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Power up your people in 2021
When it comes to improving the way that organisations support their people, one of the 
toughest challenges can be convincing a leadership team that a fresh approach will deliver an 
immediate business benefit and is a commercial priority that they need to prioritise right away.

At the start of 2021, that remains as true as it ever was but with 
one big difference: the impact of Covid-19.

After the great disruption of 2020, every organisation regardless of size needs to 
prioritise how they are going to support their people in the year ahead.

Without doubt, after twelve months of working through the pandemic we will need to do 
something different to accommodate the impact of changed working 

patterns, time away from teams and the workplace and the 
arrival of permanent hybrid or virtual working arrangements.

In order to help you plan ahead, we asked 2,000 UK 
workers how the pandemic had impacted on the way 
they work and what help they want in the year ahead.

In this report we share the findings of the research 
along with their views on the steps taken by 

employers which made a positive difference to them 
– as well as those which were less well received.

If there is one clear message for employers from our research, it’s that the job of 
adapting to the disruption wrought by the pandemic is no-where near complete.

Starting today, the clear priority for any organisation is to review and rewire the support 
they provide to their people in order to power great performance in 2021 and beyond.
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Working life transformed
One of the most significant workplace changes of 2020 was 
the great ‘work from home experiment’ which saw many 
organisations adopt remote working models from March.

Our research found that some 63% of people said they had worked 
from home or worked remotely in the last year. Compared to figures 
from the Office of National Statistics which showed that at the end of 
2019 only 30% of people had ever experienced remote work, this 
represents a huge shift in the way the majority of people experience 
working life.

What this means for you:  
Understand the shift in culture and expectations

 It is hard to overstate the impact of the shift in working 
arrangements will have on both employees and employers.

We now all know that, for the large part, our organisations can 
work effectively without everyone turning up at the same time 
to the office. Some employees have been able to improve their lifestyles 
as a result of their working arrangements while others 
have suffered as a result of being deprived of a workplace.

Both groups will have expectations about how these continue in 2021. 

Employers need to understand those expectations as they 
plan for a return to offices or semi-permanent remote working 
arrangements. They also need understand the extent to which 
convenience may come at a cost to company culture.

63%
have worked remotely 
in the last 12 months
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A looming productivity 
puzzle to solve
One of the major new features of the workplace last year was the 
introduction of furlough support to help preserve jobs and businesses. 

But did this mean that those who remained in work had to work harder? The 
majority of workers said the amount of paid and unpaid time they worked 
remained the same (72% v 65% respectively. 

However, a significant minority (41%) said they didn’t have enough work to keep 
them busy and one in five (20%) said they had to do more unpaid hours of work in 
the last year. Of those who said they worked more than normal, the top reason was 
a lack of people in their team.

What this means for you:  
Map roles and people to your new operating model

While furlough arrangements have allowed firms to preserve jobs, our research 
provides a sobering reminder that if a business is to remain productive and 
profitable, it is unlikely that every worker will return to the position they had in 2021.

As lockdown restrictions unwind in the year ahead, one of the toughest jobs for 
organisations will be to work out the right number of people they need to service 
demand for their products or services.

Expecting those employees who have stepped up and filled that gap to do so 
on an ongoing basis won’t be sustainable either for the business or the individuals 
concerned.

Employers therefore need to identify the changes to jobs and roles which will need 
to be permanent and the old ways of working that they no longer need.

41%
didn’t have enough 

work to keep them busy
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Top reasons for working 
longer hours
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26%
14%

24%
6%

16%
5%

Lack of people in my team

Concern over job security

Demand for more hours

Pressure from manager

Needing to earn more money

Juggling childcare



Blurred work/life boundaries 
are employee’s top concern
Employees say that the shift in working patterns in the pandemic has 
knocked down the barriers between home and work-life.

Some four in ten employees (39%) said they had worked while looking after a child 
or family member and two thirds (67%) attended to personal issues at work.

Responding to messages (65%) from colleagues and working outside normal 
working hours (61%) were commonplace for the majority of workers.

While a fifth (19%) said this improved their quality of life at 
work, more said it resulted in a decrease overall.

