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Webinar Summary: Furloughing Staff Responsibly and 

Managing Absence during the Crisis – 23rd April 2020 
 

Introduction 
During these globally challenging times, it’s more important than ever to protect the health 
safety and livelihoods of workers in our global supply chains, and this series of 6 webinars is 
designed to help support this process. 
 
The webinars have been sponsored as a collaboration between 10 UK Supermarkets (Aldi, ASDA, 
Co-op, Lidl, Morrisons, M&S, Ocado, Sainsburys, Tesco and Waitrose & Partners). Through these 
supplier-facing webinars we aim to provide support and guidance for managing COVID-19 related 
issues specifically, to protect workers during this period of unprecedented change. We have now 
completed three webinars in this programme, and this summary covers webinar three. 
 
Webinar Purpose (Webinar Three) 
To provide guidance and case studies for UK suppliers on the practical and procedural steps to 
take when furloughing workers, including considering the impact on workers. It will also provide 
details on the new Statutory Sick Pay (SSP) rules and guidance on the appropriate way to manage 
absence from a business and worker perspective during the crisis. 
 
The slides for this webinar can be accessed here 
 
The recording of this webinar can be accessed here 
 
These can be shared with those that registered for the webinar as well as sponsors, suppliers, 
partners and colleagues. 
 
We would like to hear your feedback - access the survey here 
 
Presenters 

• Gillian Haythornthwaite – Director, nGaje  

• Melvyn Miles – Head of Human Rights, Greencore 

• Paul Chamberlain, Head of Employment, JMW Solicitors LLP 

• Joanne Young, Head of Development, Association of Labour Providers 

• James Boffey, ACAS 

• Laura Hodgson , Senior Account Technical Manager, Allied Bakeries 

• David Alder, Technical Director, Minor, Weir and Willis 
 
Key Points 
 

Furloughing responsibly  

 
Overview: 

• 20th March furlough scheme launched by government. 

• Treasury Direction published- sets out legal requirements. 

• Both employer and employee must agree on joining the furlough scheme mutually. This is 

recommended to be in writing. 

• HMRC will be checking claims made from the scheme. 

https://labourproviders.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Covid-19-Webinar-Furloughing-Staff-Responsibly-and-Managing-Absence-during-the-crisis-23042020.pdf
https://attendee.gotowebinar.com/recording/1634374962790926606
https://www.surveymonkey.co.uk/r/23-04-20
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Greencore case study 

• 16 UK factories covering range of products 

• Drop in sandwich sales not offset in rise in sales of other products such as ready meals  

• Significant disruption to normal ways of working 

• 3 goals: 

o Keeping people safe 

o Keeping Britain fed 

o Protection of the business 

• 30% organisation was furloughed over a 7-day period 

• Because of the pace, communication has been key: 

o Weekly CEO call  

o Built a website to communicate to all employees. Includes wellbeing guides, guides to 

access financial support and activity guides for those with children etc 

o Registered all employees are on a central text message service to ensure direct 

contact 

• Had to be creative in response to new challenges, beyond existing tools 

• Partnered with NeuroLeadership Institute to share insight on how the brain work and how 

managers can take care of themselves and their teams.  Carried out webinars with over 170 

people attending the first one. 

• Built learning material to support employee’s wellbeing with various webinars 

• With all of this happening there was still a need for recruitment in critical roles, but this has 

been reshaped  

o Recruitment process has been reshaped and now those who have been furloughed 

are prioritised to fill the vacancies.  

o Degree apprentice scheme  

• Engaging with furloughed colleagues and supporting communities has been invaluable: 

o Regular phone calls, WhatsApp quizzes, coffee and cake over skype 

o Working closely with communities to help keep Britain fed and supporting the NHS 

and local charities  

o “Bring your pet to work day” virtually  

• Recognise that working remotely is extremely disruptive and causing levels of anxiety. 

Mechanisms to keep in touch is very important.  

Rules of the scheme 

• Any UK organisation on a UK PAYE payroll. 

• Must have created and started PAYE payroll scheme on or before 19th March 2020, have a UK 

bank account and registered for PAYE online. 

• See further detail on presentation slides. 

• Over 60% businesses estimated to be furloughing employees.  

