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Abstract
The COVID-19 pandemic has dramatically altered the way in which work is done. Main-
taining a healthy workforce and ensuring employee well-being in the face of the pan-
demic is important for long-term organizational success. In this white paper, we adopt a 
self-determination theory perspective to address organizational and managerial respons-
es to COVID-19 that are effective at maintaining employee well-being by supporting em-
ployee competence, relatedness, and autonomy. Effective organizational responses may 
include alternatives to layoffs, providing tangible benefits, and implementing safe and 
motivating work conditions. Likewise, managers should consider goal setting, affording 
job control, and creating trust through effective communication.

Keywords: COVID-19; pandemic; work; well-being; organizational policy; management 
strategies; self-determination theory

Introduction

Since it was declared a pandemic by the World Health Organization in March of 2020, COVID-19 has remarka-
bly impacted the ways in which work is done, with profound implications for organizations and their members. 
The changes that the pandemic has imposed will alter the landscape of work into the foreseeable future and 
beyond. In this white paper, we discuss organizational and managerial responses to the pandemic that bolster 
the well-being of employees. Borrowing from self-determination theory (Deci & Ryan, 2012), we offer advice 
for organizational policies and practices as well as actionable strategies that managers can implement, even 
with limited resources, to ensure the well-being of their employees. 

Well-being is a multifaceted concept that refers to physical, mental, and social aspects of functioning. Thus, it 
is important to recognize that well-being is not “one thing” and that it encompasses both physical and mental 
health, and the perceived quality of social relationships—each of which are of great importance during the 
COVID-19 pandemic. Although important now, supporting the well-being of employees also has a long-term 
benefit to organizations. Research has suggested that employee well-being is tied to valued organizational 
outcomes such as productivity (Harter et al., 2002). Organizations that take proactive steps now to maintain a 
healthy workforce will be better equipped once the pandemic subsides and work returns to a more “normal” 
structure; they may also be better prepared to navigate future crises. 

Background

A large proportion of the global workforce has been disrupted in some way by the COVID-19 pandemic. The 
International Labor Organization estimates that, since April 2020, four out of five people (i.e., 3.3 billion work-
ers; 81% of the global workforce) have been affected by either partial or full workplace closures (ILO, 2020). 
Researchers in the organizational sciences have so far noted a number of ways in which work has changed and 
will continue to change as a result of the pandemic (e.g., Kniffin et al., 2020; Rudolph et al., 2020a). Given wide 
variability in local, state, and national responses, it is particularly important for organizations to develop effec-
tive responses to the pandemic to support their workers. In many ways, supporting the workforce during this 
pandemic is both a public health and an economic imperative. 
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Implications for Practice

People are an organization’s most important asset, and it is especially 
important for organizations to design and implement policies that sup-
port their employees during this time of crisis. Such policies should be 
designed to directly benefit individuals and not simply to shift the bur-
den of well-being maintenance from the organization to the individual. 
Thus, the focus of organizational intervention should be on person-cen-
tered initiatives that provide tangible benefits to individuals (e.g., health-
care, family care, hazard pay, paid sick leave; see Agarwal & Sommers, 
2020) or on changing organizational structures, processes, and work 
configurations (e.g., through work design). Regardless of their form, or-
ganizational policies should be tailored to “who needs it most,” with an 
explicit recognition that (a) “one size fits all” strategies are unlikely to be 
optimally effective, and (b) the pandemic is disproportionately affecting 
women, minorities, and caregivers (Atkinson & Richter, 2020). Likewise, 
through the formal enactment of organizational policies and through 
various informal actions, managers play an important role in promoting 
the health and well-being of their employees (Rudolph et al., 2020b). 

Practical Recommendations Based Upon Self-Determination Theory

There are a number of practical recommendations that can be adopted 
by organizations and managers for ensuring employee well-being during these challenging times (see Table 1 
and Figure 1). To frame these recommendations, we borrow from self-determination theory, which is a metathe-
oretical model of motivation that specifies various conditions that are amenable to high levels of employee 
well-being (Deci & Ryan, 2012). Conditions that support employees’ fulfillment of three psychological needs—
competence, relatedness, and autonomy—are especially important for well-being at work. Moreover, the 
degree to which any of these three psychological needs is unsupported has a potentially detrimental influence 
upon well-being. In various respects, employment can serve to satisfy these basic needs, and maintaining em-
ployment is likewise important to well-being. Next, we explore various organizational and managerial responses 
to COVID-19 that can support these needs with the goal of bolstering employee well-being.

