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Restoring stability 
A guide to managing a return to the 

workplace during the COVID-19 pandemic 

updated when circumstances change regarding the 

pandemic . 

 HSWA Personal Protective Regulations (PPE) at 

Work Regulations 1992 
 It is the employer’s duty to provide suitable PPE 

based on appropriate risk assessment . 

Personal Protective Equipment 

In addition to the Personal Protective Equipment you 

normally provide your employees to carry out their jobs 

safely, you may need to consider additional PPE 

requirements appropriate for COVID-19 risks and 

conditions. PPE must fit correctly and be assessed for 

its suitability and effectiveness to prevent and control 

the risk of COVID-19 spreading in the workplace. This 

must be cleaned, maintained and replaced as and 

when required. Employers must ensure that training is 

carried with all workers on the use of additional PPE as 

employees must take all reasonable steps to ensure it 

is used properly. 

By law, it is an employer’s duty to update workplace 

risk assessments and to ensure appropriate measures 

are taken to control the spread of COVID-19.  These 

risk assessments should clarify what additional PPE 

may be required. 

Examples of additional PPE to consider: 

 Face coverings / masks / face visors 

 Nitrile gloves 

 Hand sanitiser 

 Hand moisturisers 

 Aprons 

 Disposable overalls 

 Disposable hand towels 

 Screens between desks 

As the Government prepares to announce its plans to get businesses back to the workplace, there are a number of 

practicalities that need to be considered around a safe return to work. Plans will vary depending on the business 

sector, the size of the workforce and context, such as the type of work premises. There is no “one size fits all 

approach”. 

Employers duty of care 
By law, employers need to be mindful of their duty of 

care to employees and must ensure ongoing 

communication with their employees to outline the 

control measures that have been put in place to 

ensure everyone’s safety. This will be of paramount 

importance when employees start returning to the 

workplace after lockdown. 

It is imperative that companies follow Government 

guidelines, rules and relaxation steps relating to their 

own business sector. Considerations around a safe 

return to work can be largely grouped into the following 

categories. 

Health & Safety Laws 
Every employer has Health & Safety (H&S) law 

obligations to adhere to. The Government has said it 

will enforce H&S laws on employers with potential 

sanctions or prosecutions, therefore, it is imperative all 

employers consider what needs to be included in a 

Return to Work risk assessment prior to employees 

returning to the workplace after the COVID-19 

lockdown.  By law, all potential hazards for your 

business sector must be identified by revising and/or 

creating new relevant risk assessments. 

Legislation 
 Health and Safety at Work 1974 
 All reasonable steps must be taken to safeguard 

employees and non-employees by keeping up to 

date with developments regarding COVID-19 and 

planning and implementing all reasonably, 

practicable risk reduction measures  

 Management of H&S at Work Regulations 1999 
 A “suitable” and “sufficient” risk assessment must 

be carried out in writing (for employers with more 

than 5 employees) and this must be reviewed and 



Social distancing 

The requirement for social distancing should be at the 

forefront of your mind when returning to work.  

Employers will need to ensure that individuals remain 

2m apart from their colleagues, contractors and visitors 

to the building. This not only relates to workstation 

areas but also rest areas, toilet facilities, kitchens and 

corridors. You must also consider if face to face 

meetings need to be conducted and, if so, how these 

will be implemented e.g. return to work meetings, team 

meetings, client meetings, interviews and training. It is 

important to maximise home working wherever 

possible to make social distancing possible in the 

workplace and to reduce any potential risks to workers. 

Recommended best practice to consider: 

 Separate groups of colleagues into teams to work 

shifts (reducing the number of employees on the 

premises at one time). 

 Stagger working hours and break times for 

employees returning to the office to avoid rush hour 

traffic and to ease the burden on public transport. 

 Continue to allow homeworking for some 

employees wherever possible. This will not only aid 

social distancing in the workplace but will also 

reduce the pressure on public transport and 

potentially lower the risks to employees whilst 

commuting to and from work. 

 Commuting to and from work – during a return to 

work meeting, discuss commuting options with all 

employees to ensure maximum safety. Encourage 

employees to walk or cycle to work where possible 

and discourage car sharing. 

 Car parking – try to provide additional parking 

spaces to allow social distancing when arriving and 

leaving the workplace and consider additional 

parking for any employees with mobility issues. 

