifications and they 

may also be feeling the strain.

Section 5: 
Providing the 
Best Support

It is more beneficial for businesses to 

source external support. BHSF has a 

number of services that not only help 

employees, but also employers, and 

which consistently go the distance in 

terms of connecting someone with 

the specialist skills required quickly 

and accessibly. Employees can access 

personalised, on-demand advice from a 

breadth of expert mental health, financial 

and legal providers, often working in 

conjunction with another and handled 

by a dedicated case manager. That 

it is a tailored service built around an 

individual’s specific needs, in particular 

their mental health wellbeing, ensures 

that no matter the complexity of a case, 

the BHSF team will be by their side until 

a resolution is reached. 

 

Immediacy is crucial 
 

Fast-track access to comprehensive 

support is the key success factor, when 

it comes to making a real difference. If 

someone is in crisis, being told they can 

access mental health support in a few 

weeks or months is no good; they need 

help there and then. If an employee has 

a mental health issue, early intervention 

is needed straight away. The solution 

has to be built around comprehensive 

secondary mental health support 

packages that conform to NHS standards 

of clinical excellence. BHSF has trained 

specialists around the country, made 

up of counsellors, psychotherapists, 

psychologists, psychiatrists and mental 

health educators, plus experts on 

trauma, stress, mediation and resilience. 
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“The results from our survey should 

serve as a stark wake-up call for business 

leaders. While many organisations have 

responded well during the pandemic, 

there appears to be another huge hurdle 

in the form of mental health challenges 

as we begin to return to more normal 

working patterns. 

“Navigating through the challenges that 

the working population faces requires 

skills and strategies, which is why 

forward-thinking organisations are trying 

to build resilience in their workforce so 

that employees develop skills to manage 

workplace stress throughout 2021 and 

beyond.

 

“Business leaders also need the 

reassurance that they can invest in 

comprehensive packages of health and 

wellbeing care capable of connecting 

a vulnerable employee to the specialist 

skills required quickly and accessibly.  

 

On-demand advice and support from 

qualified mental and physical health 

practitioners, as well as access to 

financial and legal experts, is key to 

overcoming the very specific struggles 

being faced during these unprecedented 

times.

“The location, look and feel of workplaces 

and work patterns will continue to evolve 

far beyond these pandemic years, but 

the constant needs to be that employers 

put their workforce’s health and 

wellbeing centre stage.”

Dr Rohit S. Prajapati, chief medical 
officer at BHSF

Final Thoughts

24 | The Big Return 25 | The Big Return



BHSF Employee Benefits Ltd,  

13th Floor, 54 Hagley Road, Birmingham, B16 8PE

www.bhsf.co.uk

BHSF Limited is authorised by the Prudential Regulation 

Authority and regulated by the Financial Conduct Authority 

and Prudential Regulation Authority.


