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CERTITUDE.LONDON COVID-19 RESPONSE / INTRODUCTION

INTRODUCTION

The COVID-19 pandemic is one of the largest international crises of our generation with far 
reaching impacts on international economies and the health and wellbeing of populations 
worldwide. 

In August 2020, the Certitude Board and Leadership Team commissioned an independent 
review to identify and evaluate the learning from the first six months or so of the 
organisation’s response to the pandemic, to inform both its short- and longer-term plans. Lucy 
Hurst-Brown, managing director of Blue Giraffe, was commissioned to complete the review. 

The comprehensive review incorporated an analysis of key documentation, the findings of 
internal reviews already undertaken, interviews with 64 key stakeholders - including support 
workers, managers, people supported and family members, commissioners, senior managers 
and Board members - and findings from a search of non-Certitude COVID-19 materials/reports 
in the public domain.

We would like to thank everyone who participated in this review. The overall conclusion is that 
Certitude responded effectively and decisively to the challenges presented by the pandemic, 
with colleagues at every level going above and beyond to ensure people supported by 
Certitude and staff were safe and well. The learning gained from the first six months of the 
pandemic, and highlighted within the review, is enabling us to not just improve the way we 
work during the remainder of the pandemic, but in the longer term as well. This document is 
our summary of the findings of the review.
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KEY FINDINGS FROM THE REVIEW

Business Continuity Planning

Certitude had an up-to-date Business Continuity Plan in place, comprising an overarching 
framework for managing the whole organisation, plus a suite of local Business Continuity Plans for 
each individual service. 

The Business Continuity Plan was implemented as soon as the pandemic reached the UK. The 
Board of Trustees were informed, and the Leadership Team established an Incident Management 
Team and a Task Team to make and action key decisions across the organisation. In addition, the 
organisational risk register was updated and referred to along with this plan on a regular basis by 
the Board and Leadership Team.

There is extensive use of risk assessment practices across the organisation to inform proportional 
decision making and actions. 

Learning point:

The scope of the initial plan, while informative, logical and helpful in an emergency, was 
limited in its outlook. It did not, perhaps understandably, envisage a situation where every 
element of the organisation was affected simultaneously, as well as the entire operating 
environment.



3

CERTITUDE.LONDON COVID-19 RESPONSE / KEY FINDINGS

The initial response (March 2020)

The pandemic emerged as major risk over a matter of weeks at the beginning of 2020. Certi-
tude suddenly found itself needing to take decisive action to ensure the safety and wellbeing of 
the people it supported along with its workforce. Initially, very little was known about the virus’s 
transmission or treatment. While the adult social care sector recognised that their population was 
particularly at risk, the focus of national decision makers was primarily on ensuring that the NHS 
could respond. Initial guidance and support was directed at the NHS, with little thought and 
resources being focused on people living with social care support. Key sector bodies (Public Health 
England, the Department of Health and Social Care, the Care Quality Commission and local 
authorities) struggled to offer clear joined up thinking and leadership. Tragically, this ultimately led 
directly to a significant number of potentially preventable deaths of people living in care homes or 
other community settings in the UK.

It was within this wider context that the Leadership Team invoked the organisation’s Business 
Continuity Plan. Certitude immediately began to give a repeated and clear single message via 
every communication channel at its disposal, that “everybody’s primary focus was to both keep 
people supported and staff safe and well”. It launched a cascade of meetings to plan, resolve 
problems, deliver support, identify issues and communicate guidance, created a ‘frequently asked 
questions’ process and moved to remote working for all but a few office-based staff in advance of 
the first lockdown on 23 March 2020.  
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Learning point:

The creation of a Task Team was hugely successful, enabling the organisation to start 
addressing immediate challenges, such as sourcing PPE and interpreting national information 
and cascading Certitude specific guidance and advice on how to stay safe, while enabling the 
IMT to consider and answer the numerous emerging questions raised by the unknown and 
fast unfolding situation. This division of labour proved an efficient use of time and gave 
confidence to managers and staff that the organisation was responding and supporting 
them.

The development of the Task Team prioritising COVID-19 related activity enabled staff both 
directly involved in support, as well as within central services, to continue business as usual 
work. Efforts to reduce the impact of the pandemic on people supported were targeted and 
duplication of activity avoided.

