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For the past year and a half, the COVID-19 Pandemic has brought forth many challenges for the Emory workforce. In March 2020, 

thousands of Emory faculty and staff encountered a mass exit from campus and began to work remotely. Work became a virtual 

reality with numerous adjustments, Zoom meetings, and lack of in-person connections with colleagues. In addition, Emory students 

vacated the campus and shelter-in-place started for the Emory community. Emory University is now preparing for the return to 

campus in the Fall of 2021.

During the return to campus transition, Emory leaders will encounter a variety of responses from faculty and staff that will be positive, 

negative, and ambivalent. More specifically, there will be some employees who are elated and ready to return to campus, others who 

have fully adapted to remote work and are resistant to the return, and those who have worked on campus throughout the pandemic 

and appreciate the easy access and reduced density. In fact, those who have continued to work on campus during the pandemic 

may question why so many efforts are being implemented for return to onsite work. In addition, there will be other employees who 

have mixed feelings or are simply ambivalent about onsite work. Thus, it is important to realize that reacclimating to onsite work will 

present a significant challenge for leaders to manage. 

This Resource Guide was developed to help leaders navigate the various aspects of the transition back to campus as it relates 

to faculty and staff health and wellbeing. In the execution of return to campus efforts, leaders are charged with developing 

comprehensive plans, supporting employee wellbeing, facilitating team success, and advancing Emory University’s mission. In 

addition, leaders must be abreast of safety protocols and practices, as well as policies and procedures that govern working onsite 

in a responsible manner. This guide will focus on enhancing employee wellbeing during the transition of faculty and staff to onsite 

working arrangements. 

overview
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The COVID-19 pandemic, the shelter-in-place order, and racial and social unrest have all had a profound impact on employees’ 

mental health. The complexity of these dynamics had a significant impact on the emotional, mental, and physical health of staff, 

faculty, and their families. More specifically, the pandemic contributed to the following:

the importance of employee 
health and wellbeing

For many faculty and staff members, these issues are still unresolved and may be exacerbated as more change is introduced in 

their lives. According to the Kaiser Permanente Workforce Health Playbook (2021), it is anticipated that a surge in mental health 

symptoms may coincide with the timing of return to campus activities. Therefore, leaders will need to be supportive, flexible, 

and responsive to the varied needs of their workforce.  In essence, leaders will need to lead with empathy and recognize that all 

employees have experienced this crisis in a unique way. 

• Social isolation

• Health-related anxieties

• Grief and loss

• Fear of uncertainty

• Changes in work and daily routines

• Trauma

• Increased substance use

• Sleep disturbances

• Decrease in physical activity and movement

• Increase in unhealthy eating habits

• Generalized stress and anxiety

• Financial stress and job loss for family members

https://business.kaiserpermanente.org/thrive/resource-center/covid-19-return-to-work-playbook
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strategies: what to expect
Various strategies will be needed to adapt to new ways of working during the post-pandemic phases. To achieve a successful return 

to campus, here are some common issues that may arise and strategies to deal with them:

Difficulties with Re-acclimation
After working remotely for such an extended time 

period, some employees have developed practices 

that are not conducive or well suited for onsite 

work. 

• Ambivalence may be strong. Employees may

indicate their verbal agreement to working

on campus but may demonstrate behavioral

reluctance.

• Employees may struggle with proper

dress, tardiness, the lack of ability to focus

on or complete work, or the lack of team

engagement.

Strategy 
It will be important for leaders to address any 

behavioral concerns in a timely manner. Acknowledge 

the realities of the transition to onsite and hybrid 

work schedules that will require attentive focus for 

the workforce. Engage in open discussions about 

potential challenges and identify what assistance may 

be needed.
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Change Management
Leaders will need to continually acknowledge 

and communicate that transitioning back to work 

on campus for the Fall Semester is a big change, 

especially given the extensive changes during the 

past year and a half.  

• Change in and of itself is a stressor for many

employees. The breadth of adjustments will

require changes in schedule, driving routines,

commuting patterns, dress/attire, work habits,

physical work environment, and interactions

with others. All of these simultaneous changes

may trigger stress responses.

• For parents, they will face planning for children

who will be returning to in-person learning

in the Fall. Therefore, for some employees’

households, returning to campus to work or

experiencing increased density on campus will

represent one of many transitions being faced

at that time.