27%
of employees say working from home has 

reduced the quality of life at work
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What this means to you: 
Formalise expectations on both 
sides for future working

 The rise of remote and hybrid working has come at a price 
for most employees. In return for flexibility in managing their 
working hours, the expectation is that employees are always 
on and available out of hours when needed. 

With a significant minority of employees saying they 
aren’t satisfied with this shift, it is clear that in order to be 
sustainable in the longer term, employers will need to 
formalise expectations around the hybrid working ‘contract’ 
in order to sustain performance in the year ahead.

Working life in the pandemic

66%

64%

62%

61%

58%

42%

29%

Attended to personal 
issues in work hours

Worked from home

Attended a video 
conference

Were kept busy by work 
outside of work hours

Responded to messages 
from outside the organisation 
outside of working hours

Didn’t have enough 
work to stay busy

Worked while caring for a 
child or family member

Employers need to up 
their game in reward, 
recognition and benefits 
in the year ahead
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Motivation levels are also 
in question 
One of the biggest challenges facing employers in 2021 will be the ability to motivate 
a workforce which is jaded by the challenges of the last 12 months.

Although 15% say they are very happy at work and 16% say they feel very 
motivated at work, the numbers are bigger at the opposite end of the scale with 
29% saying they are unhappy and 32% saying they are unmotivated.

At the same time, only 61% of people say they feel satisfied with their quality of life at work.

What this means for you:  
Unpick the factors which are denting motivation

Dissatisfied employees rarely make for a high performing organisation 
and there is a real risk that the lockdown restrictions on working 
will continue to undermine employee motivation.

The 39% of people who are not satisfied with the quality of life at work and 28% of 
people who feel it has become worse will need help in 2021, so that this does not 
impact further on individuals, teams and ultimately the organisation.

Solving this problem requires employers to understand the specific 
drivers of dissatisfaction – whether that is recognition, reward 
or job prospects – so each of the issues can be tackled.

One of the biggest challenges organisations will face is the lack of face-to-
face interaction which cements relationships and builds trust through social time, team 
bonding and water cooler chat. Promoting meaningful connectivity like this will 
be critical to driving motivation and supporting organisational culture.

84%
aren’t fully motivated 

at work

edenred.co.uk  | 8



How do employees feel 
going into 2021?

*Net satisfaction is those that report positive vs negative feelings about work

Decrease Increase Net satisfaction*

Job satisfaction 35% 17% -18%
Job security 31% 15% -16%
W/L balance 27% 24% -3%
Recognition given 27% 20% -7%
Career prospects 6% 14% -12%
Additional reward given 22% 12% -10%
Relationship with colleagues 22% 24% +2%
Relationship with manager 22% 22% –
Pay 21% 19% -2%
Benefits 20% 14% -6%
Understanding of priorities for org 17% 23% +6%
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So far most employees 
feel well-supported by 
their organisation…
Some 18% of employees say their organisation has done more than 
expected to support them through the pandemic with 63% saying they had 
done as much as they could, given the unique challenges they faced.

The highest level of satisfaction was for the support given for managing work-
life balance (73%, collaborative working (72% and physical wellbeing (71%.

Relationships with managers and colleagues also made a 
difference with around a third of workers saying they felt very 
well supported by those who they work with most closely.

However, a significant minority of workers said their manager 
(20%), their colleagues (13%) or the organisation as a whole 
(23% had not supported them in the past year.

Relationships with 
managers and 
colleagues drive 
engagement

81%
say their organisation did a good job of 
supporting them in the last year
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Looking at the year ahead, there is a clear indication that HR policy and 
employee benefits could better support their people as they grapple with the 
return to the workplace or continued hybrid working: barely half of 
employees (56% and 58%) said their organsiation was doing well in these 
areas.

The main priority for now is supporting their mental and financial 
wellbeing, as well as the way they organise their work.

Employers will also need to consider whether they are doing 
enough by way of reward, recognition and learning, which 
employees were most likely to rate as inadequate.

What this means for you:  
Changed times requires fresh support

Employers have clearly gone to great efforts to help their people 
through lockdown and the subsequent periods of remote working 
by providing the support they need to do their job.

It is clear, however, that when it comes to supporting employees 
through the remainder of the pandemic restrictions and the new 
working arrangements that follow, employers need to rethink the 
support they give. This is particularly important in the areas of 
performance management and recognition which are key drivers 
of employee motivation, job satisfaction and performance.

