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Introduction
This guidance has been produced to support our RCN Reps in all settings to continue to deliver 
the high-quality experience our members expect, using technology to hold meetings virtually. 

These principles will be reviewed on a regular basis throughout the coming months and will 
be updated/amended as appropriate in line with both local and national circumstances as the 
situation evolves.

Current circumstances dictate a preference for virtual meetings, and this is the purpose in 
drawing up these principles. 

Should any RCN Rep need to attend workplaces they should adhere to national guidance on 
social distancing, local policies specific to individual employers and if concerned discuss the 
matter in supervision with RCN Officers responsible for supervision.

Use of virtual meetings has had environmental benefits and released time to enable reps to 
develop different ways of working with their members, this should inform ways of engaging 
in the future. 
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Principles 
Principle 1 – Do not travel either out of or into an area subject to local restrictions 

It is important that all RCN Reps follow their Government guidance relating to their home and 
patch regarding COVID-19, where local restrictions are in place. (See Appendix 4)  

Principle 2 – Follow ACAS and National Partnership Guidance on meetings with 
members (SPF/LRA/SWAG/WPFBC) 

The UK Country Partnership Forums have issued statements on industrial relations during 
the pandemic advising employers, managers and trade unions to read and follow the national 
guidance on health and wellbeing and on staff terms and conditions on the COVID-19 section 
of the NHS Employers website as well as referring to ACAS guidance on good practice for 
virtual meetings. 

The Labour Relations Agency (LRA) Guidance should be followed by colleagues in Northern 
Ireland. Reps in Scotland, should follow guidance provided by the Scottish Workforce 
& Governance Committee (SWAG).  SWAG provides guidance  for  the development and 
implementation of employment policy and practice for NHS Scotland The Welsh Partnership 
Forum Business Committee (WPFBC) is providing guidance in Wales.  The Social Partnership 
Forum (SPF) provides guidance within England with both National and Regional forums.

Principle 3 – Follow employer guidance visiting workplaces 

Many employers are not inviting visitors into their premises to protect patients/ residents and 
it is important that RCN Reps respect this. Should there be a need to escalate a serious health 
and safety issue this should be escalated via your supervising RCN Officer.

Principle 4 – Follow ACAS and National Partnership Guidance on carrying out the 
work of the Partnership Forums and staff-sides (SPF/LRA/SWAG/WPFBC) 

Employers will be eager to review policies and continue with consultations etc and may put 
pressure on RCN Reps for face to face partnership forum (JNC etc) meetings, this may also be 
the case for staff-side meetings.  These meetings should not be treated any differently than 
member meetings and country / local partnership guidance should be followed in the first 
instance (Appendix 2).   

Principle 5- Respect 

The meeting will be conducted in line with the RCN’s Respect Charter and the employers own 
dignity/ conduct principles.
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Appendix 1 
Best practice guidance – Conducting virtual meetings/
hearings when representing RCN members 
This guidance is for RCN Reps who are supporting RCN members in meetings and formal 
hearings with their employer.  For the purpose of this guidance “meeting” refers to all the 
different types of meetings in the table of meetings (Appendix 3).  

 
Preparation for the meeting 

Preparation with the member

Managing member and employer expectations is crucial.  It is best practice to advise the 
member as early as possible in the process that meetings will be held virtually, for the health 
safety and well-being of everyone involved.

Reps should ascertain with the member that they have access to the technology needed to 
attend virtual meetings. This may include running a test session with the member or using a one-
to-one meeting for the member to familiarise themselves with this new way of representation.

Before any formal meeting with management the Rep may wish to decide with the member 
how you will communicate with each other outside of the meeting and manage adjournments.  
This could be using mobile phones or if both you and the member are confident, alternative 
software can be used i.e. Skype, WhatsApp, Zoom etc. 

Some members may be vulnerable and there may need to be consideration as how best to 
provide support, particularly the impact on the member in the event of what they would see 
as a negative outcome. There may need to be a discussion with the employer as to whether a 
virtual meeting is appropriate in these circumstances.  

