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The Covid-19 global pandemic is a crisis like no other, forcing governments to implement

prolonged national lockdowns in an effort to limit the spread of the disease. As

organizations aim to adapt and remain operational, employers can suspend or reduce

work activity for events related to Covid-19 and claim government support to subsidize

employee wages. In this way, some employees are placed on furlough (i.e., temporary

unemployment) as opposed to being made redundant. While the impact of such

schemes on global economy attracted much attention, their micro-level impact on

individual employees is still unknown. Building on the ability-motivation-opportunity

(AMO) framework, this pilot study explores how employees’ perceptions of abilities,

motivation, and opportunities are affected as a result of furlough. Rapid ethnography

including interviews, observations, and document analysis in a British organization

provided insights into the perceptions and experiences of employees put on furlough and

highlighted that all three elements of AMO are affected by the current situation, either

positively or negatively. We identify theoretical contributions and suggest a number of

AMO enhancing practices in the context of furlough.

Keywords: COVID-19, furlough, ability, motivation, opportunity, cutback management, HR management

INTRODUCTION

Furloughs have been used by governments as a job saving tool since the 2012 economic recession
(Lee and Sanders, 2013). They allow employers to place individuals on temporary leave and act
as a cost-saving exercise. As a relatively new concept in the United Kingdom (UK), furlough was
suggested by the government to assist the economy by limiting the number of redundancies that
occurred as a result of a Covid-19 pandemic. Organizations that were unable to maintain their
workforce were encouraged to furlough employees rather than make redundancies and apply for
the Coronavirus Job Retention Scheme, which reimbursed employers with 80% of workers’ wages.

Furloughmay influencemany aspects of life on a personal and organizational level, as employees
aim to retain employment whilst adapting to changes to working conditions such as reduced
pay and hours. Although research exists to examine how individuals deal with the job insecurity
resulting from national crises (Adkins et al., 2001) and how such crisis management affects
organizational and management levels (James et al., 2011; Stoker et al., 2019), our knowledge of its
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effect on individual employees is scant (Perrewé et al.,
2012). While this is inevitably linked to the recency of this
unprecedented event and its unique circumstances (Shoss et al.,
2021), greater understanding of the impact of furlough on
employees would enable organizations to develop practices and
processes encouraging development and increasing motivation
and commitment in such difficult times.

The aim of this research is therefore to explore the impact
of furlough on employee’s perceptions of ability, motivation, and
opportunity through the lens of the AMO theoretical framework
(Boxall and Purcell, 2003). According to the theory, individual
functioning is largely dependent upon one’s ability, motivation,
and opportunity to participate in an organizational life. By
exploring how these three aspects are affected by a decision to be
sent on furlough, our study contributes to the existing literature
in a number of ways.

First, the reported study enhances our knowledge of employee
behaviors during times of crisis. As organizations over the
decades have adapted in times of crises including the Asian
Financial Crisis or the Global Financial Crisis, it is the Covid-19
crisis, in particular, that had a revolutionary effect on business-as-
usual. However, the evidence on its impact is only in its infancy
(El Keshky et al., 2020; Teng et al., 2020). Second, we adopt a well-
established AMO framework in a novel context of furloughed
employees. In doing so we enhance existing understanding
of the abilities, motivations, and opportunities of furloughed
employees and their potential impact on organizationally-
relevant outcomes. Third, this paper explains how perceptions
of, and reactions to the same Human Resources (HR) practices
may differ for furloughed employees. Hence, it addresses the call
by Cafferkey et al. (2019) to move away from universal HR as
a route to positive employee outcomes. By exploring the impact
of furlough on the work experiences of affected individuals, we
facilitate a more accurate reflection of organizational reality (see
also Kinnie et al., 2005) particularly in an unstable and dangerous
business environment (Shehzad et al., 2020).

LITERATURE REVIEW

In light of the significant gap in the existing literature regarding
the effects of furlough in the times of Covid-19, we can
build on some of the existing research investigating employee
behaviors during times of crisis (e.g., Adkins et al., 2001;
Stoker et al., 2019) or cutbacks (Robinson and Rousseau,
1994). For instance, Lee and Sanders (2013) argued that
cutback policies challenge employees’ perceptions of positive
self-worth by reducing confidence in own abilities and that
they decrease opportunities for self-advancement. Additionally,
it was found that such reductions in organizational spending
will often lead to significant decreases in employee morale
(Cameron, 1994; Tselikis, 2001) and trust in their organization
(Feldheim, 2007).

