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Introduction
The challenges presented by the onset of the Covid-19 pandemic have transformed
the modern world of work.
Organisations have implemented new ways of working to ensure business continuity and workforce
safety in timescales previously considered impossible. They have had to think on their feet, make
decisions quickly and react swiftly to a landscape that is constantly changing and evolving.
Employees have been faced with change on an unprecedented scale – adapting to new working
environments and ways of communicating and collaborating regardless of job role, size of
organisation, or sector.
As specialists in employee engagement, at Best Companies we wanted to understand the impact
of such volumes of change. We offered a free 'pulse' survey to all our clients and non-clients alike,
with benchmarkable questions based on our eight-factor engagement model, as well as some
additional ones specific to the current working environment. As a result, we have been able to
analyse over 50,000 employee responses across 158 organisations.

50k
Employees

158
Organisations

This report aims to use these insights to outline the impact of Covid-19 on employee engagement
levels and share our knowledge and findings as we continue through 2021 – to highlight areas for
consideration that we hope will help you successfully plan, lead, and manage in the months ahead.
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CEO’s Commentary
When the Coronavirus pandemic took hold in spring 2020,
and the first national lockdown was imposed on March 23,
leaders had to react quickly to ensure their employees
remained safe, motivated, and happy, but also to maintain
business continuity under circumstances unlike any seen
before.
It is fair to say that given the unprecedented nature of the
pandemic, and the limited time for planning that the imposition
of lockdown allowed, that few leaders had a strategy. Those
with strong values and principles focused on their people and
communities – prioritising staff wellbeing, introducing home
working, ensuring clarity of communication, and maintaining
connections between teams. This focus was a good one; with
some 62% of those organisations that carried out our free-ofcharge 'pulse' survey experiencing an increase in their overall
employee engagement levels.
However, it is clear from the analysis of the free text survey
responses that although employees appreciated the support and
transparency delivered from leaders as the pandemic took hold,
there was a strong desire to have sight of a longer-term plan, not
least in respect of job security, financial wellbeing, and personal
development.
Now, as we emerge from the first quarter of 2021 and the
latest lockdowns have started to lift, one thing is for certain:
organisations simply must see beyond Covid-19 and have
a robust plan for the weeks, months, and years ahead.
This plan needs to be the foundation of building back better
for all organisations: one that considers improved productivity
beyond that of where we started pre-pandemic. It must be well
communicated to employees at all levels and backed with strong
and clear objectives that everyone understands and can work
towards to ensure collective buy-in. This will, in turn, lead to
future growth, success, and financial stability.
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The coming year needs us to all think differently about
engagement – because the ‘glue’ that holds many businesses
together – such as interaction with colleagues in shared spaces
and a sense of community and togetherness – is harder to
achieve. Of course, a strong culture enhances engagement,
but it cannot replace the need for a strong plan that includes an
investment in learning and development and a focus on mental
wellbeing.
The findings of this report show that these areas are crucial to
maintaining and, indeed, increasing engagement levels within
an organisation and that, despite the financial restraints brought
about by the pandemic, a commitment to investing in them will
ultimately lead to more sustainable business.
Make no bones about it, the last 12 months have been the most
challenging ever known to lead and manage an organisation.
The signs of how people are feeling are harder than ever to
interpret – which is why measuring engagement is even more
important than ever.
I hope that armed with your own learnings from last year, along
with some of the findings of this report, you will be able to find
a successful way forward through 2021 and beyond.

Jonathan Austin
Founder & CEO, Best Companies
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Our 8 Factor Model
Developed in 2002 alongside academics at the University of Plymouth, with support from the Department of Trade
and Industry, our robust methodology has consistently proven to be the most accurate and effective way to measure
and understand how engaged employees are with their work.
My Manager

Le
ad
e

Giv
ing

How employees feel about
and communicate with
their direct manager

How employees feel about
the head of the organisation,
senior management and the
organisation's values and
principles

The extent to which
employees feel their
organisation has a
positive impact
on society

How happy employees
are with pay and benefits

The level of engagement
employees feel with their
job and organisation

lb
el
W

How employees feel about
training and their future
prospects

How employees feel about
stress, pressure at work
and life balance

ei
ng

My Company

Fair Deal

ck
Ba

G
ro
wt
h

ng
hi
et

p
hi
rs

So
m

Figure 1.