Preparation with the employer

As with face-to-face hearings, early exchange of information is essential to allow all parties 
to prepare.  For virtual meetings, there is an added imperative to ensure all parties have clear 
sight of all information to be relied upon.  ACAS recommends employers should consider 
allowing more time than their current policy may provide for exchanging documents, adhering 
to general data protection regulations (GDPR).

Employers should ensure that any evidence or papers should be sent to the member already 
printed, and where possible and agreeable, to the RCN Rep. It is also harder to annotate 
electronic documents so printed copies are preferable as the parties can read and annotate 
in preparation for their case and members should not have to incur any additional costs for 
printing electronic documents.

As with the member you should agree with the employer in advance of the meeting the 
etiquette of the virtual meeting and ask that the panel chair reiterates this at the beginning  
of the actual meeting.
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Witnesses need to be suitably prepared to give evidence virtually. This may raise a number of 
practical concerns where the allegations are of a serious or intimate nature.  

Employers should take reasonable steps to protect the parties concerned where the nature of 
the allegations is likely to cause distress but must also be mindful that anonymous evidence is 
likely to disadvantage the member.

We would expect employers to explore the witness’s reasons for wishing to remain anonymous 
and decide whether or not it should disregard such evidence or consider it as holding less 
weight than statements from named witnesses.

The employer should also make the witness aware that their anonymity cannot be guaranteed 
if the matter results in legal proceedings (for example they may be subject to a witness order 
requiring their attendance at a tribunal). 

HR need to ensure there is a process where witnesses can wait without hearing the 
conversation or see the meeting chat

A process should be agreed with HR so that a rep can adjourn the meeting if needed to speak 
with their member or for the member to have time out if they require, this may include the use 
of a virtual breakout room.

 
During the meeting

Best practice should be a full video/audio meeting. Telephone hearings should be avoided 
wherever possible as they do not provide fair access to the witness evidence and information 
relied upon. 

ACAS guidance1 (written specifically for the COVID-19 lockdown but applicable to future 
online meetings) is clear that the employer should only consider video conferencing if it can be 
done in a fair way. In particular: 

• that everyone involved has access to the technology needed for video meetings (including 
a highspeed internet connection where possible) 

• that reasonable adjustments might be needed for anyone involved who has any disability or 
other accessibility issues 

• that the timing and chairing of the meeting allows all parties to fairly assess and question 
evidence given by people interviewed. 

At the start of any meeting introductions should be made by all parties, a check of individuals 
involved in the call and confirmation of documents being relied upon.  If you have agreed other 
etiquette with the employer in advance of the meeting, then this should be reiterated at this 
time for all parties to adhere to. 

Other best practice actions include ensuring there is a camera pointed at the current person 
speaking if possible.  Employers should consider having a ‘video seat’ for witnesses or lead 
contributors if management are working from the workplace. 
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In terms of the right to be represented, the video platform being used must be set up to allow 
the member’s rep to sum up the employee’s case, respond promptly on behalf of the member 
to anything said, and, if needed, talk privately with the member during the course of the 
hearing (for example a virtual breakout room or another online meeting room set up just for the 
member and their rep). 

Unlike face to face meetings, prolonged video conferencing can be more tiring and mental 
fatigue can set in quite quickly, particularly where there is high emotion and little opportunity 
to read body language and facial expressions easily.  Therefore, the chair of the meeting 
should ensure that regular breaks are scheduled. ACAS recommend that the hearing has a 
break every 45 minutes to allow participants to get up, move around and re-focus.

Employers or RCN members may ask for online meetings to be recorded.  For most disciplinary 
or grievance meetings held by video, there will be no reason to record the meeting.  Members 
are not permitted to digitally record meetings or hearings without agreement, and RCN staff 
are expected to advise members that covert recording is against the law.  

Where there is a compelling reason to record, or the necessary consent has been given by all 
parties, all handling of personal information should be carried out in line with current data 
protection law. If the meeting is recorded by the RCN it is only retained for a small duration of 
time and is done for the purpose of making notes.