Despite furloughs being a cost-saving exercise that can save
jobs in the long-run, they are regularly perceived as a unique form
of job insecurity (Halbesleben et al., 2013). The threat of a loss
of resources is often associated with higher levels of emotional

exhaustion experienced by employees (Bellairs et al., 2014) which
could be further strengthened when individuals are isolated from
social and emotional interactions at work (Bentein et al., 2017).
Such severe affective experiences negatively impact motivation
and job satisfaction (Carlson et al., 2011).

Alternatively, Halbesleben et al. (2013) explains how
furloughed employees may be motivated to seek resources that
mitigate their experienced losses. They suggest that certain
recovery experiences may mitigate the overly negative impact of
furlough. However, we still do not know what exactly the impact
of furlough following the Covid-19 outbreak is on individuals
beyond the figures demonstrating that furloughed employees
are three times more concerned about the likelihood of losing
their jobs than those unaffected by furlough (Chartered Institute
of Personnel Development, 2020a). Consistently, more research
is needed to explore the effects of furlough on individuals to
mitigate the potential damage it may bring.

Our approach to examining the impact of furlough on
individual employees is based on the AMO model which implies
that HR practices should improve our abilities, boost motivation,
and provide opportunities to meet organizational objectives
(Jiang et al., 2012). In fact, the specific HR practices focused on
the abilities, motivation and opportunities have been reported
as an organizational tool to best endure furloughs in the past
(Bellairs et al., 2014; Baranik et al., 2019). We do not know,
however, how the specific components within a model have been
impacted in the wake of the current global pandemic.

METHOD

To provide a reasonable understanding of furloughed employees
and their perceptions on their abilities, motivations, and
opportunities and to understand how these matter to the design
of the company’s HR strategies, a qualitative rapid ethnography
methodology was employed (Tate, 2020). The core elements
included constraining the research focus and scope to one
organization were furlough was introduced and using key
informants. Since the logic of theoretical sampling lies in the
selection of information-rich cases studied in depth (Morse and
Clark, 2019), the choice of an organization currently undergoing
furloughs enabled the authors to impute the theoretical aspects of
the research. The second author was an HR manager in a leading
air technology organization in Northern England tasked with the
planning and coordination of furlough.

The methods within a rapid ethnography included
onsite observations, document analysis, and 15 in-depth
semi-structured interviews with furloughed employees. All
participants sent on furlough were purposefully included in
the sample with the exception of the four participants whose
furlough was shorter than 3 weeks and who were consequently
made redundant. Since the whole population of employed
furloughed individuals was included in the sample, our research
design facilitated the provision of comprehensive perspectives.
Of the respondents, 11 were male and four were female. The
average tenure was 4.5 years (shortest 1 year; longest 18.5 years).
All furloughs were mandatory and resulted in 20% reduction in
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salary. The average length of furlough was 5.5 months (shortest 2
months; longest 9 months).

The data collection process started in March 2020 when
furlough was introduced and was complete in November
2020. The project gained ethical approval in March when the
observations commenced. These observations were performed
as part of the second author’s everyday work. Most interviews
took place between August and September. The second author
contacted individual employees sent on furlough directly by
email with the information about the project and an interview
invitation. Potential participants were assured of confidentiality
and a voluntary nature of the study. All 15 contacted individuals
expressed interest in taking part. Interviews were conducted
online via Teams software and lasted on average 30min (shortest
20min; longest 50min). Interview questions were designed to
find information on individuals’ experiences of furlough with
special emphasis being given to its perceived impact on their
abilities, motivation, and opportunities. Each interview was
recorded and transcribed verbatim. The process resulted in
225 pages of transcripts accompanied by the second author’s
reflexive notes.

Aligned with the rapid ethnography approach, the informal
analysis commenced during the observations. Observation field
notes were critically reflected on by both authors as part of an
iterative process. The formal analysis of the interview material
was conducted collaboratively by the two authors using Template
Analysis (King, 2012). Transcripts were first inspected to account
for possible mistakes by both authors. Themes were developed
independently and then cross-checked ensuring inter-coder-
reliability (O’Connor and Joffe, 2020). While the second author
was assigned primary responsibility for creating, updating, and
revising the codes (Guest and MacQueen, 2008), both authors
engaged in intensive discussions to reach a consensus on the final
coding template during documented team meetings to increase
the reliability of the study (Saldaña, 2021). Since the second
author had a pre-understanding and own assumptions about
the research context, she maintained a reflexive diary which
is generally associated with higher quality research (Maxwell,
2012). In fact, the insider’s position and prolonged engagement
with the case study organization, increased the sense of an
overall embeddedness and awareness of the studied context and
thus increased the validity of the study (Morse et al., 2002).
To minimize the potential negative impact of the first author’s
position and further improve the validity of the study, we engaged
in peer debriefing (Maxwell, 2013) and conducted member
checks with a fifth of respondents (Caretta, 2016).