al
on
s
r
Pe

Employees’ feelings towards
their immediate colleagues
and how well they work
together

My Team

Figure 2. YoY Factor Differences - Company Level Comparison
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Our Pulse Survey:
How do we measure?
About the ‘1-7 Likert Response’

The format of the statements we use is the Likert Response
Format or Likert Item (we use a 7-point scale from Strongly
Agree through to Strongly Disagree). Best Companies use
a numerical scale to present Employee Engagement data.
The answer which is least favourable to the company is given
a value of 1 and the answer which is most favourable to the
company is given a value of 7 (Figure 3). This enables us to
combine the results from positive statements (where agreement
is favourable to the company) with those from negative
statements. This scale is commonly used in work that involves
questionnaires. Converting responses into numbers enables
us to produce statistics for organisations such as the average
responses for various groups.

Figure 3. 1-7 Likert Response
1 = Strongly
Disagree

1
0%

Neither Agree
nor Disagree

2
16.6%

3
33.3%

4
50%

7 = Strongly
Agree

5
66.6%

6
83.3%

7
100%

The percentages we refer to within this report are conversions
of the score on a seven point scale to a percentage of maximum
score. To calculate this, we subtract 1 (so that 1 converts to 0%),
divide by 6 and multiply by 100. This enables us to report the
percentage of a maximum score for every statement and factor.

The questions we asked?

The following statements were asked and scored against the ‘1-7 Likert Response’






























This organisation has a strong social conscience
I am under too much pressure at work to perform well
I feel that I lack support from my manager
I love working for this organisation
I feel I receive fair pay for the responsibilities I have in my job
My manager cares about how satisfied I am in my job
I believe this organisation does not do enough to protect the environment
This job is good for my own personal growth
I feel a strong sense of family in my team
I am happy with the balance between my work and home life
I would leave tomorrow if I had another job
People in our team don't care much for each other
I am paid fairly for the work I do relative to people in similar positions in similar organisations
Senior managers of this organisation do a lot of telling but not much listening
This organisation is run on strong values / principles
The experience I gain from this job is valuable for my future
I feel proud to work for this organisation
Profit / budget concerns are the only things driving this organisation
I have confidence in the leadership skills of the senior management team
My health is suffering because of my work
I feel that my manager talks openly and honestly with me
The leader has a plan that I believe in
My manager shares important knowledge and information with me
I feel my job is secure
My organisation puts profits ahead of its people
This organisation does not care about my mental well-being
The economic climate makes me worried about my organisation’s future
In times of personal crisis, this organisation would help me get back on my feet.
Help is available to support my mental well-being

We also asked the following free text questions

What makes this a great workplace?
What would make this a better workplace?
What can your organisation do to support you at this time?
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Theme 1. Engagement has
improved, what has driven this?
We measure the overall engagement of an organisation
through our Best Companies Index (BCI) score. This
is calculated from employee responses to specific
statements in our engagement survey.

Figure 4. Engagement Scores (2019 BCI vs 2020 'Pulse' BCI)
710
708
706

The BCI score is measured on a scale of 0 – 1000 and we
saw an average shift of +10 points since pre-pandemic levels.
This indicates that, despite the unprecedented circumstances,
employees generally responded well to the approach taken by
their organisations as the pandemic took hold.

62%

of organisations that
took part in our Covid-19
‘pulse’ survey saw an
increase in their
engagement levels
during the pandemic

704
BCI Score

We compared the scores from those organisations taking our
Covid-19 ‘pulse’ survey with their scores from the previous year
and found that 62% saw an increase in their engagement levels
during the pandemic (Figure 4).

