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Featured Application: 
1. Hybrid work, with a balance between workers working from home and in the office, is 

emerging as the new "normal”, even if the balance is still contested and under negotiation. 
2. Supervisors (mostly) have found it stressful having workers working from home, but they 

are adapting and acquiring new managerial skills that includes allowing workers more 
control over their work 

3. There is a generation gap with older supervisors finding the hybrid work environment 
particularly difficult, and younger workers wanting to work from home for work-life 
balance.  

4. Time for face-to-face interaction is needed especially to impart organizational culture. This 
is especially true for the culture of health and safety which is communicated implicitly. 

5. Face-to-face time is needed for OHS functions like training, on-boarding and orientation, 
job observations, disciplining and other difficult conversations, and for team motivation. 

Abstract: During the Covid-19 pandemic, although the experience of workers and managers was examined, 
the role, experiences and functions of supervisors was relatively underexplored, with no investigation into 
their changing health and safety responsibilities. This project attempted to fill this gap. Twenty supervisors 
across Canada were interviewed for an hour. A Framework Method guided the study. We used a conceptual 
framework of 10 supervisor functions to help direct the data collection, identify codes, manage and organize 
the data analysis, and identify major themes which were highlighted in the findings. What was found was that 
since supervisors did not have access to workers’ homes, they could not execute most of their OHS functions. 
They were obliged to give workers more control over how and when they worked. They Increased their 
communications with their workers in response to workers’ psychological health concerns. Notably, 
supervisors reported that they were under extreme stress. A hybrid work environment, with workers 
sometimes working at home, has become the new norm. Supervisor stress will continue to escalate unless 
upper management provides more support, supervisors get training on how to deal with the psychological 
health and safety of workers, and supervisors’ responsibilities are re-defined for at-home workers. 

Keywords: supervisors; working from home; psychological health and safety; stress; hybrid work; 
occupational health & safety; supervisor responsibilities; qualitative research; COVID-19 
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1. Introduction 

1.1. Background 

In early 2020, the health, safety and wellbeing of workers was thrust into the limelight as the 
COVID-19 pandemic became global. In March 2020, Canadian workers were sent home and a large 
part of the workforce started working virtually, while also trying to cope with the stress of home-
schooling, caring for their ill, aging parents, and managing their sense of isolation and fear. It brought 
to the fore an exceptional emphasis on physical as well as psychological health and safety [1]. 

The pandemic disrupted the day-to-day operations of work, the nature of work, and the 
relationship between supervisors and workers.  When this research was initiated in mid-2020, 
Canada had adopted a “new normal” of workers working remotely [2] with some saying that “work 
from anywhere” would be the future of work [3]. Statistics Canada report that in May 2020 (at the 
height of the initial wave and lockdown), 37% of the Canadian workforce worked at home and by 
December 2021, this remained at 22% [4].  

What has emerged is a hybrid arrangement of work, with workers working some days remotely 
and other days on-site. Having had the experience of working from home, many workers are 
reluctant to work on-site full time [5]. Interestingly, this potential trend was predicted as early as 2020 
[6]. There are many reasons for workers wishing to continue working from home, at least some days 
of the week: convenience, shorter commute times, flexibility, more time with family and hence 
improved work-life balance, autonomy, and more control and discretion over their work. Some initial 
research found that performance is maintained during hybrid work [7].  

During the pandemic, although the experiences of workers and managers were examined [8–
10], the role and experience of supervisors was relatively underexplored [11]. Moreover, there was 
research on the health and safety of workers working remotely [9–16]. There was also some research 
on the health (especially psychological health) of upper management during the shutdown of the 
pandemic [17].  

However, there was a significant dearth of studies on supervisors. This absence of research on 
supervisors initiated our inquiry. Our project attempted to fill this gap by examining the changing 
role and functions of supervisors, particularly in regard to their OHS functions and responsibilities – 
a topic which had not previously been investigated. 

Supervisors can be front-line supervisors, small team leaders, senior managers or directors. The 
central position of supervisors is defined by the key relationships they have, in relation to whom they 
report, and who reports to them [18]. Supervisors are placed between trying to meet the demands of 
their upper management while trying to provide social and practical support to the workers that 
report to them. The role of being in the “middle of the sandwich” has often led to role dissonance and 
emotional exhaustion as supervisors try to navigate these often-opposing demands and bear the 
brunt of major workplace change [8,19,20]. 

Regarding occupational health and safety (OHS), a supervisor’s responsibilities are outlined in 
most provincial OHS legislation in Canada. Supervisors have unique responsibilities, authority, 
resources, knowledge, experience, and accountability [21,22]. These include ensuring and providing: 
the flow of information about work; the allocation of work; what work is done by workers; and 
training, so that workers can safety execute their work; as well as overseeing and determining how 
the work is done, when the work is done, what materials to use; and the resources needed to do the 
work [23–25].  

However, OHS legislation has historically assumed a physical workplace under the control of 
an employer, and hence the role and responsibilities of supervisors has been dependent on having 
workers working within this controlled physical environment [21,22]. When workers are working 
from, and have control over, their own home workplaces, the role of supervisors changes 
substantially. This study focused on the role of supervisors in the context of this changed life of 
workers who were now working remotely [17].  

The study also investigated how supervisors provided social support for the psychological 
health of their workers working from home, despite having no control over the at-home environment 
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of their workers. This study’s consideration of social support as a mitigator of the stress and potential 
illness that can result from high demand and low control over work, is based on the well-established 
research on the Karasek and Theorell job strain model [26–29].  

As there is strong support for continued at-home/virtual/hybrid work arrangements, with an 
estimated 39% of Canadian jobs able to be feasibly completed from home [30], there is a need to 
understand how OHS legislation effectively responds to these work arrangements, as well as to 
understand the relationship between employers, supervisors, and their workers within this new 
context. As such, in this project we have examined how supervisors adapted their OHS functions and 
obligations; we have considered the potential impact this has had on OHS legislation, as well as on 
worker health and safety while working at home; and have examined how supervisors have tried to 
fulfil their obligations and responsibilities despite the unique constraints they were working under.  

1.2. Changing from Research Questions to Purpose 

This study was initiated with the intent that it would inform policy development for the 
supervision of at-home (virtual and remote) workers. To this end, the researchers set out to answer 
two research questions: 

• How can we adequately protect the health and safety of workers who work from home? 
• How can supervisors effectively comply with their OHS responsibilities for at-home 

workers? 
However, having conducted 20 interviews with supervisors from across the country from 

multiple industries, we saw the necessity of inductively responding to what we heard from the 
supervisors. We have identified patterns, similarities, recurring themes, and strong differences in 
their responses. What has emerged are concepts and ideas -- some of which are different from those 
predicted by either the theories or research questions.  

