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Managing COVID Changes 
 

Experiences of how COVID restrictions affect us personally helps  
workplace leaders better implement change in their organisations.   

 
During the COVID-19 lockdown, we’ve all had changes imposed on us. We can now, perhaps, better 
identify with staff in our own organisation when leaders impose changes on people. How have you 
felt about the way your government has implemented COVID restrictions that affect you and those 
close to you? Have your leaders implemented changes sensitively, or have they played a heavy 
hand? Their approach will have affected your support or resentment of the change.  
 
Let’s take some of the changes made by governments in our part of the world – Australia and our 
near neighbours, New Zealand. Both countries have done exceptionally well in containing the 
pandemic, with infection and death rates amongst the lowest in the world. The ranges of restrictions 
implemented in both countries have been warranted. But then it’s a question of whether the 
restrictions were implemented in a way that brings people along in support of the change. Most 
changes have been implemented well, although an early change announced by the Australian 
government showed an unreasonable side – one of the few missteps by Australian leaders.  
 
Back in mid-March, as the pandemic was unfolding, both countries quickly imposed restrictions on 
people arriving into their country. New Zealand implemented the restriction well – they gave people 
notice. People arriving had to go into self-isolation for 14 days. In announcing this change, the prime 
minister gave about 36 hours’ notice. That gave in-bound visitors enough time to cancel their travel 
and stay home if they wished, or in the case of New Zealanders abroad, time to hastily get home. 
The New Zealand cricket team was touring Australia at that time. Remaining matches were cancelled 
and the team hurried home.  
 
That same weekend, the Australian government implemented the same restriction but the change 
was implemented harshly – effectively no notice was given. The prime minister announced one 
evening that in a few hours, at midnight, people arriving into the country would be required to self-
isolate for 14 days. Given that just about everyone travelling to Australia is on a long-haul flight, 
people would have been at 30,000 feet speeding towards the country when they learned about ‘the 
change’. The aeroplane captain would have made the embarrassing announcement and I imagine 
cabin crew bore the irate reaction from many livid customers. If the travellers had known of the 
change, no doubt many would have chosen to cancel their holiday or business trip. That was a rough 
way to implemented a change. It’s a case of either the ‘tough guy’ emerging or of the leader losing 
perspective for just a moment. Like many changes that we implement in workplaces, the change 
itself was a justified one. People’s support or resentment of change is often driven by the way 
leaders implement the change. When poorly implemented, any loss associated with the change is 
magnified.  
 
The Australian government learned from this misstep and for the next stage of entry restrictions 
notice was given. The second phase involved anyone arriving into the country being quarantined in a 
hotel for 14 days. Army guards posted in hotel foyers enforced the restriction. Enough notice was  
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provided – about 48 hours from memory – so that people weren’t taken by surprise and would have 
known of the restriction before boarding their flight if they still chose to travel.  
 
My wife, Jude and I were personally affected by one poorly implemented change. Again, the point 
isn’t the change itself, it’s the harsh implementation. Jude’s mother is a resident of an aged care 
home. Obviously, aged care homes are high-risk places for infection. Fortunately, restrictions on 
visitations had been quickly implemented. The step I am reflecting on is when the home went into 
lockdown – no visitors allowed. That step was announced with no notice. Well, in any practical 
sense, no notice. The manager of the home emailed family members announcing that the home was 
going into lockdown. If we had read his email at the moment he sent it, we would have had a 
maximum of two hours to scurry to the home, 40 minutes from home, to say ‘goodbye’ to mum. We 
didn’t get to see the email in time, and I assume most families were in the same position. And in our 
case, Jude’s 90-year-old dad didn’t realise the nature of the restriction until that night and he didn’t 
get a chance to say a, hopefully temporary, goodbye to his wife. No one knew how long it would be 
until we could visit, but our best guess was that we might not see Mum for perhaps three months. (A 
happy outcome for Dad was that Jude was able to quickly arrange, thanks to the government case 
worker and the facility manager, a respite room for Dad. Within two weeks he was a temporary 
resident in Mum’s facility and they have been together during lockdown.)  
 
The facility manager and his leadership team did the right thing in locking down the home. A fond 
goodbye and a chance to reassure an aged relative would have been appreciated. Just a day’s notice 
would have made all the difference. And given visiting arrangements were heavily restricted already, 
it’s highly unlikely the health of residents would have been compromised.  
 
Like with managing a pandemic, most changes workplace leaders implement are well-justified. The 
question is often the way in which we implement change. If people whinge and whine at the change, 
it’s likely that management has messed up the implementation. The challenge is to implement 
change in a way that avoids alienating people and creating distraction from productive work – to 
bring people with us and avoid getting their backs up.  
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