Paul Chamberlain - Head of Employment at JMW Solicitors LLP 

• Anticipating further guidance on holiday from Government  

• What is a reasonable consultation and selection process? 

o Could be appropriate to consider same criteria as if you were making workers 

redundant, but it may not be suitable to do this depending on the organisation. 

o Base decision on business need. 

o Ensure you abide by the Equality Act. 
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• When is it reasonable for a worker to request to be furloughed? Does a business have to 

agree this request? 

o Discretion is with the employer. 

o There is some pressure for labour providers to furlough workers from clients and 

workers. Need to consider support for labour providers in these scenarios.  

Joanne Young- Association of Labour Providers 

• Three options for labour providers: 

o Make no change to current operation 

o Terminate contracts  

o Coronavirus job retention scheme  

• Who or how many workers should be furloughed? 

o Labour providers considered that wrong decision could result in not being paid 

through the scheme. 

o See slide for other considerations. 

• Cost of furlough 

o Apprentice levy @ £0.05 

o Holiday accrual @ £1.15 

o Whilst 80% paid by government, cost of holidays will be 20% including holiday 

accrued whilst on furlough. 

o Employers can require workers to take holiday whilst on furlough, if they give notice 

of twice the amount of time as leave.  

• Workers accrue during time on furlough, but it is not clear if furlough pay is counted or 

discounted for the purposes of calculating holiday pay for workers with no normal hours. 

• Number of outstanding questions with more clarity needed.  

Managing absence during the crisis  
 

James Boffey- ACAS 
Managing absence successfully 

• Remember nothing about the situation has changed employment rights. 

• Adopt reasonable adaptations e.g. employees struggling to get non-covid-19 sick notes. In 

these circumstances it might be reasonable to give an extension on the normal 7-day 

requirement.  

• Advice to manage challenges is to ensure good communication channels- e.g. agreeing 

frequency of check-ins with employees on absence.  

• ACAS training to employers- running free Covid-19 webinars and free independent advice to 

employers and employees. 

• Contact details on slide. 

Laura Hodgson- Allied Bakeries case study 

• Ensuring workers are safe- supporting those at work are safe and reassured and those taking 

absence are supported. 

• Tracking absences has helped manage risks – identifying hotspots. 

• Changes payment provisions to reduce risk of workers coming to work due to financial 

pressures. 

• Working at home promoted. 
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• Maximise occupational health referrals with guidance for workers. 

• Average of 10% absences across sites. 

• Retraining workers to cover other roles where possible.  

• Set up a text message service for all workers. 

• Big focus on engagement and communication- regularly saying thank you and community 

support. 

• Being aware of issues, able to respond quickly. 

• Focus has been on reviewing, planning, tracking, communication and making quick decisions.  

David Alder- MWW case study 

• Convened crisis management team late February. 

• Peak absence was around 10% operational staff 

• Currently 2 confirmed cases and 40 suspected cases- majority of staff back at work but 1 

worker taken very ill. 

o Increased concern amongst work force 

• Dealing with absences: 

o Staff required to follow usual absence policy 

o HR team contact the employee on the same day 

 Is the employee symptomatic 

 Is it a family member? 

 Ask for isolation notice 

o A specific tracker has been created to plan cover and return to work management 

(not used to trigger any points of absence for investigation purposes). 

o One of the learnings has been to speak to teams before employees return to work to 

help with any concerns. 

• Learnings to date: 

o Need for clear and regular communication. 

o Employees have been visibly scared- important to promote official guidelines etc 

o News of confirmed cases had a big impact on staff morale. 

o A few instances where employees refused to return to work, investigations showed 

were due to fear of returning. 

o Some cases where employees unwelcomed by teams when they have returned to 

work- therefore ensured regular briefings and communications to resolve these. 

o Strain on HR resource- delegated responsibility where possible.  

Guidance Links 
Here are the links to guidance from the presentation: 

• Government advice to employers and business on Covid-19 

• Covid-19 Guidance for Food Business 

• Food Standards Agency Hygiene Advice for Foods Handlers 

• Treasury Direction on the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme  

• Step by Step Guide for Employers to make a Claim under the Coronavirus Job Retention 
Scheme 

• Workers that Employers can Claim for under the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 

• New Starter Checklist to be used with new starters that have been furloughed 

• What can be claimed for under the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme 

