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Challenges of the COVID-19
Pandemic Concerning the Work
Organization of Employees
of Business Structures

The authors take up the issue of the work organization of employees of busi-
ness structures in the aspects of dialogues related to COVID-19. The authors
considered a sufficient number of recommendations concerning these issues.
Their realization and introduction is a know-how of each business these days.

Introduction

any countries have been experiencing essential changes because of

the outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic. State of emergency was in-
troduced in countries in general or in some regions or spheres in particular.
Nearly all countries introduced health and epidemiological measures, restrict-
ed arrivals/departures and the process of migration, limited labor activity, as
well as implemented new remote forms of labor and training. According to
Eurostat data, (EUROPEAN STATISTICAL Recovery Dashboard, 2021) in
the second quarter of 2020 the decline in gross domestic product compared
to the corresponding period in 2019 comprised in Germany 9.7 %, in Spain—
—17.9 %, in France—13.7 %, in Austria—11.6 %, in Lithuania—5.9 %.
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Ukraine was not an exception. The hardest period of the most severe
guarantine restrictions happened in the second quarter of 2020. Although
Ukraine has been experiencing a decline in the rate of the decrease in eco-
nomic activity of most branches, according to experts, Ukraine will experi-
ence a much greater fall in general than the world economy (Department
of Strategic Planning and Macroeconomic Forecasting of the Ministry of
Economic Development, Trade and Agriculture, 2020).

Negative trends prevailed on the labor market both in Ukraine and the
world during the quarantine period. Part of businesses minimized their staff
or offered them a non-paid leave. The situation in this sphere will remain
complicated in future. According to experts, in Ukraine the level of unem-
ployment will reach 8.2% in 2025 which is equal to the pre-pandemic level
(Department of Strategic Planning and Macroeconomic Forecasting of the
Ministry of Economic Development, Trade and Agriculture, 2020). To up-
grade the capacity losses during the first stage of the COVID-19 pandemic
Ukraine will require up to 2 years.

Despite the uncertainty as for the terms of the COVID-19 pandemic and
its consequences for the economy, an efficient anti-crisis policy should be
established at state, branch, and local levels. Such a policy is of an actual sig-
nificance at the level of business organizations, whose activity results lay the
foundations for state economy development in general. In turn, the results of
each organization activity are directly related to the efficiency of their staff’s
work. That is why the issue of such efficiency security within new working
conditions caused by the pandemic is of an actual importance.

Analysis of Recent Research and Publications

The Department of Strategic Planning and Macroeconomic Forecasting
of the Ministry of Economic Development, Trade and Agriculture of Ukraine
analyzed the consequences of the pandemic for the country’s economy with-
in 2020-2021 (Department of Strategic Planning and Macroeconomic Fore-
casting of the Ministry of Economic Development, Trade and Agriculture,
2020). To minimize the negative impact of the pandemic’s consequences on
the economy the Department advises in the socio-economic sphere to have
a package of crisis-related measures aimed at social support to the popula-
tion, business support, to improve the efficiency of state management, to
increase funding for scientific research based on innovations, to promote
active spreading and popularization of digital technologies use directed at
enabling remote work and study. A majority of experts believe that the proc-
esses of digitalization, robotization, and modality presentation of “remote
workplace” will speed up. It may open up “a window of opportunities” for
changes in the Ukrainian economy aimed at a transition to a new quality.



Challenges of COVID-19 pandemics concerning the organization of business...

The International Labor Organization developed a set of guidelines and
recommendations which should be of assistance to the organizations. They
provide materials for securing efficient staff work under the conditions caused
by the pandemic. The most beneficial ones for this study are the following:

1. “COVID-19 and the World of Work: Impact and Policy Responses”
(ILO, 2020). This paper assesses the impact of the COVID-19 situation on
the labor market and proposes possible strategic alterations to mitigate this
impact and be prepared for effective renewal.

2. An Employer’s Guide to Managing Your Workplace During COVID-
19” (Tang, Miaw Tiang, 2020) contains a guidance on managing business
and staff protection, including the one concerning safety and healthcare at
work. According to the recommendations in this handbook, to respond to
COVID-19 challenges employers have to follow recommendations given
by national and local authorities, particularly, regarding the organization of
work, to assess the potential risks of disruptions of business processes, to
review or make up the plans on securing continuous activity which corre-
sponds to regulations by national and local authorities and directed at im-
proving business sustainability and supporting employees and their families,
to identify and mitigate the risks of the COVID-19 infection for employees
and other people related to the workplace etc.