Table 1
Examples of Organizational and Managerial Responses to COVID-19 
SDT needs Organizational responses Managerial responses
Competence •	Take steps to reduce job insecurity

•	Consider alternatives to layoffs
•	Participate in goal setting and (re)evaluation
•	Consider work (re)design, especially increasing 

task variety

Relatedness •	Create safe return-to-work conditions
•	Consider flexible/hybrid work models

•	Show empathy and increase feelings of belonging
•	Set expectations for the management of work/

non-work roles
Autonomy •	Balance high workloads and encourage 

breaks
•	Encourage open discussions of well-being

•	Help employees enact coping strategies
•	Develop trust through effective communication

Note: SDT = Self-determination theory 

Thus, the focus 
of organizational 

intervention should 
be on person-centered 
initiatives that provide 

tangible benefits to 
individuals
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Competence

Need for competence can be satisfied via feeling a sense 
of mastery and effectiveness in one’s activities. Work 
variously satisfies the need for competence through pro-
viding structure and challenges, as well as opportunities 
for people to attain their goals; it enhances competence 
because it offers an environment wherein people can 
interact proficiently and effectively toward common ob-
jectives. Although increasing employees’ sense of compe-
tence is important for well-being, this can be challenging 
in the face of growing job insecurity stemming from eco-
nomic uncertainty. Job insecurity is associated with lower 
well-being, and job loss is a risk factor for various health 
concerns (e.g., substance abuse). The negative well-being 
implications of job loss are further exacerbated by the 
loss of sponsored benefits that may be tied to employ-
ment. To this end, as of June 2020, as many as 7.7 mil-
lion U.S. workers had lost jobs with employer sponsored 
insurance, which likewise covered 6.9 million dependents 
(i.e., totaling 14.6 million affected individuals; Fronstin & 
Woodbury, 2020). In the longer term, the effects of job 
insecurity can also manifest in scarring effects passed on 
to the “next generation” from parents to their children, 
especially among lower income working adults and their 
families who have been hardest hit by the pandemic. 
Thus, maintaining stable employment and providing 
employees with a sense of job security are particularly 
important concerns for organizations now and moving 
forward (Malinen et al., 2020).

Given the economic and public health consequences of the 
pandemic, organizations may consider alternative means, 
other than layoffs, to help maintain employee’s sense of 
competence and support their well-being (e.g., partial pay/
furloughs). During the pandemic, furloughed workers—es-
pecially those in already precarious jobs with high-levels 
of job insecurity—saw less dramatic declines in mental 
well-being than nonfurloughed employees (Smith et al., 
2020). Moreover, layoffs may have unintended consequenc-
es on the retained workforce, for example, the well-being 
of “survivors” of layoffs may be negatively affected. 

For many organizations, the pandemic has greatly slowed 
the pace of work. Thus, it is important for managers to 
help employees maintain a sense of competence by guid-
ing them toward realistic performance goals. Managers 

Figure 1 
Infographic of Self-Determination Theory-
Informed Responses to COVID-19 
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can help bolster employees’ sense of competence by helping them set specific, obtainable, and meaningful 
goals, and providing clear feedback and expectations for their performance. Research on active coping strat-
egies from the lifespan development literature offers that a set of strategies (i.e., selectively (re)prioritizing 
goals, optimizing available resources to obtain such goals, and compensating for lost resources) can be espe-
cially helpful for maintaining high levels of well-being and functioning, including work performance (Moghimi 
et al., 2017) in the face of challenges. Thus, managers should help employees “rethink” their most important 
performance goals, take stock of available resources or seek new resources for obtaining such goals, and 
develop the means of making up for lost resources. At the same time, it is important to encourage employees 
to maintain a positive focus on future occupational opportunities, which is especially important for employee 
well-being and performance outcomes (Rudolph et al., 2018). Competence can also be engendered through in-
creasing task variety, and managers should consider how the scope of work offered to their employees can be 
(reasonably) broadened. To this end, Shockley et al. (2020) find that increased task variety is associated with 
higher levels of work performance during the pandemic.

Relatedness

Need for relatedness can be satisfied through feelings of connectedness and belonging, which are often expe-
rienced within the social context of the workplace. As organizations contemplate returning to in-office work, 
they should consider innovative ways of doing so while maintaining social distancing and virus-safe working 
conditions, and ensuring that employees’ need for relatedness is satisfied. For example, office-remote rotation 
systems entail that a small group of employees work in the office whereas the majority of employees work re-
motely; the “remote” and “office” groups rotate work locations, taking turns on a daily or weekly basis (Mauras 
et al., 2020). As conditions improve and working (at least partially) on-site again becomes a tenable option, or-
ganizations should consider carefully which work tasks can be done remotely and which require one’s presence 
in the office. Managers are especially encouraged to consider the introduction of “hybrid work” arrangements, 
which entail flexible shifting between the office and WFH depending on work requirements and employee 
preferences (e.g., Wang et al., 2020). Interventions to increase safety knowledge, safety motivation, and safety 
climate to reduce infections should also be implemented (see Sinclair et al., 2020). Employees’ perception that 
their organization cares for their health and safety has been shown to be a key job resource that is positively 
linked to well-being during the pandemic (Malinen et al., 2020).

Managers can help support employees’ sense of relatedness by exhibiting empathy and conveying to their 
employees that they are important members of the organization. They can also take steps to foster feelings of 
belongingness within their workgroups. Arguably, satisfying these social aspects of the need for relatedness 
has become more challenging during periods of social isolation resulting from physical distancing measures. 