RESULTS

Effect of Furlough on Employee

Perceptions of Abilities
One’s skillset was perceived as a determining factor when
selecting employees to be furloughed. For instance, Participant
I suggested “X worked a lot quicker than me and knew more than
me when it came down to customer queries so they chose her to stay
in work.” It was commonly reported that colleagues who were not

sent on furlough had more skills and abilities (“I knew the admin
side but he also knew how to build the KITS in the warehouse,”
Employee J) and were therefore more “needed” (Employee F).

A further theme that emerged within the study suggested that
personal circumstances such as health or childcare provisions
can affect the way in which one’s abilities to complete work are
perceived by employees themselves:

“Because I had nowhere for the kids as the schools closed I was

stressed about how I was going to manage juggling it all, especially

if I would have been working from home”—Employee M

Lack of childcare as a result of Covid-19 lockdown restrictions,
affected employee M’s ability to carry out her day to day role.
This, in fact, was a common theme in the UK, where 67%
of keyworkers were forced to reduce working hours due to
lack of childcare (Office for National Statistics, 2020). Indeed,
working mothers were described as the “sacrificial lambs of
the coronavirus pandemic” (Topping, 2020). Struggling with the
increased demands of working from home alongside childcare
may negatively impact on one’s abilities to complete the job in
contrast to those without caring responsibilities and thus further
enhances the gap between those two groups (Kelly and Senior,
2020). Indeed, 52% of working mothers surveyed in July 2020
perceived they were treated negatively by their employer, due to
lack of childcare during Covid-19 (Howlett, 2020).

Another theme that emerged along with the interview
progress was participants undertaking proactive forms of
learning and development whilst furloughed. For instance,
Employee A said he “read up on a few manuals to kill time and
make sure I was up-to-date when it was time to come back” and
Employee O suggested that “our industry is always changing so it
was a chance to make sure I was up to date.”

Interestingly, some participants admitted that they self-sought
training and development whilst furloughed to enhance their
skillset should they need to seek alternative employment (“it
is something extra on my CV should things get worse here and
we have job cuts,” Employee A). Employee N, for instance,
diversified his skillset by completing training in alternative field
as a response to upcoming potential lockdowns or redundancies:

“I have done CAD training already but if we go into a full lockdown

again it’s something you can do from home, or if I needed to change

career completely I have it as a back-up”—Employee N

Existing literature promotes the benefits of learning and
development opportunities for both employers and employees
(Chartered Institute of Personnel Development, 2020b) and it
was apparent that participants within the study recognized the
importance of obtaining new qualifications in an attempt to
increase their human capital within their organization but also
to increase employability externally.

Effect of Furlough on Employee

Perceptions of Motivation
The effect of furlough on individuals’ perceived motivation
was reported to be mixed. On the one hand, several
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participants suggested that their perceptions of job security
had been negatively affected due to furlough. For instance,
in comparison to non-furloughed employees, research
participants “felt replaceable” (Employee L) and indicated
that the risk of redundancy had increased for them as a result of
being furloughed:

“I did think that if I stayed off too long you might have coped

without me so if it came down to it, I would be the one to go

(redundancy) rather than one of the other lads”—Employee A

In addition to the above comment, participants regularly
highlighted that the risk of redundancy was increased as
furloughed employees would not have the required knowledge
or opportunities that employees remaining within the workplace
had gained during this time. This suggests that furlough
may negatively impact abilities, opportunities, and motivation
simultaneously. This is in line with the existing literature pointing
out to the interactive and overlapping nature of the three
elements of AMO (Kellner et al., 2016).

Increased feelings of job insecurity resulting from being
furloughed link back to the existing literature which suggests
that job insecurity is a stressor which negatively impacts
behaviors and motivation of employees displayed through
decreased job satisfaction and increased intention to leave the
organization (Blyton and Bacon, 2001). Consistently, the sense of
powerlessness and uncertainty as a result of Covid-19 pandemic
and furlough could have enhanced the threat of job insecurity
with these furloughed participants.

