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With the skills needs of enterprises changing so 
quickly, it can be expected that many countries will
struggle to ensure that their workers are properly 
trained with the right skills for the post-pandemic
workplace. Funding the training and skills 
development for this can be a major challenge. 
Through skills development can benefi t workers, 
employers and governments, there is often 
disagreement about exactly how it will be paid for, 
a tricky question given the many benefi ciaries. Just 

under a third (31 per cent) of the organizations 
were of the view that the costs for post-pandemic 
skills development should be funded by direct 
business and donor funding. Just over a quarter of 
the enterprises supported public funding from the 
regular government budget. Payment from user 
(participant) fees was supported by 16 per cent of 
the enterprises and 13 per cent indicated that their 
preference would be payment from a direct levy on 
enterprises and workers.

Fig. 16: How have you changed the ways in which you train, collaborate and share knowledge
during the pandemic?
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Fig. 17: Which model for funding post-pandemic skills development is most suitable?

Fig. 18: Do you agree or disagree with the following statements?

The change in skills and knowledge sharing has 
been a major factor pushing enterprises to rethink
productivity. The mix of skills and knowledge 
needed to be productive has changed for many 
enterprises and workers. The survey shows that 
the pandemic has caused the vast majority of 
enterprises to rethink productivity. Over two-
thirds (66 per cent) of enterprises revealed that 
the pandemic made them rethink how they should 

measure the productivity of their workforce. More
traditional measures such as the time spent in the 
offi  ce may be less of a factor in future. A similar 
proportion (66 per cent) of the enterprises also 
stated that they would focus on outputs as their 
key measure of productivity. This has major 
implications for the time-based employment 
relationship that has been the mainstay of many 
formal workplaces for decades, if not longer.
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Fig. 19: Which of the following statements best describes how you monitor the performance 
of remote employees during the pandemic?

With regard to productivity monitoring, responses 
from enterprise indicated a focus on output-based
measurements. In the fi rst instance, enterprises 
seem to place trust on their employees to complete
their outputs in a timely and professional manner, 
indicated by 23 per cent of the organizations 
as the highest recorded proportion in terms of 
responses for “none of the above.” An almost 
similar proportion (21 per cent) was recorded for 
organizations that indicated close monitoring of 
outputs produced by employees as their best way 
of monitoring performance of remotely working 
employees. Regular meetings with employees to 
keep track of performance was cited by 18 per cent
of the organizations that participated in the survey. 
Interestingly, a small number of enterprises 
refl ected reliance on time-based measures. Just 
4 per cent of responding enterprises stated that 
they trusted employees to work a certain amount 
of time each day and another 4 per cent indicated 

that they closely monitored hours worked on the 
computer using software or other tools. Though 
many enterprises moved to hybrid or remote work, 
some noted that they still required the physical 
presence of their essential staff, a phenomenon 
that was particularly the case for enterprises in 
manufacturing and agriculture.

“For the HR department for instance 
we now assign work in the form of 

projects for our staff . They report on 
progress made on these mini projects”

“The biggest frustration is particularly during meetings. A person simply 
says they have poor connectivity or there has been a power outage and 

you have no way of knowing whether that is really the case or not”
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For most of the organizations, the biggest 
challenge with monitoring remote work has been 
the “excuses” from employees for non-delivery 
and not reporting. One of the main excuses has 
been around internet connectivity. It is in this 
context that organizations have had to make the 
shift to output-based rather than activity-based 
performance monitoring. Organizations also 
noted that with the virtual platforms there is a 
loss of value with regard to input exchanges from 
employees during engagement. Highlighting this 
point, one interviewee said: “A person just logs 
into the meeting to tick an attendance box. It also 
becomes tricky to effectively probe people in these 
platforms because you cannot even read their 
body language and posture … so you lose value 
in terms of employee contribution that you would 
have otherwise attained in a physical set-up.”

Some enterprises did, however, report that, for 
some employees, remote working has increased 
their productivity. The flexibility that comes 
with working in the comfort of their own homes 
seems to be working for some employees. 
Another element that was noted in this regard 
was that employees were eager to demonstrate 
their value to the enterprise because they are 
aware that enterprises may be re-looking at their 
organizational structures and set-up because of 
all the changes that have come with the new ways 
of doing things.

