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Executive Summary
• Responding HR professionals noted that maintaining employee engagement/morale has been 

the most challenging pandemic-related issue for their organization.

• Implementing social distancing and providing hand sanitizer are the two most popular 
measures organizations are taking to protect employees from COVID-19 while working on-site.

• The survey found that, on average, the percentage of employees who will work remotely at least 
part of the time is set to nearly triple from 12% before the pandemic to 30% after the pandemic.

• While pandemic-induced layoffs have made headlines over the past several months, the survey 
found that the most common method employers have used to save on labor costs is the hiring 
freeze. 

• Not all adjustments to labor costs have been bad for workers, the survey found, as a small 
minority of employers have increased their workforce.

• About three in 10 organizations have not made any adjustments to labor costs due to the 
COVID-19 pandemic. 

• The survey found that the pandemic has had a moderate impact on organizations’ 2020 
employee performance metrics, as about two in five responding employers that have employee 
performance metrics have either already adjusted their 2020 metrics or are considering doing 
so.

• Providing flexible work schedules to allow for caregiving or homeschooling is the most popular 
action employers have taken to promote the wellness of their workers during the pandemic.

• Three in four organizations have an emergency preparedness plan for transmissible diseases, 
but only a minority of organizations had a plan in place before the COVID-19 pandemic.

Introduction
COVID-19 has been an unprecedented challenge for society at large, but also for 
the working world. The pandemic and its accompanying recession have created a 
uniquely difficult situation for employers, as they face not only a severe economic 
downturn, but also an acute health and safety crisis requiring extraordinary steps 
to protect their staff from the novel coronavirus. In this survey report, XpertHR 
explores employer response to the COVID-19 pandemic, including emergency 
preparedness planning, safety precautions to protect workers from the virus, 
remote work, adjustments to the workforce, and employee wellness.
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About This Survey Report 

The Survey Sample

XpertHR’s Survey on Employer Response to COVID-19 was conducted from July 28, 2020, to 
August 14, 2020, using a self-administered online survey. The survey sample includes 835 
employers from across the US. The total estimated number of employees of the responding 
organizations is 1,095,245.

Survey Sample by Industry
• Manufacturing: 18%

• Services: 52% (e.g., business and personal services, construction, engineering, finance, 
restaurants, information technology, insurance, legal services, real estate, retail, 
telecommunications, transportation, utilities, warehousing)

• Non-business: 30% (e.g., government, education, health care, membership organizations, 
and social services)

Survey Sample by Workforce Size 
• Fewer than 250 employees: 64%

• 250 to 999 employees: 22%

• 1,000 or more employees: 15%

Survey Sample by Union Status
• Non-union employers: 87%

• Union employers: 12% (i.e., organization employs at least some union-represented workers)

• Not sure: 1%

Report Terms

For readability, employers who responded to this survey are referred to interchangeably as 
employers, organizations, companies, and firms. 

https://www.xperthr.com/?cmpid=ILC|USAG|HUGMN-2020-10-COVID_Survey_Results&sfid=7014J000000QUvmQAG
https://www.xperthr.com/?cmpid=ILC|USAG|HUGMN-2020-06-Coronavirus_Create_RTW_Plan&sfid=7014J000000QF02QAG
https://www.facebook.com/xperthrus
https://twitter.com/xperthr_usa
https://www.linkedin.com/company/xperthr-usa/
https://www.xperthr.com/?cmpid=ILC|USAG|HUGMN-2020-10-COVID_Survey_Results&sfid=7014J000000QUvmQAG


Reed Business Information, Inc. www.xperthr.com

Employer Response to COVID-19: XpertHR Survey Report 

COVID-19 Challenges
The survey asked responding HR representatives to rate how challenging 10 COVID-19 pandemic-
related issues have been and found that maintaining employee engagement/morale is the most 
difficult issue. 

As Chart 1 illustrates, 76% of respondents reported that maintaining employee engagement/
morale has been either “somewhat” or “very” challenging, followed by maintaining company 
culture (62%), supporting the mental health of employees (62%), planning for back-to-school 
(60%), ensuring productivity (54%), maintaining compliance with COVID-19 legislation (51%), 
supporting the physical health of employees (47%), organizational cost-cutting (44%), transitioning 
to remote work (35%), and communicating organizational updates to employees (31%). 
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Chart 1: Issues Concerning Employer Response to COVID-19,  
Rated "Somewhat" or "Very" Challenging 
Percent of Employers