After the hearing 

The member may feel, understandably, upset after a disciplinary or grievance hearing. As 
the opportunity for a face to face debrief is reduced you should consider setting up a point 
of contact with the member.  It may not be best to have another video call (the member may 
already have had a long period of video conferencing). A telephone call to check in, debrief 
and, if necessary, signpost the member to further support, should be set up either immediately 
after or within 48 hours of the meeting.  Where Reps have concerns about the members 
wellbeing, existing RCN Member Support Services are available as well as employers own 
staff wellbeing resources.

It is important to ensure that you build in diarised breaks, were possible do not undertake back 
to back virtual meetings. Arrange supervision with your RCN Officer to raise any issues of 
concern particular to undertaking virtual meetings.
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Appendix  2

Guidance for Reps on using MS Teams
Training videos are available to support use of the software at;

support.microsoft.com/en-gb/office/microsoft-teams-video-training-4f108e54-240b-4351-
8084-b1089f0d21d7?wt.mc_id=otc_home

How do I join a Teams meeting when I have been sent an 
invitation by email?
• Your meeting invitation will contain a link that you can click on to join the meeting

• This link will prompt you to ‘Join your meeting on Microsoft Teams

• If joining on a mobile device you will only be able to join the meeting using the mobile 
app which will need to be downloaded if you don’t already have it

• If joining on a pc or laptop you will be given the option of joining via a web browser (please 
choose this option if you have not already got the app) or using the desktop app (note - you 
will need a headset/microphone and web camera as well as an internet connection)

• First you will see a window that allows you to switch on your camera or join meeting with 
microphone muted – when you click join again you will either be admitted straight away or 
asked to wait in the ‘lobby’ until the administrator admits you.

http://support.microsoft.com/en-gb/office/microsoft-teams-video-training-4f108e54-240b-4351-8084-b1089f0d21d7?wt.mc_id=otc_home
http://support.microsoft.com/en-gb/office/microsoft-teams-video-training-4f108e54-240b-4351-8084-b1089f0d21d7?wt.mc_id=otc_home
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Attending a meeting using Teams 

Preparation
• Please use a laptop or pc so that you are able to log in to the meeting via a web browser

• Joining a meeting via a phone or tablet will mean using the Teams app which will only allow 
you to talk, video conference and share your entire (not selected parts of) screen. You may 
not be able to raise your hand or chat and some viewable documents or apps shared by 
other attendees in the meeting may not be visible to you.

• Ensure you are cautious when sharing screens to ensure sensitive documents aren’t shared 
in error. Prepare documents you wish to use during the meeting and close other documents 
and windows not relevant to that meeting.

Test your system works ahead of the meeting and familiarise yourself with the functionality  
of MS Teams.

Etiquette during the meeting
• If using the Android Teams mobile app, You may find that you do not have an option to 

raise a hand (virtual hand icon on the call bar) or chat (three line icon on call bar or at 
top of screen) The Chair of your meeting should ask for names of attendees who wish 
to speak at points throughout the meeting – please state your name when asked and 
the chair will know to invite you to speak when it is your turn. (Please take care not to 
introduce your topic or speak over others until you are invited - an administrator may mute 
you if you do not adhere to this)

General Hints and Tips
• For the best and most interactive experience please use a PC or Laptop 

• If you are invited to join a team as a guest, please do so in advance of your meeting to 
ensure that you are set up and ready (and able to vote if the meeting requires it)  

• Attendees are encouraged to review agenda and documentation in advance of the meeting, 
so that you know what will be discussed. This will give you the opportunity to have any 
questions or discussion points ready. 

• Please confirm your attendance by accepting or declining the meeting invite.  

• If using the web browser and a guest of a Team, when you wish to speak in the meeting, use 
the raise your hand function on Teams, or post your comment in Chat and wait for the Chair 
to invite you to speak. If you wish to respond to a specific comment, remember to @tag the 
individual in the meeting chat.  

• The meeting will be conducted in line with the RCN’s Respect Charter and/ or the 
employing organisations equivalent.

• Please do not share the link to your meeting with anyone else (or on any public/ unrestricted 
site or social platform). Instead, please always ask the meeting organiser to invite someone.  

• All participants to the meeting will have visibility of the chat function within MS Teams, an 
additional alternative platform should be considered for confidential messaging.
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Make sure you are set up properly  
• Please never join a call or meeting whilst driving – this is a risk to yours and other road 

user’s safety. 