Despite not being able to directly answer the two initial research questions, we believe the study 
has identified two major problems facing supervisors with at-home workers. These findings can 
themselves lead to recommendations that have policy implications for the future of workers working 
from home and the supervisors who are supervising them. 

1. Firstly, we have added to our understanding of the unique and complex experiences of 
supervisors because of the critical – but often uncomfortable -- role they play in most 
organizations. Supervisors hold a unique place in the hierarchy of a workplace. They are 
obliged to respond to workers’ needs, including being realistic about workloads and 
making demands, but they also need to respond to the requirements of upper management. 
This has led to a unique set of problems, challenges and issues faced by supervisors. 

2. Second, we have examined and improved our understanding of how supervisors have tried 
to continue to take responsibility for and execute their major occupational health and safety 
functions. Our study examined the stressors encountered by supervisors, the constraints 
they work under, and the distractions they encounter, all of which may be negatively 
affecting their ability to fulfil their OHS functions. 

From these findings we have met the initial objective of arriving at policy implications for 
supervisors with virtual and remote workers. We have noted the implied and real impacts this has 
had on the Internal Responsibility System (IRS), which is the philosophy that underlies all 
occupational health and safety legislation. We have also noted that workers working from home have 
more control and knowledge of their at-home or remote workplaces, and hence need to adopt an 
increased occupational health and safety role for themselves. This has implications for the changing 
role of supervisors who may need to increase their efforts to educate and encourage workers. 
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1.3. Project Description 

A qualitative approach was taken to add to our understanding of the unique and complex role 
of supervisors because of the critical – but often uncomfortable -- function they hold in most 
organizations. The goal of qualitative research is not to arrive at generalizable trends, but rather to 
gain a deep understanding of people’s interactions with each other [31].  

This project consisted of three phases: (1) During January and February 2022, hour-long virtual 
interviews were conducted with 20 supervisors across Canada focusing on their perspectives and 
experiences; (2) in August 2022 a focus group of eight supervisors reviewed the initial findings from 
the interviews and discussed what the key issues moving forward were, and what resources 
supervisors needed; and (3) a workshop and facilitator guide was developed to give supervisors the 
opportunity to share and discuss their ongoing experiences and problems, and to support and help 
each other. This has been trialed with a group of supervisors and adaptations have been made. 

Ethics approval for the study was provided by the Toronto Metropolitan University (formally 
known as Ryerson University) Research Ethics Board (REB file number 2021-325). The participants 
gave informed consent for the interviews, and informed consent to participate in the focus group. 
None of the participants’ names or the organizations they work for have been identified. 

The objective of this project was to learn from supervisors, during a particularly difficult time 
when both supervisors and workers were working from home, about their unique and complex 
experiences because of the critical – but often uncomfortable -- role they hold in most organizations. 
We wanted to learn how – or whether -- they had continued to take responsibility for and executed 
their major occupational health and safety functions. Our study examined the stressors encountered 
by supervisors, the constraints they lived under, and the distractions they encountered, all of which 
may have reduced their ability to fulfil their OHS functions.  

1.4. Search Strategy for Evidence 

To assist with preparing for the participant interviews (i.e. preparing the interview 
schedule/questions), a comprehensive search was undertaken of the literature regarding at-home 
work during the pandemic and prior to the pandemic. This was to understand the current experiences 
of employees, supervisors and managers, and to explore relevant OHS issues identified in the 
literature. These searches included reviews of government documents from organizations such as 
Statistics Canada, the World Health Organization (WHO), the International Labour Organization 
(ILO), and the Health and Safety Executive (in the United Kingdom), along with academic (peer-
reviewed) literature and grey literature (e.g. non-peer-reviewed magazines, media reports). The 
searches focused on understanding: (1) the broad range of issues associated with working at home; 
(2) hazards and risks identified with at-home, hybrid, remote and virtual workers; and (3) resources 
currently available for at-home workers. 

2. Methods 

A qualitative approach was taken to add to our understanding of the unique and complex role 
of supervisors. This project consisted of three phases: (1) during January and February 2022, hour-
long virtual interviews were conducted with 20 supervisors across Canada, from 20 different 
companies or organizations, focusing on their perspectives and experiences; (2) in August 2022 a 
focus group of 8 supervisors (who had been previously interviewed) reviewed the initial findings 
from the interviews and discussed what the key issues moving forward were, and what resources 
supervisors needed; and (3) a workshop and facilitator guide was developed to give supervisors the 
opportunity to share and discuss their ongoing experiences and problems, and to support and help 
each other. 

2.1. Phases 1 and 2 

Recruitment of the participants for the interviews and focus group was relatively easy in 
comparison to previous workplace-based studies conducted by the research team [32–35]. The 
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recruitment only took a month. We approached people who had been participants in the team’s 
previous studies in municipalities and industry, and people in the researchers’ personal networks 
that included unions, occupational health and safety associations, provincial government ministries, 
and private-sector organizations. The largest number of interviewees came from a network of 
occupational health and safety professionals from across Canada, who were part of a large, current, 
mailing list maintained by one of the research team members. 

All the supervisors had workers (a minimum of three) reporting to them who were working 
remotely due to the COVID-19 epidemic. There were eight men and 12 women, 10 from Ontario, six 
from British Columbia, and four from Nova Scotia. They had multiple different titles from supervisor 
to director, but all had workers reporting to them. Out of the 20 participants, eight were occupational 
health and safety professionals. The rest came from diverse sectors (see Table 1).  

Table 1. Description of participants. 

Participant 

Number 

Gender   Title   # people 

WFH 

reporting 

to them 

Industry  

 

Province 

1 F Manager of 

training and 

standards 

3 Forestry B.C. 

2 M Manager 

procurement 

14 Federal Public 

Sector 

B.C. 