N: Percentages based on all 835 responding organizations.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of Employer Response to COVID-19.
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COVID-19 Safety Precautions for On-Site Work
The survey asked about several safety measures employers are taking to protect their workers from 
COVID-19 if they are working on-site and found that social distancing and providing hand sanitizer 
are the two most popular measures. As Chart 2 shows, 96% of organizations are implementing 
social distancing at work sites, compared with 94% for providing hand sanitizer at the site, 89% for 
increased cleaning of high-touch areas, 86% for requiring employees to wear face masks, 62% for 
changes to physical space (e.g., adding barriers between customers and workers), 61% for safety 
training about COVID-19 for employees, 56% for providing gloves, 48% for temperature checks on 
site before employees enter, 27% for providing face shields, 26% for requiring temperature checks 
at home before employees go to work, and 17% for some sort of “other” write-in option. 
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Chart 2: Safety Precautions Used to Protect Employees From 
COVID-19 When Working On-Site 
Percent of Employers

N: Percentages based on all 835 responding organizations.
Note: Respondents could choose more than one option.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of Employer Response to COVID-19.

https://www.xperthr.com/?cmpid=ILC|USAG|HUGMN-2020-10-COVID_Survey_Results&sfid=7014J000000QUvmQAG
https://www.xperthr.com/?cmpid=ILC|USAG|HUGMN-2020-06-Coronavirus_Create_RTW_Plan&sfid=7014J000000QF02QAG
https://www.facebook.com/xperthrus
https://twitter.com/xperthr_usa
https://www.linkedin.com/company/xperthr-usa/
https://www.xperthr.com/?cmpid=ILC|USAG|HUGMN-2020-10-COVID_Survey_Results&sfid=7014J000000QUvmQAG


Reed Business Information, Inc. www.xperthr.com

Employer Response to COVID-19: XpertHR Survey Report 

Respondents noting an “other” option reported a variety of measures, such as requiring 
employees to fill out health questionnaires, limiting the number of visitors/customers/employees at 
the site, shift staggering, and enhanced ventilation/air filtration. One organization even noted the 
“use of digital mobile technology [by using a] warning alert on mobile phones if employees get too 
close.” 

The survey found that larger organizations are more likely to provide safety training about 
COVID-19 to employees than their smaller counterparts. While 57% of companies with fewer 
than 250 workers provide this training, this figure rises to 62% for organizations with 250 to 999 
employees, and to 75% for employers with a staff of 1,000 or more. 

Additionally, larger organizations are more likely to conduct temperature checks of employees 
upon arrival at the workplace. While 44% of organizations with fewer than 250 employees conduct 
these checks, this figure increases to 53% for firms with 250 to 999 employees, and to 60% of 
companies with 1,000 or more workers. It is likely that larger firms simply have more time, money, 
and resources to implement COVID-19 safety training and temperature checks at the workplace. 

Remote Work
The survey found that, on average, the percentage of employees who will work remotely at least 
part of the time is set to nearly triple from 12% before the pandemic to 30% after the pandemic.  
In other words, on average, employers expect that three in 10 of their employees will be working 
from home at least part of the time even after the COVID-19 pandemic ends. (See Chart 3a.)

Chart 3a: Average Percentage of Workforce That Is Remote  
at Least Part of the Time 
By All Responding Employers

*Survey was conducted from July 28, 2020, to August 14, 2020.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of Employer Response to COVID-19.
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This projected increase in remote work is spread across all three major industry sectors covered by 
this survey: manufacturing, services, and non-business (e.g., health care, education, government, 
non-profit organizations). However, as may be expected, the rise will be most pronounced in the 
services and non-business industries, which include the lion’s share of office jobs. The average 
percentage of the workforce that is remote at least some of the time is projected to increase from 
7% pre-pandemic to 19% post-pandemic for manufacturing companies, from 11% to 28% for non-
business organizations, and from 15% to 35% for services firms. (See Chart 3b.)

Chart 3b: Average Percentage of Workforce That Is Remote 
at Least Part of the Time 
By Industry

*Survey was conducted from July 28, 2020, to August 14, 2020.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of Employer Response to COVID-19.

The rise in remote work is also expected across all company sizes, as Chart 3c illustrates. From pre- 
to post-pandemic, the average percentage of the workforce that is remote at least part of the time 
is set to increase from 14% to 29% among organizations with fewer than 250 workers, from 9% to 
29% among firms with 250 to 999 employees, and from 13% to 35% among organizations with a 
staff of 1,000 or more.
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Chart 3c: Average Percentage of Workforce That Is Remote 
at Least Part of the Time 
By Workforce Size

*Survey was conducted from July 28, 2020, to August 14, 2020.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of Employer Response to COVID-19.