In the workplace, it means the introduction of flexible working hours (for
instance, remote work), increase in physical distance between the employees,
practice of scheduled meetings and distance service provision (for instance,
meeting via videoconferencing or phone calling, assessment of chances to
postpone or cancel the mass gatherings), changes in the working culture (for
instance, refusal to handshake, dine at the workstation or beyond the working
place instead of the cafeteria or lounge areas) etc. The recommendation, which,
to the authors’ mind, is of high priority to ensure efficient work but is taken
into account insufficiently by the majority of Ukrainian employees, especially
in public administration, says that before rolling out a work-from-home ar-
rangement, employers must decide if the work activity is suitable for remote
working. If it is, then employers should discuss with their staff to make sure
that the following: appropriate equipment, technology, and training that are es-
sential for staying connected to colleagues and the organization are provided,
clear expectations are set for both managers and workers on what the work
and conditions should be; time sovereignty to support productivity is given to
workers to empower them to work in times and places that are convenient so
they can be as productive as possible; safety and health risks are assessed and
reasonable preventative action in relation to working from home is taken.

3. “An Employer’s Guide on Working from Home in Response to the Out-
break of COVID-19” (ILO, 2020) describes the ways of efficient ensuring

25
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remote work during the pandemic. Recommendations on labor productivity
of remote employees are the most valuable for this study. The authors accept
the idea given in these recommendations: “Well managed remote teams can
be far more productive than physically managed workers as companies are
required to measure productivity by objective metrics than the physical pres-
ence of ‘time in the building.”” Performance is best determined by outcomes,
and whether a worker is meeting measurable benchmarks or goals. Like any
goal, worker performance cannot be achieved if no one knows what it is. The
key to working well with remote workers is to be very clear and specific with
all expectations. The authors of this study also agree that while measuring
productivity of remote employees’ labor five elements should be considered:
setting and communicating clear goals and deadlines with the employees in
the same way it would be done in a physical workspace, forming plans to
increase accountability, analyzing important tasks and tracking progress on
a time-bound basis, evaluating quality and quantity instead of time worked—
—shifting the metrics to “tasks accomplished and their quality” versus “hours
spent,” tracking achievements.

4. “In the Face of a Pandemic: Ensuring Safety and Health at Work” (ILO,
2020). Advice on organization of employees’ remote work is of great use for
our study, especially the pieces concerning shifting working hours and rest
hours under the condition of remote work, as well as the choice of a good
posture while sitting.

5. The latest study by Deloitte is also interesting enough as it makes the
proposals on personnel policy under the pandemic conditions (Boychenko &
Timchenko, 2020; Deloitte, 2020). The authors agree with Deloitte that “the
current crisis opens up the unique opportunity for the businesses that will
enable to overcome their traditional attitude to a human and technologies as
separate parts and combine them for synergy. This crisis helps the employers
to foresee what may happen until they do propose efficient models of inter-
action between a human and technologies and transform their companies to
real social enterprises.”

The emphasis on exhaustion and emotional burnout of employees
under the pandemic is also of high importance. It turns the issue of
ensuring the employees’ welfare into the priority task for organiza-
tions while developing their plans on the renewal of their own activ-
ity. Considering the plan of returning to the normal work mode, or-
ganizations should assess ways of employee rewarding and improving
their capacity for a further professional career and adaptation based
not only on their skills and degree levels. Effective business must look
ahead focusing on creating future value instead of concentrating on
current optimization.



Challenges of COVID-19 pandemics concerning the organization of business...

The purpose of the article. Considering the above mentioned, the pur-
pose of the study is to search for ways of efficient projections of staff work
by the organization under undefined conditions and grounded on recommen-
dations given above.