3 F Freight claims 3 Trucking N.S. 

4 M Integrated 

facilities managers 

8 Healthcare Ontario 

5 M Safety and 

Assurance 

25 Utilities B.C. 

6 M Director OHS 4 Education B.C. 

7 M Director OHS 7 Education/OHS B.C. 

8 F Snr Manager, 

National Training 

8 Manufacturing Ontario 

9 M Manager Strategic 

Programs 

5 Education/OHS Ontario 

10 F Director of 

Administration 

11 Charitable/Religious Ontario 

11 F VP Human 

Resources 

5 Insurance Ontario 

12 F Owner 15 OHS Consulting B.C. 

13 F Director 12 NGO/Healthcare Ontario 

14 F Managing 

Coordinator 

14 Municipal Public 

Sector 

Ontario 
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15 F Manager, Safety 

and Compliance 

4 Maritime Services, 

Energy 

Newfoundland 

16 M Manager, Central 

Staffing 

18 Healthcare Nova Scotia 

17 F Manager, 

Customer Care 

10 Education/OHS Ontario 

18 F Director, 

Marketing 

9 Education/OHS Ontario 

19 M Public Works 

Manager 

7 Municipal Public 

Sector 

N.S. 

20 F Director OHS 20 Utilities Ontario 

During the year of data collection, there were weekly, hour-long, meetings of the academic 
members of the research team (T.T., D.K. L.H., P.S.) to discuss the conceptual framework, the 
evolving findings, discuss sub-themes and identify informative quotes. The conceptual framework 
evolved in the early phases of the interview period, with the first five interviews acting as the pilot 
for the study trialing the usefulness of the conceptual framework. These meetings were mostly 
conducted virtually, but there were three face-to-face meetings over the year. Notes were taken at 
these meetings. 

The interviews and the focus group were conducted through synchronous online, face-to-face 
contact using the software platform Zoom by one of the researchers (for consistency). The interviews 
lasted about an hour (46 minutes to 75 minutes each). The focus group was two hours long. The 
interviews and focus group were audio recorded and transcribed verbatim. Detailed field notes were 
taken at every interview and at the focus group. 

A conceptual framework, based upon theory and existing research, was created following the 
Framework Method [36,37] at the initiation of the study. It helped us create the interview schedules, 
directed the data collection, and when it came to the analysis, it guided the data reduction and 
synthesis as well as data display leading to the creation of codes and key factors. It helped us 
deductively manage and organize the data analysis (see Figure 1).  
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Figure 1. Conceptual Framework. 

The conceptual framework included the standard descriptions of the major responsibilities of 
supervisors as mentioned in most of the legislation across the country under the Internal 
Responsibility System [22]. These included 10 functions: job planning, staffing, job observations, 
workplace inspections, investigations, discipline, resource allocation, training/worker instruction, 
responding to worker concerns, and leadership [23,25]. Training included onboarding, teaching new 
work, refresher training, and hazard communication. The interviews also included follow-up 
questions where the supervisors were asked how they had built virtual relationships with their 
workers and responded to their concerns, explored their relationship with upper management, and 
were asked about the stress and concerns they had personally experienced. These follow-up 
questions emerged as very important in the interviews.  

Although the deductive analysis of the interviews was based on the pre-conceived conceptual 
framework, the 20 interviews with the supervisors also demanded an inductive response to what we 
heard as we identified patterns, similarities, recurring themes, and strong differences. What emerged 
were concepts and ideas; some of which were different from those predicted by either the theories, 
the original research questions, or the conceptual framework. This inductive thematic analysis was 
useful in exploring concepts, processes and themes that perhaps would not have emerged through 
the deductive process. It also led to the changes in the original research questions. Those questions 
emerged as not as relevant to the supervisors as were their more intense virtual experiences with 
workers working from home, their relationship with upper management, and their personal stressors 
and concerns. 

Coding was conducted by all members of the research team. The initial synthesis was discussed 
and deliberated upon, and a consensus was reached on the most relevant and important themes. The 
analysis also included feedback received from an external expert group from a regulatory agency, 
and the two-hour follow-up feedback from the focus group. This feedback and guidance on the 
results, as well as OHS documentation provided by supervisors from their organizations, were 
incorporated into the final interpretation of the findings. The interviews, the feedback from the 
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groups and the focus group, and the documentation provided triangulation of the data on the 
experience of supervisors [38]. 

2.1. Phase 3 

Based on the key thematic outcomes of phases 1 and 2, a workshop (slide deck) and facilitator 
guide was developed to give supervisors the opportunity to share and discuss their ongoing 
experiences and problems, and to support and help each other. This has been trialed with a group of 
supervisors, was discussed as part of a presentation at the Atlantic Workplace Health and Safety 
Conference, and based on the combination of this feedback, adaptations have been made. The 
resources will be made available via a website (https://www.torontomu.ca/ohs-support-for-
supervisors). Note: the website is not currently live) but it will be circulated widely among the 
research team’s industry contacts. 

3. Results 

The primary goal of the study was to identify, from the supervisor’s perspective, the role of 
supervisors, and how this role, and their occupational health and safety (OHS) functions, changed 
with workers working from home or remotely due to the COVID-19 shutdown. We wanted to learn 
how supervisors ensured worker wellness in this very special context, and the impact that this change 
in role has had on supervisors. This study had two main purposes, the first was to add to our 
understanding of the unique and complex role of supervisors because of the critical – but often 
uncomfortable -- function they hold in most organizations. The second was to examine how, or 
whether, supervisors continued to take responsibility for their major OHS functions, under these very 
difficult circumstances.  

Below we synthesize five key findings: (1) supervisors found it very difficult to fulfill their 
standard OHS functions when people were working remotely. Job observations, inspections, 
investigations, and disciplining were hardly done; (2) supervisors did try and meet some OHS needs 
virtually, such as providing help with resources, worker instruction, and onboarding; (3) the major 
worker concern that supervisors were responding to was worker psychological health and safety; (4) 
supervisors adopted a different management style and took on different functions. They took on 
intense support for their workers, reduced their micro-management of workers’ activities, and 
allowed workers more control over scheduling of their work; and (5) supervisors were under 
enormous stress, and there was very little support provided to them. 

Supporting each finding is a quote from one or two of the supervisors that typifies the finding. 
The number at the end of each quote refers to the supervisor number as found in Table 1: Description 
of participants.  

2.1. Standard Supervisor Functions – What Could Not Be Done? 

A significant finding was that the first six of the traditional occupational health and safety 
supervisory functions that were in the conceptual framework, were mostly not fulfilled by either 
supervisors or organizations’ health and safety committees during this time. Job planning, staffing, 
job observations, workplace inspections, investigations, and disciplining of workers mostly did not 
happen with workers working from home. Although the legislation is applied contextually, 
supervisors believed it was not possible to have any control over workers’ workspace at home. They 
stated the need to trust their workers that they would find a conducive workspace and take care of 
themselves.  