29%
say employee benefits provided inadequate support
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Supporting new ways of working:

Where employers have 
done well

Work life balance  ……………………… 73%
Collaborative working  ………………… 72%
Physical and mental wellbeing  …… 71% 

Where employers are 
falling short

Reward for the contribution made  … 32%
(v 50% adequate)

Recognition for work done  ………… 21%
(v 68% adequate)

Financial wellbeing  …………………… 21%
(v 63% adequate)

Support for mental health  …………… 19%
(v 71% adequate)

Learning  ………………………………… 19%
(v 63% adequate) 

Where employees 
want help

Mental health  ………………………… 25%
Financial wellbeing  …………………… 18%
Knowing their performance is ok  …… 17%
Managing their working day  ………… 17%
Adjusting to a return to the office  … 17%
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The actions of employers have 
an impact on performance
Overall, 29% employees say they feel more positive about their 
organisation as a result of the actions employers have taken.

The impact of this is increased loyalty with 30% more likely to stay with their 
employer, as well as increased motivation, with 24% likely to go the extra mile.

However, 21% of employees stated that they feel more negative 
towards their employer. Where businesses have not done enough, they 
are more likely to be perceived poorly by employees (19%), less likely 
to go the extra mile (16%) and less likely to stay working (10%).

What this means for you:  
Don’t let up on your support

A regularly heard phrase throughout the pandemic was that organisations 
would be judged for how they supported people through that tough 
time. Our research bears this out with a significant minority of people 
prepared to commit more to their employer. To hold on to this 
commitment, employers will need to continue their support in 2021.

Organisations will be 
judged for how they 
support their people 
through Covid-19
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Power up your people: 
A blueprint for 2021
One of the biggest revelations of 2020 for employees and employers 
is the extent to which organisations have still managed to function 
effectively in the face of wholescale disruption to the way we work. 

As we plan ahead for a world with fewer restrictions on our working lives, 
a key question for every organisation will be ‘what permanent changes 
should we be making now to better how we work in the future?’

Those who have found better ways of managing their 
working life and making more time for their personal life will 
question the need to go back to what they did before.

At the same time, both employers and employees have started to work 
out those things that enrich working life or don’t work as well when 
we are all working in different places and unable to come together.

Whatever the future ways of working might be for your 
organisation, what is clear from our research is that the way we 
support our people will need to change if our organisations are to 
thrive - and the time to start planning those changes is now.
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Here are the actions 
that we think every 
organisation should take 
in order to put the best 
plan in place for 2021

1   Listen 
Establish what your employees need

You can’t support your employees effectively if you don’t know what 
help they need. It’s important to spend time taking the temperature 
of your organisation and the welfare of your employees.

To plan ahead, you need to understand:
•  How employees are feeling and what the blocks are to

productivity, motivation and satisfaction at work?

•  What expectations and concerns do they
have about the year ahead?

• What support would make a difference to them?

For each of these areas, your aim is to establish any potential 
changes you could make to policy, performance management, 
employee benefits and tools required to work effectively. 

2 Learn 
 Identify performance areas you need to improve

After a year of shifted working patterns, every organisation 
should have data around productivity, hours worked, 
absence levels and other patterns of performance.

This insight, coupled with what your employees tell you, will 
form the foundation of a business case for change.
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3 Look  
Research outside of your organisation 
for trends and best practice

Your employees won’t just judge you on what you do 
to support them, they will look at how that compares 
to your competitors and other organisations.

Looking beyond your organisation will provide you 
with insight about what a realistic level of support 
looks like and ideas about how you can provide it.

Firms in other sectors who are further ahead with 
their policies or plans for a return to more normal 
ways of working can help you in your planning.

Understanding what is realistic elsewhere by way 
of mandated office working will help ensure 
you meet employee expectations.

4 Lead  
 Communicate clearly the support 
you want will put in place

In times of uncertainty, clear proactive 
communication about the support you will provide 
to your people allows them to focus on work 
and reduce anxiety about the year ahead.

Employees want and expect good 
communication, so a key part of your planning 
will be to ensure they know the steps you are 
taking to support them in the year ahead.
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