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COVID-19 - Managing employee health, 

wellbeing and safety.  Personal responsibility 

versus corporate duty of care? 

employers to ensure they have a robust process to 

monitor those employees who may present an active 

infection risk within their business.  

One area that is yet to gain traction in the UK is the 

concept of an employer driven centralised, online, 

‘symptom tracking’ process that requires all employees 

to complete a COVID-19 health risk assessment (HRA) 

prior to travelling to the workplace, or other work-

related location.  

Such tools are already routinely being used in the US 

(where employers are legally required to undertake 

tracking), with companies in other countries in Latin 

America also adopting similar approaches.  

Whether this approach, potentially in conjunction with 

other measures, will be adopted in the UK is yet to be 

seen. Regardless of the approach, it is still vitally 

important for UK employers to consider how they can 

ensure they are mitigating employee population health 

risks and maintaining appropriate records. 

3. Creating safe physical work environments  

Most companies have already completed much of their 

activity in this area to plan and redesign their work 

environment to support employees safely returning to 

their new normal.  

It should form a key component of return to work 

planning, alongside the risk assessments and 

symptom tracking mentioned above. 

This update is for information only. Willis Towers Watson does not provide advice in respect of testing for, or monitoring of, COVID-19. 

1. Identify higher risk groups 

A key first step in safely returning employees to the 

workplace is to identify higher risk employees, using 

appropriate, consistent risk assessments.  

Employees considered at heightened risk from COVID-

19, such as pregnant women, those over 70 and 

people with certain underlying health conditions, 

should be placed in the safest possible roles in terms 

of social distancing and control measures, if they can’t 

work from home. 

It’s important that this process is consistently managed 

and recorded, and confidentiality and consent 

requirements are adhered to.  

2. Tracking employee symptoms 

As employees start returning to the workplace in the 

UK, differing approaches are emerging around the 

assessment of fitness to travel and/or to attend the 

workplace.  

For many employers, it is the personal responsibility of 

each employee to ensure they are not exhibiting 

symptoms of COVID-19 before they head in to work, 

and to then act accordingly. This is, as in any situation, 

open to individual interpretation and understanding. 

Whilst it is crucial for individuals to take responsibility 

for understanding the need to declare symptoms, self-

isolate and be tested, it’s equally important for 

The ‘new normal’ 

In May, our Testing and Contact Tracing update outlined the UK position in respect of COVID-19 testing options and 

the planned approach to track and trace. We also provided guidance to support return to workplace planning. 

As the pandemic rapidly evolves, and UK moves to a ‘new normal’ of working, more employers are starting to consider 

when, how and in what capacity they can safely bring their employees back to the workplace.  

What’s emerging is the need to find a balance between personal responsibility for health, corporate duty of care and 

risk mitigation. With so many ‘known unknowns’, it’s becoming increasingly challenging for employers to mitigate risk 

and liability effectively when it comes to COVID-19. 

Understanding the risk – stages of returning to the workplace 

https://www.wtw-healthandbenefits.co.uk/coronavirus/coronavirus-guidance-employers/covid-19-return-to-work
https://www.wtw-healthandbenefits.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/COVID-19-UK-testing-and-contact-tracing-briefing-260520.pdf
https://www.wtw-healthandbenefits.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/COVID-19-Return-to-work.pdf


Our return to workplace planning guidance provides 

detailed information to support with this activity. 

Offering alternative options for the commute to the 

workplace 

Many of our clients are thinking about how they can 

complement the workplace planning they have 

undertaken with increased travel options for 

employees commuting to work. 

Ensuring the employee benefits strategy and 

programme supports this by increasing cycle to work 

limits, e-bikes, electric cars and subsidised parking are 

all potential options for consideration.  

4. Testing 

Testing for active or past COVID-19 infection, along 

with a potential vaccine, is probably the most 

frequently covered news story in the last six months. 

Many companies are considering how to approach the 

area of testing and what they should and should not 

provide for employees. 

A key consideration for any approach to testing is how 

to accurately track test results (with appropriate 

consent and data protection measures in place), to 

ensure the employer is aware of those with active 

infections and those who have been cleared to return 

to the work place.  

A comprehensive process guiding employees to 

government testing, and following up on the results, 

could be just as effective in measuring infection rates 

and providing reassurance as offering company paid 

testing. 

As more and more healthcare providers start to offer 

testing for COVID-19 antigens and antibodies, it’s 

important to be aware of the limitations of these tests 

and the current availability via central UK government 

sources. 