In my head, it works like this. It's your house. We're telling you to do your job from your home. It 
should be a safe environment for you to do so. You know, we all have other things going on in our life, 
but it should be a safe location for you. So I think at one point we sent out [information on electrical 
safety -- like don't overload your plugs and crap like that, right? And don't run to any fire. [Don’t 
have too] many cords. Don't run them under your carpet, and stuff like that. But the adult who is 
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employed by the employer should take some responsibility for their work environment, whether it is 
working in the workplace, or at home. We can give you guidelines to manage it. But it's really up to 
you to do it. (20) 

Moreover, traditional hazards or incidents such as trips and falls were not reported to the 
supervisors who were interviewed. However, some supervisors noted that if workers indicated they 
may have a musculoskeletal issue or needed assistance with the ergonomic set-up of their home 
workplace, they could have a consultation with an ergonomist, who in-turn conducted a virtual 
investigation and offered advice. What mostly occurred was that supervisors or their organizations 
(usually from the HR department) sent workers an electronic brief outline on how to set up their 
home-office workspace ergonomically. 

Nobody has had an injury though. Nobody has said I've got a problem with my wrist, or I've got a 
specific problem, because you're making me sit at this awkward angle at my computer. I didn't have 
any. I didn't have any physical issues really that I can remember. (10) 

There were some issues that supervisors had to deal with that were unique to the pandemic 
environment. A few workers refused to come back to the workplace because of the fear of getting 
infected, and some refused to work with a colleague who was not vaccinated. Alternatively, there 
were workers who refused to be vaccinated. These issues became the responsibility of the supervisors 
to navigate with sensitivity. 

In the field, there have been some job refusals, where people want to know if others in the group have 
been vaccinated, because they don't want to be in a cohort with someone who's not vaccinated. (8) 

The supervisors were obliged to turn over most of the job planning functions to the discretion 
of the individual workers. Some found it very difficult to get their workers to share the most basic 
information about what work they were doing. After nearly two years since the start of the pandemic, 
many workers were very reluctant to give up their freedom from being accountable to supervisors. 

We're still in this moment of sort of lock down. We are not quite out of it. And I'm still trying to work 
with my community service staff. They always say, ‘Well, we're out in the community.’ Well, what 
does that mean, you're out in the community? ‘Are you working with a homeless person? Are you 
just out in the park checking on an opioid overdose, which we have lots of on the property? Like what 
are you actually doing?’ And then they look stressed and they say “We're doing really good work.” 
(10) 

Even basic supervisor functions such as performance reviews and keeping track of productivity 
proved to be difficult during the pandemic and has continued to be so. 

From a performance point, I find it exceptionally challenging. The tools that we have in place to track 
productivity, and how people move throughout their day aren't there. So when work is not to the 
quality that I expect it to be, I have lots of questions. One is: ‘Are you capable of doing it? Are you 
managing your time well? Is there a time management issue because you're working from home?’ I 
had a performance meeting with an employee last week. I actually gave her a letter of warning. I've 
never met her in person. I've met her on camera a couple of times. That is an instance where on a 
number of occasions I have asked her: ‘What have you been doing?’ And the response back hasn't been 
really reasonable, or she hasn't provided a reasonable explanation to how she's working or why the 
productivity isn't there. So I find that challenging as a manager, that's not something that would 
happen normally. Typically, in the same role when I was working in person, I could see people all the 
time and see when their productivity drops. (16) 

As full lockdown ended and pressure mounted for workers to return to the workplace, a number 
of the supervisors mentioned that they thought that workers were not reporting health or safety 
issues because they did not want to return to the workplace. They believed that workers thought that 
if they complained, they would be obliged to return. 
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I think, and I don't want to read people's minds, but I think that they believe that if they make it too 
difficult, I will say, ‘Oh, you can't work from home because it's too difficult’. [So they say:] “Oh, no, 
I'm fine. Everything's perfect. I feel no stress. I'm all good. It's all good.’ That's what I think. They 
are thinking, ‘Oh, well, if I say I need this, or if I say I fell, they're gonna say, well, it's not safe for 
you to work at home.’ I might be wrong. I don't think so though. I think that people are so keen on not 
wanting to go back to the office … [so they say:] ‘Everything's perfect.’ (17) 

2.2. Standard Supervisory Functions – What Could Be Done? 

The conceptual framework (see Figure 1) included some functions that supervisors managed to 
maintain during lockdown such as resource allocation, worker instruction, and onboarding, even if 
supervisors needed original ways of fulfilling the function.  

Resource allocation was a critical issue right at the beginning of the pandemic when people were 
sent home with office equipment and pandemic-related personal protective equipment (PPE). It was 
a chaotic process at the beginning but sorted itself out as the pandemic progressed. Multiple solutions 
were tried: some organizations gave workers permission to take whatever they wanted; some 
supervisors were driving around dropping off printers at workers’ homes; others gave workers a 
budget to set up their home offices. Yet others said that if workers wanted something special (such 
as a game chair), workers needed to submit a proposal to the supervisors for review.   

So when the shift happened to go work at home, it was very quick and employees…took things from 
their office and brought them home. Many of us took our office chairs for example, and foot rests, and 
risers for monitors, and things of that nature…. And if they needed a mouse, for example … we'd look 
at getting that for them. The only thing was, if they wanted something fancy, like a sit-stand desk, they 
were probably on the hook to deal with that themselves. (1) 

There was no clear distinction made between the equipment and resources that were given to 
workers for production, or for health and safety. The office equipment that was taken to set up home 
offices were chairs, mice, footrests, plastic for the floor, big-screen monitors, laptops, docking 
stations, special keyboards, printers, cell phones, and stationery. One supervisor mentioned noise-
cancelling headsets. The safety equipment included masks, sanitizers, and sometimes face shields 
and plastic gloves.  

Initially, most of the organizations did not pay for internet access; there was a presumption that 
everyone had internet, but it was not always so. The cost of Wi-Fi mostly ended up being the 
responsibility of the worker.  

It was a challenge to outfit them at home, technology-wise…. for most people that have been working 
for 35 years prior to the pandemic…their Wi-Fi was only for, you know, Facebook, or basic leisure 
activities. It wasn't really set up for working or getting the signal that you need to get into our 
financial database…. So it was a challenge to get them outfitted with the technology they required, 
from laptops to tablets to cell phones. (19) 

There was a time-lag at the beginning of the pandemic before workers could access their 
organization’s data. At the corporate level, workers faced problems with access to data, the inability 
to merge data, problems keeping data private, software incompatibility, firewalls that could not be 
breached, and having no access to IT support. Unique to the pandemic was that supervisors needed 
to help workers navigate the virtual technology. Two of the supervisors mentioned that they had to 
dissuade workers from resigning who were so overwhelmed by the technological demands of 
working from home. This was an additional source of stress that was added to the general 
environment of heightened uncertainty and anxiety. 