The survey also asked about the prevalence of remote work during the time of fielding, which 
was July 28, 2020 to August 14, 2020. The results show that, at that time, the average percentage 
of workers who were remote at least part of the time was 51%. (See Charts 3b and 3c for the 
demographic breakdowns.)

Adjustments to Labor Costs Due to COVID-19
The economic fallout of the COVID-19 pandemic has made many headlines over the past several 
months, with millions of workers becoming newly unemployed over the course of 2020. Aside 
from layoffs, the survey shows that employers are using a variety of methods to reduce labor costs 
during the coronavirus crisis. Additionally, the results indicate that about three in 10 employers 
have not made any adjustments to labor costs due to COVID-19, and a small minority have actually 
increased their workforce, indicating that the pandemic has not affected each employer equally. 
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As Chart 4 illustrates, the most common labor cost-saving measure organizations have 
implemented due to COVID-19 is a hiring freeze, with 31% of all 835 responding organizations 
noting they have put this practice into place, followed by furloughs (26%), decreased employee 
hours (25%), permanent layoffs (24%), delayed start dates (18%), temporary layoffs (17%), pay 
reductions for managers (excluding bonuses) (15%), reduction/elimination of bonuses for 
managers (14%), reduction/elimination of bonuses for non-managers (9%), pay reductions for 
non-managers (excluding bonuses) (8%), reduction of employee benefits (6%), outsourced work 
(3%), replacing staff with contractors (2%), and expanded retirement/exit packages (1%). Some 
respondents wrote in “other” labor cost-cutting measures, such as reduction of company travel, 
pay freezes, and limits on overtime. 

N: Percentages based on all 835 responding organizations.
Note: Respondents could choose more than one option.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of Employer Response to COVID-19.
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Larger organizations have been more likely to implement a hiring freeze than their smaller 
counterparts. While 26% of organizations with fewer than 250 workers have implemented a hiring 
freeze due to COVID-19, this percentage rises to 33% for companies with 250 to 999 workers, and 
to 51% for firms with a staff of 1,000 or more. Furthermore, permanent layoffs have been more 
common among larger employers. While 19% of the smallest companies (fewer than 250 workers) 
have permanently laid off employees due to the pandemic, this percentage increases to 30% for 
firms with 250 to 999 workers, and to 38% for organizations with 1,000 or more employees. 

However, not all labor adjustments due to COVID-19 have been cost-cutting. As shown in Chart 4, 
11% of organizations have implemented hazard pay for employees who must work on site and 9% 
of organizations have actually increased their workforce. Some respondents noted unique ways 
they have shown appreciation to their workers, such as a “paid day off for all staff [and] bonuses to 
[the] front line,” “COVID bonuses,” “appreciation pay for all employees,” “raises and bonuses for 
those who stayed with us,” and “thank you pay.”

Finally, 27% of all responding organizations have not made any adjustments to labor costs due to 
the pandemic. (See Chart 4.)

2020 Employee Performance Metrics
The survey found that the COVID-19 pandemic has had a moderate impact on organizations’ 2020 
employee performance metrics. Of the 689 responding employers that have formal employee 
performance metrics, 17% have adjusted their 2020 metrics due to the pandemic, while 20% are 
considering doing so. A slight majority (54%) have not made any adjustments. (Nine percent were 
not sure.) (See Chart 5.)
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When asked to describe how their organization has adjusted its employee performance metrics, 
respondents gave a variety of examples. These adjustments take into account a number of issues 
such as decreased sales, increased health and safety measures, and digital-only communication. 
Furthermore, organizations modified their metrics in several different of ways, such as completely 
scrapping originally-planned metrics, lowering expectations, and postponing evaluations. Please 
find in the box below selected quotes from respondents about how their organization adjusted its 
employee performance metrics. 

How Organizations Have Adjusted Their 2020 Employee 
Performance Metrics: Select Quotes
• “Threw them out the window.” 

• “We are in health care, pretty much all of our metrics have to take COVID into account.”

• “We are just hanging on by a thread. We have made necessary adjustments by combining job 
duties and having to lay off employees.”

• “We have changed organization goals and priorities to accommodate new focuses and amended 
metrics taking the stresses and anxieties of working from home into account.”

• “We have lowered our 2020 performance metrics.”

• “We have reduced the metrics that need to be hit to focus on keeping our customers and 
employees safe.”

• “Adjusted based on projected sales decrease.” 

• “Bonuses are earned on financial re-forecast not original budget.” 

• “Eliminated layers of metrics and went to one standard for everyone.” 

• “Greater focus on COVID related initiatives [and] less focus on on-site meetings and trainings.” 

• “Increased health and safety protocol as part of responsibilities.” 