Managers are especially encouraged 
to consider the introduction of 

“hybrid work” arrangements, which 
entail flexible shifting between 

the office and WFH depending on 
work requirements and employee 

preferences
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Indeed, the primary means of addressing concerns about the spread of the virus within many workplaces has 
been the implementation of mass work from home (WFH) policies. To this end, Shockley et al. (2020) show 
that feelings of social isolation increased stress and reduced performance during remote work. To support 
employee well-being, managers should take steps to increase feelings of relatedness (i.e., connections among 
employees) through regular check-ins within individuals and during team meetings.

Research also shows that the well-being of employees is positively affected when they are afforded latitude 
about when (time) and where (place) their work is accomplished (Malinen et al., 2020; Rudolph & Baltes, 2017). 
Of note, since March 2020, employees have reported working an extra 48.5 minutes/day on average (about 4 
more hours per week; DeFilippis et al., 2020). Thus, although flexibility is important, it is also essential to rec-
ognize that WFH is a double-edged sword for well-being; although clearly important for mitigating the spread 
of the virus by limiting in-person contact and in many cases satisfying employees’ need for autonomy, it is 
important to avoid “professional isolation,” overwork, and the blurring of work–home boundaries. A related 
consequence of higher working hours is an increase in the potential for employee burnout and reduced mental 
well-being due to higher job demands. To encourage employee well-being, it is important for managers to con-
vey realistic expectations about work hours and to model appropriate work hours themselves. Managers should 
also encourage employees to take breaks, and to specifically schedule “down time” to recover from work. 

Autonomy

Need for autonomy can be satisfied by feeling that one is in control and has a sense of choice and freedom in 
the decisions that they make. To this end, job autonomy, including employees’ sense of control over their work 
and decision latitude, is a core job characteristic that is associated with employee well-being. Importantly, au-
tonomy can be fostered by managers in their day-to-day interactions with employees. Especially for employees 
who are working from home, managers can convey autonomy by showing them that they have control over 
when, where, and how their work is done (Malinen et al., 2020). At the same time, there is a delicate balance 
to be struck here, as autonomy has been associated with higher workloads. Organizations should be aware of 
the potential negative effects of overwork and encourage paid leave/breaks from work to avoid overwork and 
burnout and to allow for recovery. Organizations should likewise foster autonomy by empowering their em-
ployees to openly discuss and act upon concerns about their well-being (e.g., encouraging regular “well-being” 
check-ins; discussing strategies for reducing stress) and to recognize employees’ extra efforts to accommodate 
changes due to the pandemic (Malinen et al., 2020). 

Managers are also encouraged to help their employees to enact active coping strategies to maintain a sense 
of control, especially viewing the pandemic as a controllable challenge rather than an uncontrollable threat, 
which is associated with higher levels of well-being during the pandemic (Zacher & Rudolph, 2020). Moreover, 
affording employees autonomy requires trust. Indeed, there is a great deal of trust (e.g., between manag-
ers and their employees; between employees and their organizations) required to facilitate the mass move 

To encourage employee well-being, it is  
important for managers to convey realistic 

expectations about work hours and to 
model appropriate work hours themselves.
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to WFH. Shockley et al. (2020) find that supervisor trust facilitated better work–life balance, higher sense of 
belonging at work, and lower stress levels while working from home. To maintain trust, it is important that 
managers facilitate open lines of communication. For example, research finds that communication in the form 
of daily job-related information sharing is an important driver of performance among employees who WFH 
during the pandemic (Shockley et al., 2020). Effective communication facilitates the development of trust, 
especially among virtual work groups. It is important for managers to introduce new ways of communicating 
(e.g., via chat programs, collaborative work environments, videoconferencing) and also to communicate clearly 
to employees the expectations for using these various channels. Likewise, to convey trust, managers should 
avoid surveilling/monitoring employee performance through “micro-management.” 

Conclusion

Despite rapid progress being made in the development and deployment of vaccines, current projections sug-
gest that COVID-19 will not be eradicated any time soon. However, it is still important to recognize that the 
virus itself is not a permanent feature. Still, it is likely that organizations and the nature of work, careers, and 
employment will change profoundly and permanently as a result of the virus. Although many of the specific 
strategies we outline here pertain to professionals engaged in WFH, our general advice for organizations and 
managers to focus on employee needs at this time applies broadly to any number of work environments, 
including those with essential/frontline workers. Major crises like the COVID-19 pandemic, including novel, 
disruptive, and critical events such as “lockdowns,” offer organizations and individuals manifold opportunities 
to learn from challenges and setbacks and to acquire metacompetencies such as resilience and adaptability. It 
is important to embrace these opportunities for learning and adaptation and to build capacity to successfully 
manage future crises.

It is important to embrace these opportunities for learning and adaptation 
and to build capacity to successfully manage future crises.
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