• Claiming back Statutory Sick Pay paid to employees due to Coronavirus  

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/guidance-to-employers-and-businesses-about-covid-19/guidance-for-employers-and-businesses-on-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-guidance-for-food-businesses/guidance-for-food-businesses-on-coronavirus-covid-19
https://www.food.gov.uk/business-hygiene
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/879484/200414_CJRS_DIRECTION_-_33_FINAL_Signed.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/880376/Coronavirus_Job_Retention_Scheme_step_by_step_guide_for_employers.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/880376/Coronavirus_Job_Retention_Scheme_step_by_step_guide_for_employers.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-for-wage-costs-through-the-coronavirus-job-retention-scheme#employees-you-can-claim-for
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/873648/Starter_checklist_English.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-for-wages-through-the-coronavirus-job-retention-scheme
https://www.gov.uk/guidance/claim-back-statutory-sick-pay-paid-to-employees-due-to-coronavirus-covid-19
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Poll Results 
Q: Are you furloughing your workers? % 

A: No, we do not need to furlough our workers 57% 

B: Yes, we are furloughing up to 20% of our workers 33% 

C: Yes, we are furloughing between 20% to 50% of our workers 8% 

D: Yes, we are furloughing more than 50% of our workers 2% 

Total Respondents 63% 

 

Q: What level of absence is your business experiencing % 

A: 0 – 10% 76% 

B: 11% - 30% 22% 

C: 31% - 50% 1% 

D: 50%+ absence 1% 

Total Respondents 62% 

 

Q: Did you find this webinar useful? % 

Yes 99% 

No 1% 

 

Webinar Q&As 
 
Q1: Please can you confirm whether employees who are on sick leave can be furloughed 
Answer: 
Employees can be furloughed and on sick leave, but they cannot be furloughed and receive 
Statutory Sick Pay. 
  
Q2: Paul, what to do with a member of staff who has become pregnant [3 weeks] and their 
doctor has said that they must shield and cannot come into work, but they are in a role that 
cannot be done from home? 
Answer: 

The Government has advised that people that are clinically extremely vulnerable should 
stay at home and shield themselves until the end of June. Women who are pregnant with 
significant heart disease, congenital or acquired are considered clinically extremely 
vulnerable. If the member of staff has doctor’s certificate or other evidence that says they 
must shield themselves and the job they do cannot be done from home, then they will 
need to stay at home and shield themselves and not do their work. They can receive 
Statutory Sick Pay, if eligible, or you can consider furloughing them. 

  
Q5: Will everyone who has been furloughed have a job to return to? what planning are you 
doing for when the government scheme finishes? 
Answer: 
The purpose of the scheme is for businesses to be able to retain their staff rather than 
having to make workers redundant. It is not possible to say for definite if everyone will 
have the same role to return to or if the business will still be continuing. There are some 
many factors and will also depend on future changes and what social distancing 
regulations will look like after lockdown. 
  
Q6: If an instance of misconduct has been found whilst the employee is on furlough, do we 
begin the investigation process whilst the employee is on furlough or should we wait until 
they return? 
Answer: 
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Webinar Q&As 
 
Advice from ACAS: if it was a minor level of misconduct then the recommendation is to 
extend informal processes but if it was a gross misconduct then guidance is to manage this 
as per normal processes 
 
Q7: Is working 80% of the time for 80% of the pay a viable route for employers to tell their 
employees they are taking? Would this also need to be agreed by both parties and 
constitute a change of contract? 
Answer: 
If an employer wants to reduce the hours that its staff are working, this would be a change 
to their employment contract. An employer can make a change (‘variation’) to an 
employment contract if: 

• there’s something in the contract that allows the change (usually called a ‘flexibility 
clause’) 

• the employee agrees to the change 

• the employee’s representatives agree to the change (for example, a trade union) 

• An employer can force a new contract on employees, although this should be a last 
resort and could lead to legal action. 

 
Q8: Colleagues that are shielding can be furloughed however the selection process must 
bear in mind discrimination. If a company furloughed all colleagues that are shielding 
would could this be argued as discrimination with some as they have illnesses that are 
covered by the Equality Act which is why they are shielding in the first place? 
Answer: 
Workers that are shielded are allowed to be furloughed under the Coronavirus Job 
Retention Scheme. It is important that there is a business need identified for workers to 
be furloughed.  
 
Workers that are shielding can be furloughed or they can be on Statutory Sick Pay. The 
business can agree with the worker that they go on furlough and they may be better off. 
 
It is important to take care not to discriminate against workers that are shielding if there is 
a redundancy consultation.  
 