Strategy
Leaders can alert employees of the Human 

Resources RTC Resources - Fall 2021 Return 

to Campus that are available to support their 

transition. It will be valuable to encourage 

employees to begin practicing some of these 

changes (such as driving during rush hours to 

reacclimate to commuting during heavy traffic, re-

implementing a more structured work schedule 

during primary business hours and not working 

through late evenings as may have been the case 

with remote work, etc.) as soon as possible so that 

there is a certain degree of normalcy present as 

they transition back to campus. Demonstrating 

awareness and consideration for those additional 

concerns will help with the successful transition back 

to working on campus.  

https://hr.emory.edu/eu/fall-2021/index.html
https://hr.emory.edu/eu/fall-2021/index.html
https://business.kaiserpermanente.org/thrive/resource-center/covid-19-return-to-work-playbook
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Fear Management, Job Insecurity, 
and Workplace Safety
Many researchers have examined the impact of 

COVID-19 on increased fear, anxiety, insecurity, 

and uncertainty due to the future realities of the 

pandemic. Fears about fiscal issues, business 

closures, lack of job security and uncertainty 

regarding the future for employees and family 

members increase anxiety for individuals and 

families. Lin, Shao, Li, et.al. (2018) highlighted 

that perceptions of job insecurity would lead to 

employees’ poor wellbeing, dysfunctional work 

behavior, as well as reduced expenditure and life 

quality. 

• Lack of clarity about future changes makes

it difficult to maintain a positive outlook.

Fears can emerge about fiscal concerns,

future furloughs and job layoffs, persistent

worrying about operational plans and negative

consequences.

Strategy
Frequent and ongoing communication is key 

for leaders. It is also important for leaders to 

be honest, straightforward, transparent, and 

consistent with updates related to change. Frequent 

and multifaceted communication will assist the 

workforce with maintaining positive outlooks 

about safety and security. It is also important to be 

open, honest, and forthright about the realities of 

workplace stability and any possible changes that 

could occur (e.g., restructuring to meet business 

needs).
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Team Conflict
Due to the perceived uncertainty about the future, 

team dynamics challenges and/or interpersonal 

conflict can emerge. 

• It will be imperative to discuss and confirm 

with employees that unanticipated stress-

inducing situations can certainly be a part of 

the transition process, and that it may not go 

smoothly no matter how much one plans in 

advance.  

Strategy
Encourage employees to practice flexibility and 

grant grace to themselves and to co-workers when 

needed. As a leader, demonstrating flexibility, 

compassion, and grace for the team will also be 

important as you experience unanticipated stressors 

and unexpected responses. 

• Remind employees of the breadth of FSAP 

Resources including Individual Conflict 

Coaching, Facilitated Discussion and Mediation 

Services.

• Explore the variety of programs and resources 

offered by HR Learning and Organizational 

Development (LOD) - LOD Resources under 

Leadership Development, Supervisory Series, 

Staff Training and LinkedIn Learning are 

available to leaders and staff. 

https://www.hr.emory.edu/eu/learning/index.html
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Questions about Fairness 
Regarding Flexible Work 
Arrangements 
Schools and Divisions are developing specific 

return to campus plans based on the business 

needs of the organization. Employees may 

question why remote work and flexible work 

arrangements are not being implemented in a 

standardized fashion throughout the University. 

Strategy
Outline the missions of the University, Division/

School and Department to assist individuals 

with understanding the expectations related to 

maintaining the focus of Emory as a “place and 

destination” of community that promotes teaching, 

research and service.  

• Remind employees that return to onsite work

plans are being established based upon the

unique missions and responsibilities of the

schools and divisions. Refer faculty and staff

to the policies and guidelines provided by the

Office of the Provost and Human Resources.

• State the facts and business needs clearly

to assist faculty and staff with adjusting the

expectations related to their roles within the

University.
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Healthy Perspective
Leaders will need to embrace returning to campus 

as a process and not a single event.  It will take 

time for each employee, as well as the team itself, 

to get into a new workflow and connect as a unit 

once again, especially if hybrid work models are 

utilized where all team members will not be onsite 

simultaneously. 

• There will be new policies, protocols, 

workspaces, meeting structures, staffing 

practices and plans to implement. 

Strategy
Develop a plan to routinely check in with employees 

to assess and gauge team adjustment, self-care, 

and team care needs.
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• Conduct “Transitioning Back to Campus” Zoom or in-person meetings that afford you the opportunity to hear and understand

more about the employee perspectives about the positive aspects of working remotely, potential losses by working on campus,

valuable aspects of working on campus, and what processes/structure/benefits will be transferrable from home to onsite work.

Additionally, it will be important to ascertain what situations may negatively impact the transition back to campus.

• Maintain a current listing of Human Resources services that can assist the employee as they make this transition to return to

work on campus or to manage increased density if they have been working onsite. Visit the HR Website – Fall 2021 Return to

Campus.