702
700
698
696
694
692
690
Average 'Pulse' BCI Score 2020

Average BCI Score 2019

Where engagement levels have improved overall when comparing the two surveys, assessment
of each of the eight factors used in our methodology showed the four that have seen specific
improvement were those of ‘Leadership', ‘Wellbeing’, ‘Personal Growth’ and ‘Giving Something
Back’.
The statement ‘Senior managers truly live the values of this organisation’ is the most highly
correlated to overall engagement in the most recent survey, which suggests the leadership
of organisations are working hard to ensure core values and or principles are consistently
demonstrated, regardless of where employees are working from.
‘Giving Something Back’ is our factor that assesses the extent to which employees feel their
organisation has a positive impact on society. Where Covid-19 has driven a togetherness within
communities to help those in need, it is perhaps unsurprising that we saw a +3.1% increase in
score to the statement ‘This organisation has a strong social conscience.’
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Overall engagement by job grade
Figure 5. YoY Job Grade Comparison
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To understand the impact of the pandemic on employees at all levels within an organisation, we
analysed engagement levels within different job grades (Figure 5). We found that, compared to the
pre-pandemic survey, the biggest rises in engagement levels were for employees in the job grades
of ‘Team Member’ + 3.1% and ‘Team Leader/Supervisor’ +1.5%.
Since ‘Team Member’ and ‘Team Leader/Supervisor’ make up some 76% of the respondents
from the organisations that took part in the Covid-19 ‘pulse’ survey, it is easy to see how overall
engagement levels have improved, even though other job grades, such as ‘Senior Manager’ and
‘Director’, have seen a decline.

Director

76%

of respondents came
from Team Members and
Team Leaders/Supervisors
grades, which both
saw the biggest rises
in engagement levels.

From our historical data, we would expect to see engagement levels rise incrementally from ‘Team
Member’, all the way through to the highest levels of engagement at ‘Director’. Although the chart
here shows that the more senior job grades are still showing the highest levels of engagement, the
fact that they have declined year-on-year is indicative of the pressure on these job grade in such
difficult circumstances.
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Theme 2. Wellbeing
Employee wellbeing has become increasingly prominent
in recent years, with organisations showing an increased
awareness of its importance on overall engagement levels.
The advent of Covid-19 has only served to heighten this awareness,
with the unprecedented changes it has necessitated putting a
greater focus on both employees’ mental health and the need for
more flexible working strategies.
Findings from our pulse survey reflect that this focus positively
impacted wellbeing levels overall, with scores relating to this
factor increasing by over 5% compared to pre-pandemic levels
– representing the largest increase across all the eight workplace
factors (Figure 6).
The chart shows wellbeing scores increased across all job
grades, apart from ‘Senior Manager’, whose score decreased
by -2.4%. Senior Managers have been particularly affected
by the immense pressure brought about by the need for a
new strategic direction, coupled with the need to deliver on
expectations because of Covid-19, which would suggest this
decline in their wellbeing.

W e ll b e i n g

The largest increase in wellbeing scores between the 2019
survey and the 2020 Covid-19 'pulse' survey was for ‘Team
Member’ +4.6% and ‘Team Leader/Supervisor’ +3.6%.
These job grades also reported increases in the ‘My Manager’
factor too, suggesting they are feeling more supported by their
managers this year, which is likely to be contributing to their
increase in wellbeing scores.
Although wellbeing has marginally improved at ‘Manager’
level +2.0%, overall, the scores are the lowest of all job grades.
Patterns in our data suggest this is symptomatic of the ‘middle
manager effect’, where the weight of expectation from both
direct reports and senior managers and above result in poor
levels
of wellbeing.

Figure 6. YoY Wellbeing Comparison by Job Grade
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Wellbeing saw the biggest
increase across all of the
eight workplace factors,
compared to pre-pandemic
levels

5%

The impact of furlough on wellbeing
The introduction of the Government’s ‘Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme’ provided a lifeline for
organisations across all sectors. However, the programme caused an imbalance in the wellbeing
of employees – for both those who were on furlough leave, as well as for those with no change
to their working hours.
Respondents to the Covid-19 ‘pulse’ survey who had been furloughed showed higher average
wellbeing scores compared to respondents whose contracted hours had not changed.
However, in both conditions, wellbeing is lower for those employees who took the survey later
in the pandemic (Figure 7).
Figure 7. Average Wellbeing Scores for furlough compared
to non-furlough respondents - Two month segments
5.4

1-7 Likert Response

5.2

April - May

June - July

August - September

5
4.8
4.6
4.4
4.2
I am on furlough leave (i.e. you have been asked to stop
working but are still being paid a proportion of your salary

There has been no change to my contracted hours

Overall, it is likely that the high scores seen in the ‘Wellbeing’ factor have been substantially boosted
by those employees on furlough leave. However, levels have not been maintained, which can be
attributed to a mind shift from feeling happy being at home and still receiving pay, to increasing
concern over job security as time goes on.