The move to home working for the majority of central services staff initially posed logistical 
issues in terms of access to the right IT equipment. This was quickly resolved and it soon 
became clear that maintaining core central services, including functions such as payroll, 
could be achieved well remotely. This has prompted longer-term consideration to be given to 
where and how people work.

The ongoing response (April 2020 onwards)

As the first lockdown began Certitude rapidly settled into the new schedule of cascade meetings 
within which the CEO and other members of Certitude’s Leadership Team kept a high profile. 
Meetings were held via Microsoft Teams and were entirely focused on identifying and addressing 
COVID-19 related matters. They were well structured and attempted to ensure a two-way flow of 
information.

The Incident Management Team (IMT) included the Chair of the Task Team and ensured that Task 
Team priorities were set, progress was reported, questions were answered, authority for various 
courses of action were given and broader Certitude communications were regularly sent out to 
families and commissioners. 
 
The membership of the Task Team evolved through time. It focused on sourcing items that were 
difficult to secure (most notably personal protective equipment), reviewing multiple sources of 
external guidance and translating them into specific Certitude guidance, meeting with the 
Leadership Team when required to check out and/or inform them about various courses of action/
guidance, publishing Certitude guidance on the new COVID-19 Hub, running the frequently asked 
questions system and considering wider issues that were affecting staff, such as travel 
arrangements that would enable staff to get to and from work, minimising use of public transport. 

Representatives joined the Voluntary Organisations Disability Group’s weekly COVID-19 
networking session, enabling them to check that they were in line with the responses and 
approaches developed by peer providers.
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“When this (COVID) happened 
everything had to stop… Certitude has 
been wonderful, they have been using 
FaceTime for five hours per day to support 
him with lots of different activities, it has 
been amazing as he has been learning 
lots and concentrating. 

I cannot praise them enough… it has 
given me the breaks and rest I need.”

- a mother living at home with her 
autistic son



CERTITUDE.LONDON COVID-19 RESPONSE / KEY FINDINGS

Leadership culture

The Leadership Team were seen by all stakeholders as extremely positive throughout this period.

Those interviewed reported:

• Clear, understood and sustained messaging “to keep staff and people supported safe and well”. 
• That they were very accessible and maintained a high profile via personal letters and emails, 

video updates by the CEO, routine attendance at all the key COVID-19 related virtual meetings, 
and at the height of lockdown, the use of weekly calls to all front line services by the Leadership 
Team and some Board members. 

• That they felt valued by a range of small initiatives and expressions of gratitude. 
• That they acted in a decisive manner from the beginning with the move to remote working for 

some, the closure of day services and development of virtual support options etc.
• A sense of unity and shared focus between them as they pulled together.  
• Resilience along with a sense of calm and positivity.  
• Courage as they progressed with the planned merger with Yarrow on 1 April 2020.
• Proactive and solution focused behaviour. 
• A collaborative approach with commissioners and other providers.

A staff survey in September 2020 revealed a high level of confidence in the leadership and how 
they were managing Certitude’s response to the pandemic.

Many of these behaviours were reported as extending into the wider management, for whom at 
times things were trickier as they were operating in the gap between senior management and 
staff on the ground.  

6
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Creativity and autonomy amongst staff and managers

Support workers and their managers were at the forefront and families interviewed felt that they 
could have done little more during this time and were fulsome in their praise. Those supported, 
while missing many of their normal activities, gave good examples of using technology to stay in 
touch with people and engage with new activities. Several talked about becoming more involved 
with activities around their home. Staff coped admirably with the new challenges of helping 
people to understand and live within the restrictions of lockdown and infection control measures, 
supporting people who were ill and/or self-isolating, and in some cases dealing with bereavement 
due to the death of a relative, friend, somebody they support or work with.   

Support workers universally praised their managers. They described them as:

• Consistently accessible 24/7, working tirelessly over long hours.
• Proactive in terms of sorting out immediate challenges.
• Doing their best to distil and communicate the multitude of often confusing guidance.
• Working hard to cover shifts while not using non-regular workers.
• Being creative with rotas to reduce the frequency that team members had to use public 

transport.