From a commerce and enterprise productivity 
perspective, government has been advising 
enterprises, especially the Micro, Small, and 
Medium Enterprises (MSMEs) to take advantage 
of some of the business opportunities that came 
with Covid. This was particularly true for Covid-
related equipment and sundries supply, such 
as protective clothing, masks, and sanitizers. 
Government also established schemes to allow 
for access by enterprises to loan facilities with less 
stringent conditions and interest rate than in the 
commercial banks.

“In our case we have realized 
that employees are doing all 
they can to stay relevant to 

the business and make their 
presence felt despite not being
physically in the workplace. As 
such employee performance 

and productivity has increased”

“Government established a 45 
million Emalangeni revolving 

fund with Eswatini Bank 
against which the bank could 
lend loans to enterprises, and 
reports presented by the bank 
indicated that very few of the
enterprises were defaulting in 

terms of repayment”
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22

The Covid-19 pandemic has created a range of 
new opportunities and challenges for the human
resources side of an enterprise. The individuals 
and departments managing human resources are 
faced with a dynamic environment, with changing 
external factors such as Covid-related restrictions
compounded by changing internal factors such as 

the duty of care to employees and the operational
needs of the enterprise. Employees are similarly 
feeling the strain of the pandemic, having to deal
with constantly changing conditions while 
balancing professional and personal obligations. 
Workers are also concerned because of the 
pandemic-related uncertainty surrounding 

both their personal and work lives. A number 
of enterprises reported a great deal of distress 
among employees as they feared the uncertain. 
For enterprises, then, the mental and emotional 
wellbeing of workers has become even more 
closely intertwined with the successful operations 
of the enterprise.

Enterprises have taken a wide range of steps to 
support the mental and emotional wellbeing 
of employees during the pandemic. Regular 
communication was, for most enterprises, key 
in keeping employees connected – 61 per cent 
of enterprises reported communicating with 
employees about the enterprise to help them to 
understand the situation. For most enterprises the 
biggest concern has been the mental wellbeing of 
employees, which has been significantly affected 
by the rapid changes and uncertainty. One of the 
organizations inverviewed indicated that there 
has been a noticeable surge in the number of 
near-misses in terms of safety incidents since 
the start of the pandemic. They attribute this 
to mental fatigue among employees. A quarter 
(25 per cent) of the organizations indicated that 
they offer mental and emotional support to their 
employees to manage these effects. 15 per cent 
stated that they offer benefits packages to their 
employees that include external mental and 
emotional support services. In general, most 
enterprises have made some effort to manage 
the effects of the rapid changes brought about by 
the pandemic. Only 20 per cent indicated that they 
have not taken any steps for these purposes.

Human Resources

“The uncertainty and the
anxiety has been real for

the employees. On the one
hand they are worried

about contracting the virus
and on the other they are
worried about what the

Covid measures mean for
their jobs.”

Photo Credit | Pexels-picha-stock-3869639
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Fig. 20: What steps have you taken to support the mental and emotional well being of your
employees, including those working in-person and remotely?

The pandemic forced some organizations to 
make diffi  cult human resources decisions. 
Some employers had to downsize and retrench 
employees, or reduce the number of hours 
payable to employees. Most organizations, 
however, have opted to implement a hiring freeze. 
Roles and functions had previously been merged 
and employees have been encouraged to perform 
multiple functions. Some functions that were 
sourced externally have had to be internalized 
and given to the current staff complement. For 
instance, one of the managers interviewed stated 

that they had to terminate their contract with 
the company that provided them with security 
services, and they passed this role to some of their 
employees to perform alongside other duties.
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From a government perspective, the critical 
labour issue in relation to the pandemic has 
been employee layoffs. As noted by one of the 
government officials, in the wake of the pandemic 
and the measures to counter its impact, some 
employers quickly indicated their intentions to 
implement retrenchments, and worse, in some 
cases without extensive consultation with the 
employees. In the short  term, government 
issued a directive to say enterprises should put 
retrenchments on hold during this emergency 
period until such time as social partners could 
be consulted. In the long term, government 
established layoff relief funds. As noted by the 
government representative from the Ministry of 
Labour: “with assistance from the ILO, we are in 
the process of establishing the Unemployment 
Relief Fund to cover issues of sick leave, maternity 
leave, and retrenchment.”