Presentation of the material. The object of the study is StarLightMedia
(further — SLM), the largest media group of Ukraine which includes 6 TV
channels like STB, ICTV, Novyi Kanal, M1, M2, and OTSE TV. It is the
leader among viewers. In its activity SLM uses LEAN as a model of do-
ing business, which means constant self-improvement and based on the Kai-
zen philosophy, which gives much better results than the traditional model.
LEAN-management also means systematic staff development and constant
improvement of business processes. Whereas the traditional approach is
grounded on making profit, LEAN culture provides for inspired staff, which
in turn leads to profit. The whole SLM management model is closely tied

Uncertainty in duration of quarantine
measures

— Quarantine
Losses due to downtimeof stations
Inadaptability of staff to
remote work and absence Losses in time due to communication in case
of direct (live) of remote work
communication

Loss in work productivity due to infected
employees and decrease in their performance

L after disease
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Figure 1. The Problem Tree
Source: Own study.
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with internal culture of the company and its values such as responsibility,
efficiency, initiative, and partnership.

Since the beginning of the COVID-19 pandemic there has been hardly
any business which has not suffered more or less. Regardless of the amount
of losses or challenges, quarantine forced each organization to introduce al-
terations and transformations to provide further operation. SLM was not an
exception, so it searched for the best ways of transformations and novelties.

A great number of changes applied simultaneously to staff work in the
company led to decline in effectiveness of its performance. So during the
traineeship in SLM we were set the task to find the main factors which im-
pacted its effectiveness and propose activities and measures as for its im-
provement. We have developed the problem tree (Figure 1).

While conducting the study the authors concluded that solving the prob-
lem of enhancing the efficiency of work and loss minimization is possible via
the transformation of the working space (office, workstation, remote work).
Later we were involved in the SLM Space project directed at developing
changes in the work format, aimed at enhancing the efficiency of the pro-
duction department work and grounded on improving the ergonomics of the
working space.

After the information had been collected and analyzed, use of method
5S was proposed. That was a method of organizing the workspace (office,
workstation), whose purpose is to create optimal conditions for perform-
ing the activities, keeping order, cleanliness, tidiness, economy of time and
synergy.

1. Sorting things:

Marking with red sticker for ‘quarantine’— sorting things — 1) to the
storage — 2) for sale — 3) for recycling. Performers: team in working zone
/ responsible for working space.

Importance Frequency of use Action
Low 1 time/<6 months Cleaning the working zone
Medium <1 time/6 months (no more often | Locating things near the

than once a week) working zone
High <1 time/week Locating things in the
working zone

2. Contouring (marking place for things in the working zone): equipment,
side-marker tools etc.

3. Principle of rational layout:
e By operation flow (things/offices);
e Things in one row, absence of empty shelves.
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Consideration of staff relocation trajectory.

Realization.

Assessment.

Correction.

Requirements for office spaces have changed; office is no longer an es-

sential part of efficient work. The following question has been set: “where

can I do my work tasks in the most efficient way?”” On its basis the theses

were developed:

e Cutting down on stationary workspaces;

o The growth rate for meeting rooms with appropriate equipment to col-
laborate remotely;

e Maximum use of the remote work mode: freelancers, outsourcing.

The idea of “Lego-office” was considered. It is characterized by flex-
ible schedule, premises conservation, using spaces as storage, subleasing of
premises, creating movable work zones (module furniture, module walls in
case of open space format). For instance, the central zone is equipped with
a desk on wheels which assists in arranging the working space dependent on
the work done (group project, brainstorming etc.)

The issue of workplace ergonomics was also considered while working
on the project:

e Smart work in the office/workstation

Present circumstances require special attention to be given to the ergonom-
ics of office premises related to increase in the number of smart workers. Such
employees spend all their working hours in a new office environment like
a combi office, open space, in front of the computer screens and with other
technical communication devices. The application of new technologies during
the pandemic provides alteration to doing work, as well as reduces the need
to visit the office. Yet, in spite of the importance of remote work, a number of
profound companies like Apple, Yahoo!, and Google strongly believe that the
presence of employees in one place is of crucial importance for business suc-
cess. Only direct contact may result in chance meetings which promote com-
ing up with new ideas and new view of the product or service.

The general thing all employees have in common regardless of where and
when they work is the fact that they do their jobs staying for long hours in
front of their computers, laptops, or other mobile devices. In this respect and
considering the employees’ health conditions, paying attention to functional-
ity of seats’ ergonomic construction is of high importance. Besides, within
the context of smart work design of office premises, conference-halls, lounge
areas, and desks is also essential issue.