Q9: As a business, if we are to make positions redundant whilst employees are on furlough 
leave, can the furlough leave be as part of the notice period and does payment to the 
individual remain at 80% (this was the initial agreement with the employee via furlough 
leave commencing)  
Answer: 
If a business decides to enter a redundancy consultation process whilst employees are on 
furlough leave, it will need to follow the usual redundancy consultation process and ensure 
that the selection process is fair. Once this process is completed and if it is confirmed that 
the employee will be made redundant, they have rights that they are entitled to, including 
statutory redundancy pay (if continuously employed for at least = 2 years) and a notice 
period.   
 
Any entitlement to notice will be based on statutory minimum notice periods or business 
specific contractual notice entitlements. If workers continue to be on furlough during their 
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Webinar Q&As 
 
notice period, then they will receive their 80% of furlough pay as their notice pay, unless 
there is something different in the employment contract. If the workers are taken off 
furlough for their notice period, then notice pay will be calculated in the usual way. 
 
Q10: If a person is furloughed and is on an internal training programme.  Can he/she 
undertake project work whilst being furloughed? 
Answer: 
If the project work is part of the training course, then that would be acceptable but only if 

this can be done at home. But project work as part of a role would not acceptable  

Q11: Follow up question on training during furloughing - Project work as part of a 
development programme and working as part of a group of other students 
Answer: 
If this is a training plan where they are working on a project as part of a group and the 
project can be done from home by connecting with the group virtually, then that should be 
fine. But if it is a project that will deliver benefit to the business and thereby improve 
profitability and the worker is on the project for their own “development”, then that sounds 
like work and not training 
  
Q12: Question for ACAS - what advice would they give for someone who is genuinely scared 
to come to work but has no shielding or reason to stay off? 
Answer: 
It is a scary time for people and businesses need to support their workers by providing 
information and ensuring that they implement social distancing measures to limit the risk 
for workers at work. Businesses should talk to these workers to give them confidence that 
every effort is being made to ensure they are as safe as possible at work.  
 
If they still do not want to attend work and they have no reason related to coronavirus 
apart from the fact they are scared, then business could agree with them that they are on 
unpaid leave or that they are on authorised absence. 
 
Q13: What is happening to companies with more than 250 workers? 
Answer: 
Businesses that have more than 250 workers will pay Statutory Sick Pay from day 1 but will 
not be able to claim back the first two weeks from the Coronavirus Sick Pay Rebate Scheme. 
 
Q14: If worker is on long-term sick leave due to covid-19, how does it work for sick pay? 

Answer: 
They will be entitled to receive Statutory Sick Pay (SSP) whilst they are on long term sick. 
The business will be able to reclaim the first two weeks of SSP from day 1 of absence (if 
they employ less than 250 workers). Thereafter the cost of SSP is borne by the business. 
The business can decide to take them off long term sick and furlough them. If they are 
furloughed, they would get 80% of their pay which the business can claim back via the 
Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme. A worker cannot be furloughed and receive SSP. 
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The slides for all the webinars can be accessed complete so far via these links:  

• Furloughing Staff Responsibly and Managing Absence during the Crisis slides 

• Managing Labour Responsibly Slides  

• On-site health and safety management, accommodation and transport 
 
 
The recordings for all the webinars completed so far can be accessed via this link:  

• Managing Labour Responsibly recording  

• On-site health and safety management, accommodation and transport recording 

• Furloughing Staff Responsibly and Managing Absence during the Crisis recording 
 
All of these can be shared with those that registered for the webinar as well as sponsors, 
suppliers, partners and colleagues. 
 
If you would like to contact us, please email us on programmes@alliancehr.co.uk 
 
 
Important Note: This is a summary of the information provided by the participants on the 
webinar and accessed via public sources. We seek to ensure that information is correct and up 
to date, however, as the situation is changing quickly, you are advised review this information 
in line with your national government guidance. The organisers and presenters exclude liability 
for any claim or loss alleged to have arisen from or in connection with use of the information 
provided. 
 
 

https://labourproviders.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Covid-19-Webinar-Furloughing-Staff-Responsibly-and-Managing-Absence-during-the-crisis-23042020.pdf
https://labourproviders.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Webinar-1-Managing-Labour-Responsibly-slides.pdf
https://labourproviders.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/04/Covid-19-Webinar-GLOBAL-Health-and-Safety-Slide-Presentation-09042020.pdf
https://attendee.gotowebinar.com/recording/4252659594177847043
https://attendee.gotowebinar.com/recording/1634374962790926606
https://attendee.gotowebinar.com/recording/1634374962790926606
mailto:programmes@alliancehr.co.uk