• Prepare your environment. Ideally a quiet room, with door shut to prevent interruptions. 
Make sure only those participating in the meeting are present. Social distancing rules 
should be adhered to. 

• Check your camera is positioned correctly. The camera should be pointing at you (so that 
your head and shoulders are seen). Please try and avoid sitting with your back to a bright 
light source, where possible.  

• It is expected that cameras will be used when addressing the virtual meeting.

• Allow yourself a few minutes before the start of the meeting to locate the meeting 
invitation & open your documentation ready to join.  

• Reduce or close unused applications and set other call systems to ‘do not disturb’.   

• Mute any other devices or apps to prevent interruptions  

Joining the meeting 
• Join the meeting a minute or so early so that the meeting can start on time.  

• Join the meeting with your microphone muted.

• If you are joining with your camera on, consider using a blurred background or appropriate 
background image. This can help ensure your privacy and, where the background is busy, it 
is less distracting for other attendees.  

• Should there be problems connecting ensure you have alternate contact telephone number/ 
email for the organiser of the meeting.

Etiquette for Everyone
• When you are not speaking, put yourself on mute to reduce background noise. 

• Please remove any distractions – for example, do not use your phone or respond to 
application messages or notifications, unless urgent. 

• Take care when sharing your screen in a meeting to prevent other attendees from seeing 
private or confidential information. Make sure that you choose the correct option for 
sharing – sharing your desktop, as opposed to sharing an individual document, means that 
other attendees can see everything if you open anything on your desktop while sharing. 

• Please keep emails and message applications minimised, so that any sensitive data is not 
accidentally exposed. Do not share confidential information in online meetings.
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Meeting with 
member including 
but not limited to

Government 
guidance  
(4 country) 

Partnership 
Forum Guidance 
(4 country) 

Local restrictions 
in place

RCN guidance

Investigation 
meeting

Disciplinary 
hearing 

Grievance hearing 

Capability hearing 

Formal sickness 
review meeting 

Partnership Forum 
(JCC, JCNC etc) 

Recruitment 
events 

Health and Safety 
Committee

Organisational 
Change 
Consultation  

Scottish 
Government 
guidance 
www.gov.scot/
coronavirus-
covid-19/ 

Welsh Government 
gov.wales/
coronavirus

England 
www.gov.uk

Northern Ireland 
www.health-
ni.gov.uk/
coronavirus 

www.publichealth.
hscni.net/covid-
19-coronavirus 

RCN Scotland 
Reps should 
adhere to 
guidance from 
SWAG 
England SPF – 
see guidance on 
resolution 
Northern Ireland - 
Health and Social 
Care Guiding 
Principles on the

NHS Wales 
Employers 

England regions 
should adhere 
to any local 
lockdowns in place 
 
Northern Ireland 
www.hseni.gov.
uk/articles/covid-
19-workplace-
safety-guidance 
 
Wales
Wales Reg 13 
Health Protection  
Regulations 2020
gov.wales/taking-
all-reasonable-
measures-
minimise-risk-
exposure-
coronavirus-
workplaces-and-
premises-open
 
Scotland
www.gov.scot/
coronavirus-
covid-19/ 

RCN Covid 19 
guidance;
COVID-19 | Royal 
College of Nursing 
(rcn.org.uk) 

RCN Reps Hub;
Login | Royal 
College of Nursing 
(rcn.org.uk) 

RCN Governance 
docs;
Our governance 
documents | Royal 
College of Nursing 
(rcn.org.uk) 

*Meetings that require engagement with regulatory bodies and or legal support should adhere to 
RCN guidance as well as relevant organisational policy i.e. NMC www.nmc.org.uk/globalassets/
sitedocuments/ftp_information/nmc-guidance-during-the-covid-19-emergency-period.pdf