And so they got to a point where it became so frustrating for them that my worry was, you know, I 
didn't want to have a problem of turnover on my hands…. This one person, was saying, “No, I'm not 
into this technology. I just don’t want to do it”. I said, “Well, the reality is I can't come to your house 
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and show you this thing, so we have to learn. Everybody's learning.” So it took a lot of patience. It 
took a lot of patience to work with this one particular staff, to walk her through how to use it. (4) 

When training took place, it took place virtually, but it was minimal. General training on policies 
and procedures, ergonomic self-assessments, or short, online, awareness training (such as harassment 
training or Workplace Hazardous Materials Information System training) was possible to conduct 
virtually. However, training that included mentoring, took a lot of negotiating and organizing. The 
major difficulty with virtual training was the inability to evaluate body language or understanding, 
and there was no follow up job observation.  

I'm here to coach and mentor him. [But] I can't sit down with him at the table and say, ‘This is what 
I want’, and have him look me in the eye so I could see that he understood what I was saying. His 
camera doesn't work on this computer. So I can't tell. I don't know if he understands me. I have no 
idea. Body language and eye contact are extremely important for me to understand if [workers] 
understand what I'm saying. And hearing ‘Uh huh.’ [is not enough for me] to think he got it. (15) 

Face-to-face training remained the preference for most supervisors, especially for job-specific 
training on a practical skill.  

One of the big challenges [with virtual training] is that a competency check from an [online] exam 
does not equate to knowledge transfer. That's very obvious when it's a piece of equipment. And it's, 
“Hey, here's the auto scrubber. Here's how you use it.” Not that we had that on a digital video, but if 
we did, it still wouldn't translate to the same sort of competency check and kinesthetic learning.…And 
so I would say that that was a big transition. (6) 

Related to training, was onboarding, which went well if the supervisors already knew the 
person. However, it was not easy to onboard someone who had been hired without the supervisors’ 
involvement, or whom they had never met face-to-face.  

Horrible! I'm not doing a good job at [onboarding]. I’m just not. I just throw them to the wolves and 
hope that somebody is helping them with stuff. I mean, we have orientation checklists, but that’s not 
the same thing, right? …I don't know how, in a virtual world, to orient better. I just don't know. The 
connections are less easy to make, I guess. It’s hard to meet people. How do you get to know people? 
It's hard enough to make those connections with people who already know one another, let alone people 
who have not…. In that regard, I would say “Fail.” Like…it hasn't been easy for them. …And it's 
going to take them a longer time to get oriented because of just so many reasons. (13) 

However, a couple of supervisors mentioned that onboarding without having met the candidate 
could be positive, since it potentially removed some systemic bias. Some candidates were interviewed 
only by phone, and in that case, these supervisors felt that many potential causes of bias had been 
removed.  

I'm a white heterosexual male. I know all the privilege that gives me today. And I mean, I'm learning 
as much as anybody, but I think there is value in trying to…test people objectively as much as possible 
by removing the bias that I know I have…I love having phone interviews. I never meet the person. (16) 

2.3. Providing Workers with Social Support 

The study found that the years of the pandemic strongly highlighted that work-life balance is a 
health and safety concern. Supervisors reported that most of their workers’ concerns were not about 
traditional OHS hazards and risks; they were about the workers’ psychological health. Supervisors 
quickly realized that workers’ psychological health needed to become part of their supervisory 
obligations. Their workers’ concerns were complex, and nuanced.  

Supervisors noted that they had to pay attention to how workers organized their time, focused 
on their work, and managed their distractions. They also needed to consider that workers were 
additionally stressed because they were now responsible for their home-schooled children, and for 
vulnerable elderly relatives. The pandemic left many people feeling anxious, depressed, lonely, 
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worried, and generally stressed. Workers spoke about eating too much and not getting enough 
exercise. Supervisors needed to include and broaden the concept of “accommodation” to include 
stress and isolation, as well as workers’ obligation to care for children and parents. 

I guess the stressors were the unknown. …or the mental health pieces. I knew some staff were maybe 
struggling with issues, either at home, issues because of children or ageing parents, parents getting 
sick. So a lot of it was the mental health piece, and some of my staff are more vulnerable to the mental 
health part of it perhaps. So understanding that people need more as we say, ‘Grace’. Or they need 
more time…. And I'd say “Just call me if there's something.” (10) 

To meet this need, most of the supervisors chose to be in frequent communication with their 
team. Meetings through Zoom, Teams, emails, texts, and via phone were constant. This 
communication took place sometimes as a group, but a lot of the time, supervisors were connecting 
with workers one-on-one.  

And then weekly, throughout the week, I connect with each person. I try and connect with everybody 
every day. So this morning I've already connected with six. So sometimes there's two or three people 
on a call together and we're talking about a specific business instance. But at least we're getting that 
interconnection. I'll text them to say, “You know what, I'm sorry, I didn't get to see you or connect 
today. Hope you had a great day.” So I’m really trying to keep in contact with them every day, just to 
let them know that I continue to be here, and to connect with each other as well, to keep that 
interconnection and support, team support going……(14) 

The virtual meetings were often not work-focused but were based on team building and peoples’ 
mental health. Many of the supervisors prided themselves on how much time they were spending 
with icebreakers, fun and games, and Friday (virtual) pub-nights. A few supervisors in British 
Columbia (where the weather is milder) managed to organize in-person outside social events where 
people could meet each other but still be socially distanced. 

We do icebreaker activities at the start of all of our meetings. I mean, for our team meetings, our staff 
meetings. Our billable time has gone down a little bit, because we're spending more time consciously 
and intentionally connecting, right. Whereas in the past I would do one staff meeting a month, now I 
do them weekly. So it takes more time. And it takes more effort, because you need to make sure your 
team is mentally okay. Like that's my number one priority….(2) 

Some workers with pre-existing mental health challenges needed a lot of attention.  
I'm in constant contact. I spoke with him this morning, I talked to him, I try to talk to him every day. 
I try to help him solve issues or problems he's going to be running into. I try to keep him as positive 
as I can. And I try to -- oftentimes he ends up making a bigger issue than what the issue actually is -- 
so my job really is just to make it simple and say, ‘Okay, here's what the issue is, and here's what I 
think you should be doing. Just don't look at anything else’…. And he’s like, ‘Okay, yeah, okay, thank 
you for that. I see what you mean’. (9) 

Despite the often-mentioned stress experienced by workers, after two years of adjusting to the 
change, supervisors have now been told by their workers that they would prefer to continue working 
from home. For many workers, and many supervisors, working from home provides them with 
flexibility, and saves them commuting time and travel expenses. It means they can spend more time 
with their families, have better work-life balance, and higher control over their work. 