11.2 million*

jobs were furloughed from
1.3 million different employers
in the United Kingdom as part
of the government’s job
retention scheme.
*Approx

The Covid Report | April 2021

9

23 March 2020
Boris Johnson told the country that
people “must” stay at home and
said that “we will immediately”
close some businesses,
which saw the start of the first
national UK “Lockdown”.

Theme 3. Home working
Covid-19 brought with it the necessity that those employees that were able to work from
home should do so – bringing about change on a major scale for the many that had not
done so before.

58%
of those included
in this analysis were
working from home

In our Covid-19 ‘pulse’ survey, we assessed how engagement differs across those with working
from home as an option during the period of April – September 2020, as well as those who are
field based and those that are not able to work from home. Generally, engagement is shown to be
considerably higher in those that have been working from home (Figure 8).
Figure 8. Engagement Score (Working From Home vs Not Working From Home)
5.2
5.15

1-7 Likert Response

5.1
5.05
5
4.95
4.9
4.85
I’ve started to work from
home in the last 3 months

I’ve been working from
home for longer than 3 months

I’m field based

I don’t work from home

The quantitative data suggests engagement is higher for employees who are able to work from
home, which we attribute to a degree of flexibility within their roles. This is fully supported by the
qualitative data coming from the free text comments in the survey.
For example, those employees whose roles were not previously considered eligible for remote
working commented that the enforced lockdown showed that they indeed are able to work from
home, and that for others, working from home has afforded them different ways and patterns of
working, which has positively impacted their wellbeing.
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Figure 9. Bimonthly segments of Wellbeing and working from home
5.2
April - May

June - July

August - September

5.1
5

1-7 Likert Response

4.9
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4.7
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4.5
4.4
4.3
4.2
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However, despite home working having a positive effect on
wellbeing, when we compared the bi-monthly segments (Figure 9),
there has been a decline in wellbeing scores for all four working
arrangements. The most substantial difference in score is seen
in the ‘I don’t work from home’ condition.

I’ve started to work from
home in the last 3 months

I’ve been working from
home for longer than 3 months

It is again clear from the qualitative data that this is likely to be as
a result of an ‘all or nothing approach’, where employees desire
a fully flexible arrangement in their working lives, rather than
purely one condition or another.
Many responses to the survey show a desire for a flexible
working policy to either be introduced into their organisation,
or what currently exists to be amended, to allow for maximum
productivity when considering an individual’s personal
circumstances.

In answer to the question
‘what can your organisation do
to help you at this time?’
many indicated that they would like
flexible working to continue after
the pandemic.
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Theme 4. Personal Growth
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Personal Growth is related to the development of
employees to allow them to broaden the scope of their
contribution and allow them to grow to take on future
roles and responsibilities.

There is an overall increase in score for people feeling their job
is good for their own personal growth compared to the previous
survey +0.3%, which suggests employees responded well to the
efforts made by their organisations to invest in their development.

It is one of the driving factors in our engagement survey,
being intrinsically linked with how satisfied employees feel in
their working lives and how valuable they feel they are to their
organisation.

To understand more about the initiatives some of the highestscoring organisations for the ‘Personal Growth’ factor in our
Covid-19 ‘pulse’ survey put in place, we undertook a series of
interviews. We found that the leading companies in this area had
invested heavily in their Managers, with additional coaching and
mentoring enabling them to better develop their direct reports.

Where Covid-19 has brought with continual change and need
to refocus priorities, it is possible that budgets and planning
around growth and development in some organisations could
have been less of a priority in recent months.
Despite this, the ‘Personal Growth’ factor saw the second
highest overall improvement overall when comparing the
pre-pandemic and Covid-19 ‘pulse’ surveys.

Additionally, those organisations that focused on development
of employees’ digital skills also did well in this factor, as did
those who invested in wellbeing programmes, offering stress
management and mental health awareness training.

This is driven by ‘Team Members’ and ‘Senior Managers’, who
saw an increase in their Personal Growth scores (Figure 10).