Antigen testing (PCR tests) 

Testing for active infection in individuals with 

symptoms is extremely important to control the spread 

of the virus, and could form part of a comprehensive 

strategy for employers, in conjunction with risk 

assessments, monitoring of symptomatic/self-isolating 

individuals and ensuring workplaces are as safe as 

possible.  

However, there is limited data to support the efficacy of 

mass antigen testing of those who are asymptomatic, 

or who may have been exposed to the virus.  At 

present, it is thought around 1 in 3 tests provide a false 

negative response, mainly due to the unpleasant 

process needed to obtain a sample and the 

requirement to time testing appropriately.  

So, whilst frequent testing of employees may provide 

some reassurance that it is safe to return to the 

workplace, that’s unlikely to be the case when 

deployed in isolation. Further complicating any  
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employer led testing process is the lack of guidance from 

Public Health England (PHE) around frequency of testing 

asymptomatic individuals.  

Currently, in the UK, the centralised government antigen 

testing programme is likely to represent the best route for 

individuals who are exhibiting symptoms. Testing is free 

and readily accessible for those who need it, with results 

available by text message within 24-72 hours (depending 

on which test is undertaken). 

Rapid antigen result tests (results within 90 minutes of 

testing) are still in the trial stages and, whilst initial 

results were positive, at present do not appear to be 

reliable enough for general population use.  

Antibody testing 

In England and Scotland, NHS use of antibody testing is 

currently limited with testing mainly being used to 

support research and clinical management of patients. 

This is because the presence of viral antibodies in blood 

(the marker for past infection) for COVID-19 are not yet 

fully understood and therefore cannot confirm immunity 

from future infection.  

There is a risk that those with positive antibody test 

results may believe they are immune from catching the 

virus again, and alter their behaviour accordingly, risking 

infecting others should they contract the virus again. 

Whilst the antibody tests that have been approved for 

use in the UK have close to 100% specificity (the 

percentage of the samples that are negative and are 

accurately identified as negative by the test), the tests do 

not have 100% sensitivity (the percentage of the 

samples that are positive and are accurately identified as 

so), so are perhaps not as reliable as the media have 

been reporting to date. 

At this point, and until more is known about the way the 

virus works, antibody tests should be viewed as 

contributing to the vast clinical research being 

undertaken to try and understand the disease and 

develop a vaccine. 

5. NHS track and trace 

Following our May update, the NHS decided to move 

forward with the manual ‘track and trace’ process for 

England.  

At this time, the NHS track and trace app continues to be 

piloted and is available in the Isle of Wight and one 

London borough (Newham) only.  

In conjunction with the app, PHE are now offering a QR 

code service for venues, enabling individuals to scan the 

code using the app when they are at participating 

premises. There is the potential for this approach to be 

rolled out to corporate premises in the future. 

We find ourselves in a constantly evolving and never 

before experienced situation, with changes being made 

almost daily to central government policy and 

approaches across the UK.  

 

https://www.wtw-healthandbenefits.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/06/COVID-19-Return-to-work.pdf
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Understanding the risk – stages of returning to the workplace 

To find out more information and guidance in supporting employees during the coronavirus crisis, please contact your Willis Towers 

Watson consulting team who can help you. 

This makes planning to return employees to their places of work as safely as possible extremely challenging for all 

employers, regardless of size or industry sector. 

Employers need to find a balance of duty care and personal responsibility that is right for their business. Our check 

list can help employers to assess and understand their approach. 

Return to work check list 

 Are high risk employee groups identified and is there a policy related to them? 

 Are employees aware of the COVID-19 symptoms they should be looking out for? 

 Do employees know what action they need to take if they have symptoms? 

 Is there a record of employees receiving the current company COVID-19 processes and 

policies? 

 How are employees who have symptoms and should not be attending the workplace 

being identified and managed? 

 What’s the process to guide employees to government or company funded antigen 

testing, if they are symptomatic? 

 If an employee tests positive for COVID-19, how are they being supported and who is 

managing their return to the workplace? 

 Which employees are self-isolating due to potential exposure to COVID-19, or 

quarantining following return from a restriction location, and when does their isolation 

period end? 

 Do line managers have the tools and resources to support and manage these processes 

with employees remotely? 

 If visitors will be attending the workplace for any reason, are they declaring their health 

status? Is this being recorded centrally?  