2.4. From Supervision to Leadership 

Being a good leader is not mentioned specifically in occupational health and safety legislation 
as a responsibility of a supervisor. This is not surprising since there is no way to judge directly 
whether a supervisor is effectively motivating their workers to internalize safety procedures. The 
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legislation focuses on other more tangible functions of supervision, such as training, that is an 
outcome of good leadership.  

What was most notable in the discussion with the supervisors is that nearly all mentioned that 
they needed to change their leadership style during the pandemic lockdown. Most thought they had 
become better leaders. They acquired new skills during this time. They had developed empathy and 
had a more holistic view of the people that reported to them. They had learned more creative 
techniques of interacting with people. They had “pivoted” to becoming more supportive, caring, and 
aware of their workers’ individual needs, their home environments, and their health and well-being, 
especially their psychological health needs.  

It was just the reality of the environment that we're working in. We needed to shift. And so the 
takeaway I would say is that it doesn't matter what level, how experienced you are, if anyone says they 
haven't shifted at all, or changed their leadership style or the way in which they're really engaging 
with their folks, I would say then, I don't really get that…..(11) 

The supervisors changed their leadership style from closely supervising workers, to allowing 
them more control. The supervisors were obliged by the virtual environment to trust their workers 
with more control over how they accomplished their objectives and take control over their work. The 
supervisors continued to outline the final deliverables, but the workers were given much more 
control of the process, and how they achieved those objectives. 

A learning for me was the big step change when [I realized] that you don't have to look over someone's 
shoulder for them to be productive. We can trust the person in a virtual environment. And when I say 
trust and credibility, I mean you have to build that…. But once you have that, it's up to them to break 
it, right? …. So what I'm saying is, my big learning is you can trust people in a remote workspace…. 
(5)  

Supervisors gave workers considerable discretion on the hours they worked, and workers 
determined when they could be contacted. The supervisors did prompt their workers when they 
needed to talk to them, but the timing of the video or telephone call was the worker’s decision. 
Workers took the lead in scheduling meetings to fit their home-life demands. They asked supervisors 
not to call them during mealtime, or when the children were being home schooled. This demanded 
a lot of flexibility from the supervisors, and often extended their hours significantly. 

The other thing we have had to allow for is more flexibility of scheduling while working from home. So 
some of it is re-identifying what is okay and [what is] not okay as far as those time limits on work. 
Because I now have staff that work different hours.… Sometimes I've called them and because they see 
me as their leader calling, they answer the phone. But it's really not their work time. Like they're 
making dinner for their kids. Or they're doing a lesson with their kids. And I'm like, ‘Oh, I'm sorry’. 
I have to try to remember what are all their best work schedules. (11) 

Participation was a strong theme that emerged in all the interviews. Supervisors emphasized 
how essential they found participation to be for motivation and engagement, as well as workers 
taking the initiative.  

At the bi-weekly, we have a team meeting….And it's really just “ Ok, what's on the docket this week? 
What are you working on? What did get done? What are your plans for the next two weeks? And we 
sort of chat about priorities, and maybe course calibrate, or I share with them, you know, things that 
are new and hot off the press that they're not aware of…(8) 
I give them the freedom to do what they need to do, to be treated as the experts. I'm like, “You guys 
tell me what you need and I'm here to support you.” And they value that. They're adults, they're 
educated, they're informed, they're responsible, and I think they respect that. And I hear that from 
them often. (14) 
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However, not all supervisors were comfortable with the amount of control that workers were 
able to exercise while they were working from home. 

My staff want the flexibility to come to work sort of when they want to come to work. They want to 
be, I guess, self empowered to get their jobs done. And they don't want to really be questioned about 
what they're doing. That's the downside. They're very defensive, like: ‘I'm not telling you anything. 
I'm going to manage my world, and you're not going to ask me anything.’ (10) 

Many of the supervisors mentioned how difficult it was to monitor performance and 
productivity, and many thought the group creativity had gone down. They found it harder to 
evaluate the quality of work now that they were separated from their workers. Some mentioned that 
working from home gave workers the opportunity to “hide” from them with no consequences.  

I do find remotely, it is harder to get a sense of how productive people are, because you don't want to 
evaluate people purely on production. Some people on my team are like, overly productive. Like they're 
too quick to just jump into action and get things done without actually thinking things through or 
doing a proper assessment. And then I have the other range of people who I'm like, ‘Hello? Any 
movement on this one tiny thing? Like, can you close off on it?’ And I think because my team is so 
big, it's hard for me to follow every action through to completion. (18) 

Not all the supervisors felt they had dealt well with the changing demands on their leadership 
style. A couple experienced a sense of failure. 

I feel like I lost that human connection piece, and the biggest challenge has been trying to replicate that 
in a virtual world. And now almost two years later, [it is hard to keep] that momentum going, times 
12, in a workday, and being there to let them know that I'm here every moment of every day to support 
them…..(13) 

2.5. Supervisors under Stress 

The most unexpected finding from this study was although the supervisors answered the 
questions on their occupational health and safety functions and role, what they really wanted to talk 
about was how stressed they had been and were. The supervisors were working in a constantly 
changing environment as the guidelines on Covid-19 evolved. They had to be flexible; they had to 
“go with the flow”; they had to be constantly “pivoting” (a buzz word that was used often). Although 
most managed to negotiate the constant change, a significant source of stress was the uncertainty, the 
job insecurity, and the constant need for flexibility. Their role, sandwiched between the needs of their 
workers and fulfilling the initiatives of upper management, was also a significant source of stress. 

I think one of the things that we lack is concern for the supervisor and some of the stress we've been 
under. When it comes to our psychological stress, how do supervisors manage that? I care about my 
team, and when I know that something is upsetting to them -- and over the pandemic a lot has been 
upsetting to them -- they've contacted me. And it's been emotionally exhausting for me, because I 
know how much they've struggled…. But being there for them meant sometimes I was on the phone 
until six o'clock at night, you know, walking them off the ledge…. How do we protect our supervisors 
psychologically? (Focus group) 

Supervisors would do the workers’ work if they thought their workers were overloaded. They 
adjusted their lives to always being available and taking meetings or calls when it suited the workers’ 
schedule (but not necessarily their own schedule).  