Figure 10. YoY Personal Growth Comparison by Job Grade
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Theme 5. My Team
Assessing how employees feel about their immediate
colleagues and how well they work together is crucial to
defining how engaged employees are with one another.
Since the pandemic has meant many of us no longer occupy
the same workspaces, the ways in which teams interact has
become a major area of focus.
Furlough, the implementation of home working, and sudden
requirements for new technology are just some of the challenges
that teams have had to overcome while trying to keep engaged
with one another.
Overall, findings from our Covid-19 ‘pulse’ survey shows a
decline in both ‘Team Leaders’ and ‘Managers’ in relation to the
‘My Team’ factor (Figure 11), with the most substantial difference
in scores between the 2019 survey and the ‘pulse’ survey at the
‘Senior Manager’ level -4.7%.

M y Te a m

However, there was an increase within the ‘Team Members’
+1.7% and ‘Directors’ +2.9% as highlighted in the chart,
suggesting these job grades responded well to the efforts
made by organisations to maintain a feeling of collaboration
and connectivity.
Analysis of the comments in the Covid-19 ‘pulse’ survey suggest
that during the first lockdown there was more of an effort
made to communicate with other departments, and a shared
camaraderie in embracing the new ways of working.
In order to understand more about the ways in which
organisations strived to maintain relationships between teams,
we interviewed a number of companies that scored well in the
‘My Team’ factor and found two common themes: creating
guides to help employees decide how best to communicate with
one another in a digital environment, as well as communication
strategies delivered through clear, reliable channels to offer
personal touch points and to connect teams with the vision
and ongoing strategies of the business. Social interaction, and
replicating the solidarity that employees are missing from their
ordinary working environments, has also been a priority for
companies scoring well in this area.

Figure 11. YoY My Team Comparison by Job Grade
6.5
+2.9%
6.25

1-7 Likert Response
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-4.7%

2019 Survey
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The Covid Report | April 2021

Team Leader / Supervisor

Manager

Senior Manager

Director

13

“ The lessons learned

during the pandemic
can help us build back
better, with a positive
impact on workplace
engagement.”
Jonathan Austin
Founder & CEO, Best Companies

In Conclusion
Despite such a turbulent disruption to our working lives, engagement levels actually
increased within those organisations that took part in our Covid-19 ‘pulse’ survey. The
biggest improvement within a specific job grade was seen for Team Members, at +3.1%.
This improvement can be attributed to specific factors, with ‘Wellbeing’ achieving the biggest
overall improvement, followed by ‘Personal Growth’, ‘Giving Something Back’ and ‘Leadership.’
It is likely that an increased awareness of mental health and understanding the need for a work/life
balance led to the improvement seen in the ‘Wellbeing’ factor. Where strategies implemented by
organisations at the start of lockdown meant wellbeing increased, it was not, however, felt equally
across job roles; with ‘Managers’ scoring the lowest in our survey.
With the introduction of home working, organisations that demonstrated an understanding of the
challenges of working from home and adopted a flexible approach saw higher levels of overall
employee engagement. Many employees indicated that they would like flexible working to continue
after the pandemic.
Delivering personal growth for employees has proven difficult for many organisations in this new,
virtual world. However, some have managed to maintain their focus by adapting to online learning
strategies. It is true to say that given the uncertainties presented by the pandemic, the ‘Personal
Growth’ factor is essential to help employees maintain a feeling of job security. The biggest gap in
personal growth is seen within ‘Directors’, where there is an opportunity for organisations to invest
to give them the tools they need to adapt to an ever-changing world.
Teamwork too has been of concern due to the change in how many employees now work.
Businesses that performed well in overcoming the challenges around teamwork focused on
communication as a priority and connectivity in a world of remote working. Those organisations
that continued to connect teams with the vision and ongoing strategies of the business have
seen higher levels of engagement, as have those who have tried to replicate the camaraderie that
employees are missing from their pre-pandemic working environments.

Employee engagement
levels increased within the
organisations who ‘Pulse’
surveyed, with the ‘Team
Members’ job grade seeing
the biggest increase at

3.1%

Overall, the areas highlighted in this report, combined with a robust, clear plan, will hopefully help
organisations to build back better as we navigate the days, weeks, and months ahead.
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