The studies reveal that there is no ideal desk height, it depends on an-
thropometrics of the employee, the device used, and the kind of task, so

No os
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it is necessary to develop regulated desk and chairs. In the USA ergonom-
ics is standardized and requires special chair construction (ANSI-HFES 100
2007). There is also the international standard of ergonomics which concerns
construction of ergonomic workplaces (ISO 9241-5 1998).

The space around the office, as well as arrangement of internal office
space is also essential for smart workers’ efficiency and successful perform-
ance. But it is convenience and workplace interior that affected employees
the most.

e Space around the office

Office environment also impacts productivity and health, especially un-
der the conditions of exhaustion and emotional burnout of employees during
the pandemic. An office location surrounded by a green space that enables
walking in open air during the break may relieve stress. According to studies
by A. Ewert and Y. Chang (2018) physical parameters linked to stress level
in the body confirm stress reduction while being in nature. One more fasci-
nating observation reveals that in 14 minutes of watching a forest, stress is
also reduced. It means that the view outside the window also impacts stress
levels.

o Office microclimate

Microclimate impacts productivity. A temperature of 27°C in the office
leads to less productivity by 30 % compared with a one of 21°C. Moreover,
J. N. Hacker and M. Holmes (2007) revealed that productivity is even better
if the temperature is 25°C compared to lower temperatures so there is an op-
timal range. Meanwhile, there is no single indicator of optimal temperature
in the office.

o Office layout

Office planning may be realized in different ways, but it should always
promote activity and employees’ successful performance. K. Alexander K and
I. Price (2015) prove that comfort and productivity are of the best quality in

a combi office where employees can select the workspace relevant to their job.

In accordance with the plan and purposes of the project on workspace
transformation the authors developed a questionnaire to study the challenges
some working groups (teams) face in the company. The “watering can of
issues” tool was applied. Based on the questionnaires developed, SLM em-
ployees were surveyed, and collected data were analyzed and structurized.
Convenience of the staff seating plan was estimated at 7 points on average
(by ten-point scale). That is related to issues of anonymity, noise, emotional
discomfort in an open space, inconvenience of working desks, bad lighting,
and poor interior. The absence of a rest zone and problems with dining were
also considered among the factors of employees’ location which decline their
efficiency.
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Conclusions. Based on the study conducted, the following vector of ac-
tions for further work on a project on work space transformation was pro-
posed:

1. Premises equipment which adapted to the task set and is easily managed
by employees. Re-equipment of working space using module furniture;

2. Office format planning relevant to the task set (a combi-office is the most
appropriate for most tasks);

3. Working place planning which is adapted to the task set, as well as con-
venient for altering position;

4. Provision of a separate study for the team, open space reservation;

Informing the team about the possibilities to equip their own work sta-

tion;

6. Creation of rest zones;

Reassignment of frozen office premises;

8. Developing standards of working zones equipment.

The authors identify the following positive consequences of working
places’ transformation proposed: opportunity for making extra profit; a more
convenient location compared to other premises; renewed design; a sense of
belonging to a common cause and progress.

But the risks were also mentioned: possible loss of preferences due to re-
organization; lack of trust to future changes; reluctance to engage in changes
because of fear of increased workload. To avoid these risks, special recom-
mendations were developed (ILO. (2020). In the Face of a Pandemic), in par-
ticular, regular liaison with employees to make sure they feel the employers’
support; create opportunities for group communication via Internet resources
or apps; give employees relevant degrees of freedom while doing their jobs.

In hindsight it is hard to estimate future changes and, what is more, it
is really complicated to forecast and plan prospects for organization. Some
issues have no definite solutions: likelihood of a new wave of COVID-19
pandemic occurrence, how deep the economic decline will be, how quickly
economic systems will recover, how the human behavior will change in the
post-pandemic period. Yet, there are a number of issues which need urgent
solving, such as how to minimize the impact of epidemics on business, its
performance and, what is most important, organization staff. The authors
considered a sufficient number of recommendations concerning these issues.
Nevertheless, their realization and introduction is a know-how of each busi-
ness these days.

o

~
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