I'm picking up the slack for my team from being overburdened…. They have been crazy busy. ….So I 
was working around the clock to say, “Oh my god. They have 100 emails in there.” And so I would 
work until 10 o'clock, responding to those messages, so that when they came in in the morning, they 
wouldn't feel that, ‘Oh my gosh. Look at all these messages. I can't do this.’ (17) 
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The supervisors were the ones that were always at the end of the line if a worker was feeling 
anxious or lonely. Some of the supervisors even made the time to meet with workers face-to-face 
(outdoors) when they were particularly concerned. The responsibility of trying to provide this social 
support was often exhausting. A few supervisors expressed the wish that workers could find the 
support they needed elsewhere. 

You're doing a meeting with people who have this much weight on them, right? And how do you 
individually flex or manage those people with whatever they have on their plate, [with so much in] 
their heads? It's exhausting. Yeah. And you're trying to make connections when you're tired of trying 
to make that happen in your home, let alone make it happen in the workplace. I've been making fake 
proms, fake grads, fake get-togethers, fake Christmases, fake Easters for [months]…. You’re trying to 
do that at work, and you're trying to [do that at home]. But you can't make people happy…. I think in 
reality I know I can't make it. I didn't create the global pandemic, right? I can't make it go away. But 
you do what you can to give people joy, right? And to motivate and you’re  a leader. And yeah, it's 
hard…. It's exhausting! (13) 

None of the supervisors said they had received personal support from upper management. The 
supervisors did not feel they had access to management to help them solve even those problems that 
they felt they did not have the experience, authority, or resources to resolve.  

I don't know how to explain. He [the manager] was never really available. Unfortunately, he was quite 
busy. Same with the vice president now. Trying to get time to speak with someone is difficult because 
they're in meeting after meeting after meeting. So my interaction with him was very minimal, and 
then he retired in May, and then we didn't have the current VP until the end of June, and she was new 
to [our] industry completely. So it's been, it's been, fun! (3) 

A couple of the supervisors mentioned that morale amongst the workers was lower than it had 
ever been at their workplace due to the inflexible management policies that did not consider 
individual workers’ needs.  

I've heard from some of the folks that I've worked with closest over the years, [who] have directly said, 
even just as late as Monday of this week, that this is probably the lowest morale, yeah, the lowest morale 
that they have felt in their workplace in the decade that they've been part of the team. And yeah, so 
extremely alarming, right? It's like, “Whoa what? What is going on? How does this end up in the 
ditch that far?” (7) 

Communication from upper management was often confusing, especially in the first year of the 
pandemic, and it was up to supervisors to try and navigate the constantly changing environment and 
public health guidelines. 

[They tried to make] policies and procedures about what it is that we as a workplace were supposed to 
do. … But then there was the corporate US office, trying to tell us what to do and not do. I think 
corporate US was also distracted, because they couldn't have one solidified answer. Their rules differed 
from state to state. So they had a struggle trying to level the playing field for everyone. …So there was 
a mishmash of a lot of different areas to look at for getting information. But you know, I stuck to the 
Ontario rules, federal rules, and then if CDC provided us with some additional guidance, that was 
great. But really, I just stuck to what was Canadian. So there was confusion. (20) 

Moreover, as the pandemic extended for more than a year, a few said they thought that senior 
management seemed to have disengaged. These supervisors said they were very much left in a 
vacuum to manage their teams alone as the pandemic progressed. 

At the start of the pandemic, we had a few meetings with our leadership with: ‘Okay. Stay the course. 
We're here’, and ‘Mental health [is important]’, and you know, ‘We’ll keep in contact with everyone.’ 
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And then eventually that stopped. So it's been probably over a year since we've had any sort of 
meaningful staff meetings with our President…(7) 

In the spring and summer of 2022, government policy indicated that returning to the office was 
possible, and then employers decided that workers could and should come back to the workplace. 
When employers asked supervisors to talk to their workers about returning to the workplace, most 
of the supervisors were reluctant to do so. After two years of working from home, workers had 
adapted and changed their lives. Some of them had moved considerable distances away from the 
workplace. Many did not wish to come back to working at a central office or plant.  

They now love working from home. They love it. They don't want to go back to the office. That's been 
kind of the struggle. Every time we talk, and I think the longer we stayed home, the harder it's been to 
anticipate going back to the office. And I understand that because I'm feeling it too now. I love working 
from home. I miss seeing my office people. I do go in maybe once a month to the office, and I like it 
when I'm there. But for them, I would say 80% don't ever want to go to the office again, and the other 
20% would like to go in maybe once every couple of weeks, or once a week. (17) 

Not all the supervisors supported the workers’ wish to continue working from home.  Due to 
the pressure that they had been experiencing from trying to supervise their at-home workers, some 
supervisors were very keen that workers return to the workplace. 

I don't want to open it up to be people's choice. I think as an employer of choice, we will accommodate 
people who need to work from home for whatever reason. But my opinion on that is that when people 
work from home, yeah, it might make their life better, but it's disrupting other’s [lives]. So that's 
another Zoom call that we need to take, that's another phone call. I can't just walk across the hallway. 
I lose something when my staff is working from home. Even though they may be comfortable, I'm 
inconvenienced, and they have to look at the other side. (15) 

4. Discussion 

The COVID-19 epidemic was a unique worldwide epidemic that had huge implications for how 
work is conducted. This study examined the impact on supervisors with workers reporting to them 
from home. In this section, we offer some policy implications and recommendations. 
• There were precursors to the COVID-19 pandemic such as SARS (that occurred in Canada in 
2003), which emphasized the need for isolation, personal protective equipment, and vaccines. 
However, the shutdown during COVID-19 has highlighted the need to not only provide these 
physical protections, but also provide social support for the psychological health of supervisors and 
workers working from home. 
• This study was conducted when workers and supervisors were still working from home all the 
time, and on the cusp of the change to beginning to come back to work. It is important to learn what 
we can from that time. However, we equally need to acknowledge that many workplaces have 
changed by adopting a hybrid work environment. What we learned during the intense shutdown 
period about the importance of the psychological health of workers working from home, continues 
to be very applicable to the hybrid work environment. 
• The Internal Responsibility System (IRS), which is the philosophical underpinnings to the 
Canadian occupational health and safety legislation, was challenged during the time of the COVID-
19 shutdown. The challenge was primarily because supervisors did not have control over workers’ 
homes, and hence were unable to perform many of their OHS functions. The IRS needs to be 
reinterpreted and reconsidered within this current context, with the following recommendations: 

o Increase and expand the OHS responsibilities of workers working from home since they 
have knowledge about and control over their home workspace. 
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o Make more explicit the OHS responsibilities of workers when they are not working in an 
employer-controlled workplace. 

o Make more explicit supervisors’ responsibilities and limitation over all remote workers, 
whether they are working from home, or visiting clients.  

o Expand the OHS responsibility of supervisors to emphasize their role in responding to 
workers’ needs whether that is educational or motivational. 