“One employer informed us 
that he could not consult the 
employees because they were 

away at home so he called 
a few to inform them of a 

decision taken to lay off some 
of the employees”

Photo Credit | Pexels-picha-stock-3869639
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Fig. 21: Words that describe the most signifi cant way the workforce will change in the next
three to fi ve years, compared with how it looked before Covid.

From a hiring perspective, only a few of the 
enterprises have implemented changes in their 
recruitment criteria since the start of the pandemic. 
Only 17 per cent reported that their hiring criteria 
now include new groups of workers who were 
not previously considered such as fully remote 
employees not living near the enterprise. Almost 
half (45 per cent) of the organizations indicated 
that they have not changed their hiring criteria. 

Although there is a feeling that in the future 
remote working will likely be a common feature 
for most of the organizations, the drive at present 
to get this aspect going at a larger scale is low. As 
one manager noted, “we certainly could have at 
least 30 per cent of our staff working remotely on 
a full-time basis, but it is something that we are 
not extensively discussing at the moment.”
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Fig. 22: “Since the start of the pandemic, our business has changed its hiring criteria to 
include new groups of workers we had not previously considered – such as fully remote 
employees not living near your workplace”
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The study has confirmed the major disruptive 
nature of the pandemic on Eswatini workplaces. It 
raises many questions about a variety of aspects 
regarding the future of workplaces. Will remote 
workers find it easier or harder to bargain with 
their employer for pay rises and improvements in 
conditions? How do employers manage issues of 
leave, particularly extended sick leave resulting from 
Covid? Should Covid be treated as an occupational 
disease or not? Will employers find it easier to fire 
remote workers than if they had to do it face to 
face? How will organizations monitor contractual 
working time in a world where remote workers 
no longer physically clock in? How do employers 
monitor and compensate for overtime for remotely 
working employees? Can firms monitor remote 
workers to assess their productivity? Should a 
enterprise pay for a worker’s internet connection? 
Who is liable if employees injure themselves at 
home during working hours? Can remote workers 
live in another country and what would the tax 
implications of such an arrangement be?

At the centre of the challenges and questions 
presented by Covid about the workspace is the 
government. On the one hand, government has 
had to prioritize the health of Eswatini citizens, and 
ensure business continuity and secure employment 
on the other. Government has had to ensure safe 
working spaces, and at the same time minimize 
the cost burden to enterprises, particularly MSMEs. 
Striking a balance between all these elements has 
proven to be a major challenge for the government 
of Eswatini. The government, particularly from a 
labour and employment perspective as well as in 
terms of business support has had to respond in 
the immediate term, but also with a long-term view 

in terms of what strategies and instruments to put 
in place. 

All these elements and questions that have been 
raised in relation to the workspace as a result of 
Covid-19 have wide-ranging implications for public 
policy. These questions, and many others, are 
evidence of the need for changes to the vast body 
of employment and labour laws. Modernisation is 
essential for it to keep pace with changes happening 
in the world of work. In the Eswatini context, the 
regulatory framework with regards to labour has 
really been put to the test during this pandemic. 
As noted from discussions with government during 
this exercise, some of the guidelines that were put 
in place were seen by other stakeholders as non-
compliant with the legislative framework. On the 
flipside, however, the pandemic has also brought 
an opportunity to review some of the statutes to 
be able to accommodate any future events similar 
to the current one. There is also an opportunity to 
regulate some of the sectors that have previously 
not been regulated in certain labour-related 
aspects. For instance, as noted by the Ministry of 
Labour official: “Issues of layoffs were previously 
only addressed in 2 out of the 18 sectors of the 
economy, but through the Covid regulations the 
gap has been closed because layoffs were now 
an issue for all sectors.” Business Eswatini (BE) 
has a key role to play in helping to influence the 
policy dialogue and shape the answers to some 
of the questions that have arisen from the Covid 
pandemic. These dialogues should be cognizant 
of the interests of employers but also respect the 
rights of employees. BE will be one of the leading 
entities in the review of some of the statutes, 
particularly the Industrial Relations Act.

Conclusion
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1 https://www.intuition.com/remote-working-statistics-you-need-to-know-in-2021/
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