Appendix  3

Table of Region/ Country/ RCN guidance to support  
member meetings

http://gov.wales/coronavirus
http://gov.wales/coronavirus
http://www.health-ni.gov.uk/coronavirus
http://www.health-ni.gov.uk/coronavirus
http://www.health-ni.gov.uk/coronavirus
http://www.publichealth.hscni.net/covid-19-coronavirus
http://www.publichealth.hscni.net/covid-19-coronavirus
http://www.publichealth.hscni.net/covid-19-coronavirus
http://www.hseni.gov.uk/articles/covid-19-workplace-safety-guidance
http://www.hseni.gov.uk/articles/covid-19-workplace-safety-guidance
http://www.hseni.gov.uk/articles/covid-19-workplace-safety-guidance
http://www.hseni.gov.uk/articles/covid-19-workplace-safety-guidance
http://gov.wales/taking-all-reasonable-measures-minimise-risk-exposure-coronavirus-workplaces-and-premises-open
http://gov.wales/taking-all-reasonable-measures-minimise-risk-exposure-coronavirus-workplaces-and-premises-open
http://gov.wales/taking-all-reasonable-measures-minimise-risk-exposure-coronavirus-workplaces-and-premises-open
http://gov.wales/taking-all-reasonable-measures-minimise-risk-exposure-coronavirus-workplaces-and-premises-open
http://gov.wales/taking-all-reasonable-measures-minimise-risk-exposure-coronavirus-workplaces-and-premises-open
http://gov.wales/taking-all-reasonable-measures-minimise-risk-exposure-coronavirus-workplaces-and-premises-open
http://gov.wales/taking-all-reasonable-measures-minimise-risk-exposure-coronavirus-workplaces-and-premises-open
http://gov.wales/taking-all-reasonable-measures-minimise-risk-exposure-coronavirus-workplaces-and-premises-open
http://www.gov.scot/coronavirus-covid-19
http://www.gov.scot/coronavirus-covid-19
http://www.gov.scot/coronavirus-covid-19
http://www.rcn.org.uk/covid-19
http://www.rcn.org.uk/covid-19
http://www.rcn.org.uk/covid-19
http://www.rcn.org.uk/Log-In?returnUrl=%2Freps-hub
http://www.rcn.org.uk/Log-In?returnUrl=%2Freps-hub
http://www.rcn.org.uk/Log-In?returnUrl=%2Freps-hub
https://www.rcn.org.uk/about-us/how-the-rcn-is-governed/our-governance-documents
https://www.rcn.org.uk/about-us/how-the-rcn-is-governed/our-governance-documents
https://www.rcn.org.uk/about-us/how-the-rcn-is-governed/our-governance-documents
https://www.rcn.org.uk/about-us/how-the-rcn-is-governed/our-governance-documents
http://www.nmc.org.uk/globalassets/sitedocuments/ftp_information/nmc-guidance-during-the-covid-19-emergency-period.pdf
http://www.nmc.org.uk/globalassets/sitedocuments/ftp_information/nmc-guidance-during-the-covid-19-emergency-period.pdf
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Appendix  4

Guidance on risk assessment for face to face meetings 
during the COVID-19 Pandemic 
These are some of the things you will need to consider when there is a request or a need for 
face to face meeting/hearing. 

 

Risks of attending workplaces 
The risk to reps attending workplaces include:  

• Coming into contact with someone who has COVID-19 

• Transferring COVID-19 to others 

• Being in a high-risk category being susceptible to COVID-19 

• RCN Rep transferring COVID-19 from a healthcare setting to their home (where they may 
have family who are high-risk) 

 

Assessment of risk 

Eliminate the risk 

• Can the meeting be held virtually? 

Control the risk 

• Do any parties due to attend the meeting have Covid-19 symptoms? the meeting must be 
postponed 

• Can the meeting be held in corporate buildings/offices outside of clinical areas? ask to see 
the employers building risk assessment 

• If not, have the premises being identified as Covid-19 secure? Ask to see the employers 
building risk assessment 

• Can social distancing be maintained, including room size and number of people in 
attendance?  If not, meeting should be rescheduled to an appropriate venue so that social 
distancing can happen 

• Can the documents be circulated electronically?  If you want them hard copy are you able to 
access A secure printer?

• Are there adequate arrangements for getting to the meeting?  Can you use your own vehicle? 

• Will you have access to handwashing facilities and/or hand sanitizer?   

• Do you have appropriate face covering for the meeting?  
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