The salary reduction associated with furlough was a further
theme that emerged in the data analysis. While individuals
who were furloughed incurred a 20% loss of earnings, only
participants considered to be in lower-paid roles commented how
severely they were impacted by the salary reduction. For instance,
Employee C commented:

“I did start to worry about how long I could manage (financially)

or when I was going to be coming back in, I think one of the hardest

parts is when you don’t know if you will be back in this month or

not”—Employee C

Existing research suggests that salary reductions will be
particularly demotivating for individuals in lower-paid roles
(Kahneman and Deaton, 2010). In line with this line of inquiry,
we found that for those in higher-skilled and better paid roles,
reduction in pay did not appear to affect them as much as
they anticipated. In fact, participants with health problems and
on statutory sick leave, ended up with higher payments when
furloughed. This was reported to make them feel “extremely
relieved” (Employee A) and pointed out to the positive effect
of furlough.

A potential lack of a negative impact on participants’ perceived
motivation may be further related to all interviewees being clear
on the reasons for furloughing staff and perceiving this more
positively than job cuts: “A lot of places were just laying off.
So I was glad that furlough was even an option” (Employee
F). Employee G provided a more detailed explanation where

he suggested that being sent on furlough was presented by an
organization as an opportunity to contribute to organizational
cost-saving activities and to protect the roles of others:

“I took it that it was a good thing as when I was told about me

being furloughed it was like I was doing a good thing for the

company, helping out (. . . ) I was helping because I was in a role

where I could be furloughed so they could make those cost savings,

I was protecting people in roles that couldn’t (be furloughed)”—

Employee G

Participants who did not raise concerns regarding job security
due to furlough further revealed that they were communicated
the financial position of the organization either during their
initial consultation or whilst furloughed:

“When I was told that we had won this contract, it made me less

worried as financially that was good for us, for the organization.

There was also a note from a managing director appreciating

everyone’s contributions to winning this project, including the

furloughed staff”—Employee K

It appears that framing the decision to send a specific individual
on furlough by emphasizing their important role in what is seen
as a cost-saving exercise and clearly communicating the financial
position of the business could have reduced the perceived threat
of redundancies and thus positively impacted the participants’
views of job security and their motivation.

Effect of Furlough on Employee

Perceptions of Opportunity
Participants reported that while on furlough they had
opportunities to voice their views through informal discussions
with colleagues and approaching line managers. They all
confirmed they remained in contact with at least one other
employee. Most of the participants stated they received at least
two telephone updates from their line manager with updates on
the likelihood of furlough continuing. Employee K commented:

“I knew what was going on from my team. I then got updates

about potential return dates from my manager. Also, because I

received the newsletter, I felt more included as I knew what was

going on”—Employee K

Adequate opportunities to participate in organizational life and
take an active role raising concerns or providing suggestions
were further found to have a positive impact on participants’
commitment to the organization during times of uncertainty.
While four participants acknowledged they had searched for
employment while on furlough to evaluate the current labor
market and to assess what type of industry vacancies were
available, the majority of participants did not look at alternative
employment options despite insecure job environment. It is these
employees who emphasized how satisfied they were with the level
of contact they received whilst furloughed.

Participants’ commitment to the organization during times
of uncertainty could be explained through the lens of the
social exchange theory (Cropanzano et al., 2017). It suggests
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that providing employees with the opportunities to participate
in organizational life through increased communication results
in increased organizational commitment due to perceptions of
favorable treatment (Morales-Sánchez and Pasamar, 2019). This
appears particularly relevant in the times when “the routine”
(Employee L) and “people side and interaction” (Employee K)
were generally reported to be lost as a result of furlough. As
succinctly illustrated below, the most direct effect on furlough
appears to be the lost opportunity to engage in every-day work
and the social element of this:

“I miss working, getting on sites, and the fun bits like seeing people

at work. I can’t come into the office so I’m losing social time

too”—Employee G

DISCUSSION

The aim of this study was to explore the impact of furlough
on employee’s perceptions of their abilities, motivations, and
opportunities. In line with the existing literature that presents
furloughs as a job saving action (Lee and Sanders, 2013)
superior to other cutback options (Green, 2010), this study
revealed furlough was relatively positively received as a cost-
saving exercise. It was reported that furlough opened up
new opportunities for proactive up-skilling and exploring new
employment opportunities. This is in contrast to most recent
statistics suggesting that, in the times of pandemics, nearly a third
of UKworkers lack confidence in their abilities and how these can
be transferred to different sectors (Donnelly, 2021). Importantly,
furlough was still reported by our research participants as a
threat to job security and concerns of being at an increased
risk of redundancy as a direct result of being furloughed were
raised. This finding aligns with the existing research suggesting
that the threat of furlough and associated risks of losing one’s
job creates demands of employees that can result in increased
feelings of strain (Halbesleben et al., 2013; El Keshky et al.,
2020). We also found that absence from workplace as a result
of being furloughed may lead to perceptions of missing out on
opportunities to develop oneself and one’s abilities. This finding
should be considered in the light of research suggesting that
individuals can mitigate the experienced resource loss through
recovery experiences (Sonnentag, 2001). Finally, we found that
potentially negative effects of furlough on employees’ perceptions
of ability, motivation and opportunity were at least partly
alleviated when employers maintained regular communication
with those on furlough and assured them of the value they bring
to the organization. This is aligned with the existing research
suggesting that when employees view the process of furlough
as egalitarian and appropriate, they feel fortunate to preserve
their positions and remain loyal to the organization (see Lee and
Sanders, 2013).

Theoretically, the reported research contributed toward the
existing lacuna of knowledge on the factors that influence
employee perceptions of their abilities, motivations, and
opportunities as a result of furlough and in the times of
uncertainty (Davies, 2020). More specifically, existing limited
research in this area focused on unpaid mandatory furlough of

varied duration and more ad-hoc nature to combat the effects of
global financial crisis (Halbesleben et al., 2013; Lee and Sanders,
2013). We extend this line of research to include furlough and
its effects in a novel context. Secondly, since furloughs are
considered as time away from work (Halbesleben et al., 2013),
our research further extends the existing line of inquiry that
suggests such time alleviates workplace stressors and enhances
employee well-being (Sonnentag, 2005). Contrary to these
common assumptions, our findings suggest that furlough is an
exceptional time away from work–while it brings opportunities
to develop oneself, it is also perceived more negatively as a threat
to one’s job security.

Practically, our findings suggest that an effective consultation
clarifying the rationale for furlough and why employees had
been selected will positively impact perceptions of fairness.
Additionally, clarifying the financial position and length of
expected furlough is likely to alleviate the potentially negative
impact of furlough on one’s motivation through the decreased
feelings of uncertainty. We further recommend flexible furlough
utilization, i.e., encouraging employers to rotate employees
on furlough. This flexibility not only provides benefits to
mental health and decreases the time spent away from the
organization, but it also alleviates concerns regarding the
negative impact on employee opportunities. As the impact of
reduction in pay was found to negatively impact low paid
workers disproportionally to their colleagues, organizations can
discuss furlough with employees and, where possible, request
furlough volunteers who would perceive the decision positively.
Circumstances which are likely to negatively impact employees
such as lack of childcare or those who would otherwise be
required to self-isolate should also be considered. Finally,
we found that furloughed individuals often considered their
skills to be inferior to the skills of their non-furloughed
colleagues. This may lead to low self-esteem and confidence
problems (Shack et al., 2018) which, if not addressed, may
influence overall organizational climate by diving the workforce
and negatively affecting their relationships (Szulc, 2020).
Consistently, employers may consider implementing return-to-
work interviews where employee’s value and contribution to the
organization is emphasized.

LIMITATIONS AND FUTURE RESEARCH

DIRECTIONS

Our research was limited to a small sample and the UK
context and does not allow for generalizations. However,
qualitative approach provided us with some in-depth contextual
information that moved beyond a simple set of variables
and emphasized the importance of context when proposing
explanations. This research can therefore act as a pilot,
preliminary study to future research testing the proposed
findings in larger scale samples, across industries and geographic
countries. Additionally, since a second author is an HR
professional in the studied company, issues of neutrality in
the data collection process may arise. To minimize the risk,
we engaged in a number of strategies including maintaining a
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reflexive diary, peer debriefing, and member checks (described in
detail in a Method section). We hope that such strategies, in fact,
increased the sense of an overall embeddedness and awareness of
the studied context and eventually improved the validity of the
study. Further research activity in this area should considerably
contribute toward preventing long-lasting emotional trauma
and disturbance to the psychological well-being of employees
and toward creating sustainable development for well-being in
organizations (see Safraz et al., 2020).
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