• Discuss employees’ personal strengths that will help them to successfully navigate this transition. You may mention some

positive work/personality attributes that you know of (e.g., sense of humor, positive attitude, good self-care practices, etc.) that

that will facilitate an employee’s transition process. This conversation will create, build, and/or rebuild a connection with the

employee and communicate interest in their success.

• Consider creating a brief survey for your team to gather information about their needs. This activity can build trust,

connection with the employee, and demonstrate your care and concern for their wellbeing.

• Implement a Wellness-Centered Leadership approach (Shanafelt, Trockel, Rodriguez, Logan (2021) that reinforces the

importance of:

• Caring about people always;

• Cultivating individual and team relationships; and

• Inspiring Change:  encouraging teams to think beyond the status quo, empowering to drive change, and to achieve meaningful

results.

more strategies to consider 
individual and small group approaches

https://hr.emory.edu/eu/fall-2021/index.html
https://hr.emory.edu/eu/fall-2021/index.html
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• Support Team Resiliency by having Team Care activities that include the following:

• Conduct routine check-ins to communicate and connect with each other as a team.

• Offer team time together for social purposes (e.g., lunches, dinners, or team activities).

• Promote team challenges with desirable prizes (e.g., suggested by team members).

• Identify what the team needs to foster a successful transition back to campus. 

• Survey what team members need from each other and leadership to support their adjustment of return to campus or full den-

sity, which may change with time.

• Spend time identifying and acknowledging team strengths, not just developmental or growth areas.

• Look for opportunities to offer “Shout Outs” to team members doing something positive (e.g., going an extra mile for the 

team, supporting others, making efforts to enhance productivity or the work environment, practicing good self-care, etc.). 

Shout Outs can be done in person, virtually via Zoom, and/or on Healthy Emory Connect.  

• Provide emotional safety – maintain an open dialogue so that faculty and staff can express and discuss their needs. Utilize re-

spectful verbal exchanges to promote a healthy work culture. 

• Utilize the physical safety guidelines (Environmental Health & Safety) – remind employees of policies and practices designed to 

keep them physically safe and healthy.  

• Practice leadership transparency – provide insights and explanations regarding why policies have been developed to govern the 

return to campus efforts. 

• Demonstrate cultural sensitivity – recognize that many employees have experienced a dual pandemic related to racial and social 

injustices and political divisiveness. Acknowledge the disruption of these activities, which have had a powerful effect on emotional 

wellbeing.

https://www.hr.emory.edu/eu/wellness/healthy-emory-connect/index.html
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self-care strategies for the leader
As a leader, you will be faced with concerns related to employee wellbeing and team care. However, please do not forsake your 

own wellbeing. It is important for you to practice self-care strategies first, so that you will be in a position to better support your 

employees. You will then serve as a role model for your team members. Please find important self-care strategies listed below:

• Identify the unique strengths that you can utilize to enhance your success as you transition your team back to campus.

• Prioritize and utilize your toolbox to effectively manage the return to campus.

• Identify factors that detract from your ability to be present with your team or detract from your ability to be compassionate and

supportive. Self-awareness and accountability will be key in successfully managing these factors.

• Engage in self check-ins to examine how you are doing with the return to campus transition and what you need.

• Partner with a peer or mentor to ensure positive self-care related to the transition back to campus. Seek honest and open

feedback from this buddy support system.

• Plan and implement good self-care practices. Implement them now to ensure they become a habit by the time the return to

campus transition begins.

• Determine what work activities give you energy and refresh you versus the tasks that zap your energy. Make sure that you have a

balanced ratio of these activities. Try to begin and end your day with energy-giving activities.

• Acknowledge daily what is going well with the transition. Positive thinking can support your resiliency, and your team’s resiliency.
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resources
Human Resources Websites: 

• Faculty Staff Assistance Program: www.fsap.emory.edu

• Healthy Emory: www.healthy.emory.edu

• Learning and Organizational Development: www.learningservices.emory.edu

• Work Life: www.worklife.emory.edu

Kaiser Permanente COVID-19 – Return-to-Work Playbook. Workforce health – version 12 – 04/9/21. Corporate Health Resources | 

Kaiser Permanente
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consequences:  The mitigating role of organization adaptive practices. Journal of Applied Psychology: Vol. 106, 3, 317-329.

Returning to the Workplace after COVID-19: What boards should be thinking about. Board Governance Insights, Returning to the 

workplace after COVID-19: What boards should be thinking about: PwC

Shanafelt, T., Trockel, M., Rodriquez, A., Logan, D. (2021). Wellness-centered leadership: Equipping health care leaders to cultivate 

physician well-being and professional fulfillment. Academic Medicine: Vol. 96, 5, 641-651.

Contact FSAP @ 404-727-WELL (9355)

efsap@emory.edu

www.fsap.emory.edu
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