Commissioners reported very regular contact with managers, and all were positive about their 
responsiveness in providing the assurances they required e.g. compliance with infection control 
measures.  

Support workers were the group of staff who expressed the greatest personal anxieties during this 
period. Use of public transport to and from work was identified as the greatest fear. Despite this 
they maintained a solid commitment to individuals they support and their families. 

They:

• Upheld strong team bonds.
• Worked very flexibly, covering rotas for each other ensuring they were filled by them only.
• Were highly diligent in following infection control measures.
• Showed adaptability and creativity, developing new activities to engage people and find ways 

for them to connect with their families.
• Embraced the technology available to them to enable virtual activities and social contacts.

Learning point:
Staff managed their own anxieties and energy levels successfully during this period. The 
increased content on the Health and Wellbeing Hub provided a range of tools, tips and 
strategies to help maintain people’s wellbeing. 

Without doubt, however, the duration of the pandemic has taken its toll and further 
consideration needs to be given to how staff are supported both throughout the on-going 
pandemic and, as importantly, once it is over.
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COMMUNICATIONS

Internal communications

Certitude adeptly introduced a range of new virtual methodologies, primarily for managers who 
had become physically isolated from their reporting teams and/or each other. The primary tool 
adopted was Microsoft Teams for which there was an almost universal appreciation, as well as a 
recognition of the important role it could play over the long term (post COVID-19 as part of a mix 
of meeting methods).   

Learning point:

Certitude has been moving towards a more digital working culture for the last few years, 
although take up has been varied. 

Adopting Teams represented a significant cultural shift for Certitude and has demonstrated 
that if the environment is right, things can progress much faster than had previously been 
planned for.

During the height of lockdown both the Leadership Team and Board members adopted a routine 
of weekly phone calls to teams, speaking with staff to find out about presenting issues and offer 
support. All communication channels were thoughtfully joined up to ensure the two-way flow of 
consistent information.   

In addition, a dedicated space on the staff intranet to post frequently asked questions and ‘one 
truth’ COVID-19 guidance documents was created, known as the COVID-19 Hub. Accessing and 
digesting guidance was a challenge for support staff as the volume of constantly changing 
information was difficult to keep up with. Managers were being bombarded with information 
directly from Public Health England, local authorities and clinical commissioning groups, the Care 
Quality Commission etc. as well as listening to the ever-changing national news. Managers shared 
the guidance in a variety of ways including ‘read and sign files’, handovers and team meetings.  

An internal communications review in July 2020 led to a number of improvements to the way the 
COVID-19 Hub was set out to maximise ease of accessing updated information.

Learning point:
The amount of information provided throughout the first lockdown and the frequency with 
which it was updated was significant. While the COVID-19 Hub quickly condensed all 
information into ‘one truth’ guidance, ensuring all staff are able to access new guidance 
quickly and in a way that works for them remains a challenge and will be part of digital 
development going forward.



“There have been times when I have 
only been able to wave to her through 
the window which is very hard for her 

to understand… 

the staff have been good at helping 
her to understand what is going on.”

- a mother missing her daughter
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External communications 

The Leadership Team met with their various counterparts in local authorities with regard to 
COVID-19 related matters, as well as ongoing business as usual matters, such as the preparations 
and implementation of new contracts in Hillingdon, Camden and Westminster. Similarly, managers 
also described greater ease of access with other professionals via Teams such as GPs, community 
team members etc.  

Digital technology

Certitude has made positive strides in this area in recent years, with the move to Microsoft 365 
and the adoption of electronic tools such as Buzz for support planning. There is however still 
further development required before all staff can use mobile technologies effectively and all key 
information is dealt with electronically and fully integrated. Yarrow was less advanced when it 
joined Certitude, which created some additional challenges in the communication and 
management of information during the pandemic. These will be resolved when integration is 
completed by end of 2020. 

Digital technology such as the use of Microsoft Teams, the development of the COVID-19 Hub on 
OurNet and the widening of functionality for remote working has been at the heart of Certitude’s 
response to the pandemic. The recent IT developments fortunately enabled much of this. In 
relation to digital technology and people supported, staff were highly creative, enabling people to 
access online activities, including Certitude’s Connect & Do and enjoy virtual contacts with 
families using FaceTime, Zoom and Teams. It is apparent the digital world should extend deep into 
the social care model and that the offer from Certitude in future should formally comprise digital 
inclusion for everybody.