4.1. Implications for Further Research 

The implications of the findings from this study need more exploration. However, the most 
obvious changes that may need to be made are: 

1. Supervisors have challenges with the psychological health and safety (both of their 

employees and their own), and do not feel they are supported. The responsibility of upper 

management to be supportive of supervisors needs to be emphasized. 

2. Upper management should provide supervisors with the needed resources and training to 

be competent in dealing with workers who have psychological health and safety issues. 

3. The psychological health and safety of workers working from home, and supervisors’ 

responsibilities in this regard, may need to be explicitly outlined in OHS legislation, in the 

same way as violence and harassment have been. 

4. Hybrid work arrangements should be written into company policy, so that there are 

explicit expectations and enforcement of “anchor days” when workers need to come into 

the workplace. It should not be the supervisors’ responsibility to tell workers to come into 

the office.  

5. Difficult functions which could not effectively be done during the time of virtual work, 

such as training, onboarding, job performance and evaluation, and disciplining, are best 

handled in person during these “anchor days”. 

4.2. Future Work 

Supervisors bridge the gap between upper management and workers. They have a pivotal role 
in risk reduction by OHS legislation. We have been closely monitoring this area of research during 
the pandemic (2020-2023), and we have found no other research in this period that has focused on 
the experience of supervisors. The scope of the issue is wide. Future work needs to explore the ways 
supervisors are trying to meet the changing demands of the workplace.  

The sources and causes of stress for supervisors, the ways they have tried to handle conflicting 
and changing demands, and the potential best practices that have emerged, need further exploration. 
Supervisors have not been able to fulfil most of their OHS supervisory functions with remote 
workers. Moreover, supervisors’ high rate of stress has potentially led to inattention, disengagement, 
and distraction. This creates a higher risk for the workers that report to them and the potential for 
injuries and accidents. Future work needs to focus on the knowledge gap that exists between how 
stressed supervisors have been and the impact this has had on the occupational health and safety of 
workers.  

The insights that supervisors have gained into the importance of the psychological health of 
workers working from home during this unique period of time, could be applied to on-site 
workplaces going forward. The psychological health of workers should be given a higher profile and 
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priority should be given to the experience of supervisors during the pandemic. The impact of this 
change needs to be evaluated.  

The study has also brought into focus the deeper question of what it means to supervise 
effectively. During this time of remote work, supervisors shifted from micromanaging their workers 
to empowering them to control much of their own work environment. The impact of this change on 
potentially an improvement in performance, and hence a reduction in risk, needs to be evaluated.  

There is also a strong need to further examine the overall experience of supervisors and how 
their mental health was compromised by the increase in work demand, how this affected their ability 
to fulfill their occupational health and safety obligations, and how these changes may have impacted 
worker health and safety. 

5. Conclusions 

This study focused on the experience of supervisors during the pandemic. We examined how 
they dealt with the health and safety of their workers working from home, including their 
psychological health and safety, despite having little-to-no control over the at-home environment of 
their workers. We focused on supervisors since they have received very little attention during the 
pandemic. Supervisors are in an uncomfortable, complex role of trying to meet both managements 
and workers’ needs. They have specific roles and functions under occupational health and safety 
legislation that are difficult to execute when workers work from home, and during this time, their 
responsibilities required more emphasis on psychological health and safety.   

There was concern that the finding from this study would become irrelevant and be relegated to 
being a historical account of a unique period when supervisors had workers working from home. 
However, a new trend in hybrid work, with workers working some days a week on-site and others 
at home, has established itself as the new normal. For the foreseeable future, many workers will be 
working some of their time at home, and this will continue to affect the way they are supervised and 
how supervisors fulfil their occupational health and safety functions and obligations. 

This study found that supervisors were able to fulfil some of their OHS functions but not others. 
Job planning, staffing, job observations, workplace inspections, investigations, and disciplining were 
difficult to execute with workers working from home. These functions could not easily be performed 
since workers had primary control over their at-home workplace environment. Even basic supervisor 
functions such as performance reviews and keeping track of productivity proved to be difficult 
during the pandemic. However, supervisors maintained their functions of resource allocation, 
worker instruction, and onboarding, although much flexibility and creativity was required to fulfil 
these functions. 

The study found that the pandemic highlighted that work-life balance is a health and safety 
concern. Supervisors reported that most of their workers’ concerns were not about traditional OHS 
hazards and risks but were about the workers’ psychological health and safety. The pandemic left 
many people feeling anxious, depressed, lonely, worried, and generally stressed. Supervisors quickly 
realized that workers’ psychological health had to become part of their supervisory obligations.  

By necessity, many of the supervisors changed their leadership style and developed new skills. 
Many supervisors mentioned the significant increase in the amount of contact they had with their 
workers who were working from home, the need to be very aware of their workers’ psychological 
health, and the necessity to provide intense support to them. Many supervisors were working long 
hours to accommodate their workers’ needs. Supervisors also found that it had been necessary to 
“pivot” from micro-managing to adopting a more participative, goals-driven, style with their 
workers. This was a significant learning for many of them. The supervisors gave their people 
significantly more control over their work. Workers were the ones to schedule virtual meetings to 
accommodate their home responsibilities. Workers participated in job planning and in determining 
project deliverables.  

The notable increase in workload during the pandemic may be a reason for the major finding of 
the study that supervisors were experiencing a very high level of stress. They were exhausted, often 
had little time for their families, experienced overwhelming work demands and complained that their 
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high workload was seldom acknowledged. The latter was because virtual work is mostly invisible, 
especially to the rest of the organization. A couple of the supervisors mentioned that they needed to 
go off on stress leave. A small number spoke about their own burnout as the pandemic dragged into 
the second and the third year. They felt deeply fatigued, and some expressed that they felt that they 
no longer had the capacity to maintain the intensive engagement that they had had with their 
workers. 
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