• “Lowered billable time goals.” 

• “Mid-year performance reviews include review of goals to be sure that goals are still relevant 
given COVID-19 considerations.” 

• “Online only, delivered through Zoom, and signed electronically.” 

• “People have temporarily taken on other responsibilities. We have updated our org chart to 
streamline. Employees are reviewed for their overall contribution during this time, not just their 
formal assigned responsibilities.” 

• “Postponed testing for advancement, instead advancement based on performance during the 
pandemic. Will test at a later date.” 

• “Put a hold on using the metrics for performance management unless the employee is drastically 
under-performing.” 
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Employee Wellness and COVID-19 
Given the tremendous strains placed on workers during the COVID-19 pandemic, such as fear of 
layoffs, isolation due to remote work, extra caregiving and homeschooling responsibilities, and 
concern about contracting the disease itself, this survey sought to determine what employee wellness 
measures organizations have taken to care for their workforce during these unprecedented times. 

As Chart 6 illustrates, the most popular wellness initiative is flexible work schedules to allow for 
caregiving or homeschooling, with 70% of all 835 responding organizations reporting they have 
implemented this during the pandemic, followed by communicating work-from-home tips (47%), 
increasing team meetings with remote workers (47%), increasing one-on-one meetings between 
managers and remote workers (35%), providing increased flexibility with vacation/PTO annual rollover 
(34%), company-sponsored virtual social events (e.g., virtual happy hours) (31%), insurance coverage 
or discounts for telemedicine (31%), company-sponsored employee resource groups (ERGs) for 
pandemic-related issues (such as remote work or homeschooling) (27%), providing discounts on 
office equipment for remote workers (7%), providing discounts on homeschooling resources for 
parents (1%), and some sort of “other” initiative (9%).

Chart 6: Measures Taken to Support the Wellness of Employees  
During the COVID-19 Pandemic 
Percent of Employers
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Note: Respondents could choose more than one option.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of Employer Response to COVID-19.
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The survey found that medium and large employers are more likely to provide insurance coverage 
or discounts for telemedicine. While about one-quarter (24%) of organizations with fewer than 
250 workers have provided this benefit during the pandemic, this percentage increases to 40% for 
companies with 250 to 999 workers, and to 44% for firms with a staff of 1,000 or more.

The 9% of respondents that noted an “other” form of wellness initiative provided a variety of 
examples, such as the ability for staff to take office equipment from the workplace to their home, 
exercise challenges or classes, “monthly virtual all-hands meetings with our CEO,” a wellness portal 
“with health and wellness resources information,” and “instructor-led meditation sessions.” One 
organization even noted they have “buddies that touch base with each other periodically” and 
another employer reported that they “celebrate personal employee events on Zoom.”

Emergency Plan for Transmissible Diseases
The survey found that 75% of organizations have an emergency preparedness plan for 
transmissible diseases, but only a minority of organizations had a plan in place before the 
COVID-19 pandemic. As Chart 7 shows, 54% of organizations have implemented an emergency 
preparedness plan since the pandemic began, compared with 21% that had a plan in place before 
COVID-19. An additional 15% of organizations intend to create such a plan in the future, while just 
6% do not intend to create a plan. (Five percent of respondents were not sure.)

Chart 7: Does Your Organization Have an Emergency Preparedness  
Plan for Transmissible Diseases? 
Percent of Employers

Not sure

No (we do not intend
to implement one)

No (but we intend to
implement one in the future)

Yes (we have instituted one since
the COVID-19 pandemic began)

Yes (we had one before the
COVID-19 pandemic began)

21%

21%

15%

6%

5%

54%

N: Percentages based on all 835 responding organizations.
Note: Percentages do not add to 100 due to rounding.
Source: XpertHR's Survey of Employer Response to COVID-19.
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COVID-19: Health and Safety

COVID-19: Remote Work

See how XpertHR can empower your 
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for a 7-day free trial. 

You will discover the variety and depth of 
our HR resources and understand how 
we help your team stay compliant and 

confident. 

GET A FREE TRIAL

Tell us your business goals so we can 
find the solution that best fits your 

organization's needs. 

We'll take your organization's size, state 
coverage and objectives into consideration 
to provide a custom solution that will best 

empower your HR team.

GET PRICING

Request a quoteTake XpertHR for a test drive

Larger organizations are more likely to have had an emergency preparedness plan for transmissible 
diseases before the pandemic began. While 15% of employers with a staff of fewer than 250 noted 
they had a plan in place before the novel coronavirus pandemic, this percentage increases to 24% 
for organizations with 250 to 999 workers, and to 40% for firms with 1,000 or more employees.
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