Learning point:
Ensuring people have access to the right technology to be able to connect with each other 
needs further consideration, as does skilling up staff to be able to reframe how they support 
people to join in and be included when this is on a virtual basis.
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Governance

Certitude successfully continued its usual schedule of Board and committee meetings throughout 
the period albeit via virtual means. Trustees forged new relationships with front line managers and 
staff by ringing identified services to listen to their concerns and offer support. This was greatly 
appreciated by staff and informative for trustees.

Trustees took a strong and significant decision at the July 2020 Board meeting to delay the 
development of the next strategy by a year (due to start in April 2021), as the operating 
environment was changing fast due to COVID-19. The financial year 2021/22 will be focused on 
recovery and development of the new organisational strategy, using co-production methodologies, 
to start in April 2022.  

External reviews

Unsurprisingly there is a vast array of information in the public domain about COVID-19, but much 
of this is about guidance rather than the capturing of learning to date. Other providers report 
similar experiences to Certitude, most of this verbally. The Kings Fund however has already 
identified some specific impacts of COVID-19 on the social care market, while the Institute of 
Directors has started to capture changes in employment practices associated with remote 
working. There is also information emerging from the COVID Response Trauma Working Group 
about the negative impact of COVID-19 on the mental health of health and social care workers. All 
these themes will no doubt be explored in much more depth over the coming months and years.
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RECOMMENDATIONS

There is, as expected, significant learning to gain from Certitude’s experience to date, which 
can usefully inform forward plans and priorities. Recommendations focused on sustaining efforts 
through the period of continued uncertainty that lies ahead are already in progress. There is also 
a real opportunity to capitalise on the positive changes that have happened during this period, by 
continuing with and building on them as the organisation moves into a post COVID-19 era. 

These are as follows and will feature in Certitude’s 2021/22 business plan and its future 
organisational strategy.

• Digital development: Complete ambitious digital transformation plans including the move to the
cloud, CRM, electronic rotas etc. and build in high levels of self-service driving ownership into 
the workforce. Develop and deliver a digital inclusion offer to all people supported as an integral 
part of Certitude’s support.

• Leadership development: Enable more distributive leadership, facilitating greater autonomy
and accountability to those working closest to the people we support.

• Flexible and remote working: Further develop and extend flexible working and remote working
arrangements enabling staff to contribute their best to Certitude in the changing environment.

• Wellbeing: Maintain a high and sustained focus on delivering the wellbeing agenda, including 
funding innovative initiatives to safeguard the mental and physical health of staff going through 
this protracted crisis. 

• Practice development: In partnership with people we support, review and further develop the
current offers relating to work, learning and leisure opportunities. Support the development of 
relationships, social lives and natural supports and find ways of integrating the use of 
technology into these initiatives for people we support.
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“The visits are outside, every safety precaution 
is taken. It’s amazing… We have also been able 
to do FaceTime… I do not have strong enough 
words to say how pleased we are”

- a sister living in the West Country
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CONCLUSION

The overriding theme of this review has been of clear, calm and decisive leadership throughout. 

This review found remarkable commitment among the workforce to step into the eye of this storm 
and to continue in their support of people at higher risk from the virus, frequently at cost to 
themselves and their families. Relatives of people supported have expressed nothing but praise 
for the work of the organisation, and commissioners were resounding in the confidence that they 
placed in Certitude.

Everyone should be congratulated for keeping both essential operations and developments 
progressing during these unprecedented times. While the pandemic is likely to continue as a 
pressing concern for the foreseeable future, many of the changes that Certitude have already 
made will benefit it hugely over the longer term in a post COVID-19 world. The future is not about 
returning to normal but finding a new way of operating in a dramatically different space with its 
own unique opportunities and challenges. Certitude is well placed to do this, and the learning from 
this review provide some valuable steps to achieving this.

AISLING DUFFY
CHIEF EXECUTIVE    

CERTITUDE.LONDON COVID-19 RESPONSE / CONCLUSION

ELERI EBENEZER
CHAIR OF THE BOARD  
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