
‘What’s different about your operating context now?’

During this pandemic, the starting point for occupational health and 
safety management before going back to work has to be the new 
context of your organization.

There is a temptation to jump straight into risk assessment without 
considering how your context has changed and how the needs and 
expectations of relevant stakeholders might have changed. But it’s 
essential to first ask, “what’s different about your operating context now?” 

This will raise some questions around, for example:

 -  do you have a workforce that is capable of travelling to and from work 
safely and independently (eg car, cycle, walk) or are many dependent 
on non-safe travel such as public transport?

 -  who can continue to work remotely (assuming you have been)? 
Keep doing what works remotely, continue to minimise your on-site 
workforce and focus on those who have to return physically

 -  what are the needs and expectations of suppliers and customers and 
their own changed situations?

 -  are there changes to the level of market demand for your product/service?

The physical workplace:

-  Where is your workforce working? You need to remember this is not 
necessarily in one heavily populated place, it could also be in people’s 
homes (plumbers, electricians, etc) or on other people’s sites.

-  Some workplaces will have been shut completely – how do you restart 
from a systems approach, e.g. air conditioning, equipment (do you need 
to do maintenance or other interventions)?

-  Think about physical separation: it may be relatively easy to think about 
risk assessment for the ‘new normal’ operation, but it’s vital to also think 
about abnormal situations, e.g emergency preparedness and response. 
If the fire alarm sounds how do you exit the workplace and muster 
adhering to social distancing guidelines? What can you do to avoid this 
situation? How do you respond to medical emergencies or accidents? 
These processes need to be both designed and communicated. 

-  Phased return is almost certainly necessarily so that a small number of 
people test the new environment to see what does and does not work: 
ask for worker input – they often see and experience risks you haven’t 
considered

-  It’s also easy to focus on where the work is done (e.g. separating desks) 
and forget about the needs for safe entryways, corridors, toilets, kitchens 
and other shared spaces. Common areas may be more of a challenge 
and need addressing.

-  Is it still safe and appropriate to have a communal coffee machine, taps, 
water coolers? Consider the need for workers to use their own resources, 
e.g. own mugs, water bottles. 

-  Communication and consultation with workers is essential as is clarity 
of accountability. It is vital that everyone understands who makes the 
decisions and where to provide feedback (e.g. is it managers, health and 
safety officers, HR?). A clear focus on who to take direction from and who 
to talk to is critical to worker confidence when they want to seek advice 
or provide feedback.

-  Recognize the variety of workers’ different needs and differing 
circumstances. This will lead to different responses to plans to reopen 
an organization (bear in mind there will be grief, anxiety, carers for the 
vulnerable). You must be flexible in terms of what you expect from 
individual workers. 

-  Those whose roles which can be done effectively through remote 
working should continue to do so unless there is a definite benefit/value 
to them returning to a physical workplace. 

-  Management of change is crucial: we must remember that not only are 
we managing the more obvious risks regarding the pandemic but that 
new risks may be introduced by making changes. 

-  If you had certain existing safety measures in place before, you’re likely to 
still need to maintain them: don’t disregard what was necessary before 
just because you are focussing on limiting contagion. 

-  Different rules for different phases: The biggest risk relating to the 
pandemic is obviously close working and we tend to focus on that, but 
we need to remember that different phases of operations have different 
circumstances. For example, only the first phase of the construction of 
buildings is outdoor – once the shell of a building is in place you are likely 
to have lots of different trades inside, don’t assume one set of safety 
guidance applies at all stages. Again, phasing can work – multiple trades 
(plasterers, electricians, plumbers, etc) working simultaneously on a 
building may not be sensible during this crisis.
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Organizations need to communicate to workers the importance of 
personal responsibility. Every worker needs to stick to the new rules that 
are applied in all situations and with all people, whether fellow workers, the 
public or anyone else. More monitoring is going to be needed, especially as 
the unfamiliar way of working becomes familiar as people can slip into old 
patterns of behaviour.

Define what the risk controls are, what behaviours are expected and 
communicate this clearly and frequently. There are obligations on both 
sides: organizations and worker. Workers should be encouraged to report 
failings, risks, incidents, etc and it must be made clear that there will not be 
reprisals for reporting. Workers have a right to remove themselves from 
dangerous workplace situations and organizations should both respect 
this and make it clear that it is an expected behaviour. 

As an organization you will need to supply much more equipment for 
workers and customer/visitor use: sanitisers, gloves, masks, soap, etc, so it 
is important to work out how to do this before you resume work, and bear 
in mind that you need an ongoing supply not a one-time set up. 

It is very important that everyone understands that a return to the 
workplace is not a return to the same workplace. 

Organizations should therefore:

 -  make sure workers have an induction to the changed workplace

 -  phase return to allow workers to adjust

 -  supervise behaviours more closely to ensure the new rules are being 
followed

 -  remind workers regularly of the rules and guard against the tendency 
to slip back to old behaviours once the unfamiliar becomes familiar

 -  check that the risk controls they are putting in place are working and 
adapt them as necessary as things change or if they are not effective.

Buddying: In some industries ‘buddying’ is a safety requirement 
but in the current situation this might need to be adapted: 
increase the distance between pairs, initiate an effective alarm 
system in case of incidents.

PPE and washing facilities: Hard hats, safety goggles, high 
visibility uniforms are obviously still essential and some of this 
can be a communal, shared resource. This must be managed 
from a hygiene point of view. The same applies to tools and 
equipment. Increased washing facilities and sanitising points 
are vital.

Non-food retailers can learn from the food retailers: restrict 
numbers of customers, use social distancing floor markings, 
one-way systems, contactless payments, provide PPE for staff.

Zoning: Consider putting in zoning in larger spaces to limit 
numbers one particular area and use staff to monitor and 
manage this.

Duties and responsibilities: It is important for all organizations 
to recognise that, during this crisis, things are going to take 
longer. That applies to workers getting to and from work as 
much as carrying out the work. 

Point of payment: This is particularly dangerous for workers: 
implement physical screening and non-contact payment and 
goods handling, consider closing stores for restocking rather 
than doing it when customers are on site. Change opening 
hours into blocks throughout the day, so that during the 
‘normal’ hours you close for a short time to customers so you 
can restock and clean without compromising social distancing. 

Consider not allowing people into small stores at all – have an 
ordering system so staff select and bring the items you want 
and pack it for you and allow staff to go into a protected zone 
before payment takes place or encourage payment by phone 
or contactless card.

Transport sector: This is a particular challenge. Physical 
separation is essential and there may be a need to restrict 
numbers more rigidly, blocking off seats to maintain distance 
or introducing allocated seats only, the way we do on 
aeroplanes and some trains.

Tips:
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