 Accommodate workforce demographics. Employees 

considered at heightened risk from COVID-19, such 

as pregnant women, those over 70 and people with 

certain underlying health conditions, need special 

consideration under risk assessment and should be 

placed in the safest possible roles in terms of social 

distancing and control measures if they can’t work 

from home. 

 Consider workstation layouts to ensure 2m distance 

between each. 

 Mark out walkways throughout the building 

communicating clearly the direction of travel (one 

way system where possible). 

 Continue the use of video conferencing (Teams, 

Skype, Zoom etc) for meetings and prepare 

Webinars for training purposes. 
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 Appreciate psychological factors - such as different 

levels of fear and anxiety experienced by individual 

workers returning to the workplace including those 

still working from home. Flexibility, empathy and good 

communication will be essential to support all 

employees.  (You might want to consider conducting 

stress risk assessments– see HSE website). 

 Arrange a team “onboarding” meeting prior to the 

return to the workplace to ensure all return to work 

guidance and any concerns are discussed and 

resolved. 

 Ask all employees to complete a “COVID-19 Health 

risk assessment questionnaire” to highlight any high-
risk employees who may need additional adjustments 

and consideration in their roles. 

 First Aiders need to be briefed on company policy and 

new guidance and rules. Companies need to consider 

providing a private room dedicated for any employees 

who fall ill in the workplace to ensure isolation is 

adhered to and any risk is minimised safety of all 

colleagues. 

 Appropriate signage/posters should be displayed 

around the workplace communicating safe working 

practices & cleaning rules. 

 Rotate furloughed staff ensuring any employees who 

have been furloughed do not attend work for a 

minimum of 3 consecutive weeks (up to 30th June 

when the Furlough scheme ends). 

 Think about hotspots and facilities: 

- Lifts – how many people can use the lift at the 

same time? 
- Canteens – keep social distancing in queues and 

seating areas and stagger break/mealtimes. 
- Kitchens, toilet facilities, water coolers, vending 

machines etc – remind employees to use anti-
viral cleaning products after use and to wash 

their hands thoroughly. 
- Multi-use facilities / areas e.g. photocopying 

rooms, post rooms etc. 
- Door handles, security access keypads, and 

other touch points including Fire Evacuation 

procedure. 
- Meeting rooms – where face to face meetings 

are considered necessary, ensure the layout of 

meeting rooms allows for social distancing. 
- Multi-faith / quiet room facilities – ensure only 

one employee uses these facilities at any one 

time and that each employee sanitises the area 

after use. 

- Ventilation / air conditioning – ensure all in 

working order and switch off air conditioning 

system unless necessary for the operation of the 

business. i.e. consider all environmental factors. 



Practice good hygiene 
Employers need to consider both workplace cleanliness 

as well as individual employee hygiene to provide 

reassurance to employees returning to the workplace. 

 If your premises have been closed for a while, 

arrange a deep clean prior to any employees 

returning to the workplace. 

 Produce a coronavirus risk assessment to be 

completed by all workers. 
 Remind all employees about the need for regular and 

effective handwashing.  Ensure that communication 

posters are installed around all handwashing stations. 

 Ensure an adequate provision of soap and hand 

sanitiser is available across all areas of the workplace 

along with provision of hand moisturisers if frequent 

hand washing is required. 
 Require all employees to clean their phones/

keyboards etc with anti-viral cleaner at the beginning 

and end of every shift. 
 Depending on how long they have been off work (i.e.  

furloughed, working from home or off sick), managers 

may need to refresh their staff on existing safe 

working practices relating to their individual roles. 
 Some employees may be suffering from mental 

health concerns relating the pandemic.  If your 

company have an Employee Assistance Programme 

(EAP), managers may want to remind all staff about 

this service and the contact numbers for the 

confidential helpline. 

Training 
Whilst all the above measures are essential to allow a 

safe return to the workplace, they are pointless if 
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employees are not trained on the correct usage. Arrange a 

remote “team” meeting or 1-2-1 meetings with individual 

team members to discuss the company’s guidance. All 

employees must be informed of the following prior to 

returning to the workplace:  

 What social distancing measures have been 

implemented in the workplace and why they must be 

adhered to. 
 What are the consequences if employees do not 

comply with the measures implemented? 
 Advice/guidance on how to wash hands properly plus 

other good hygiene practices. 
 Training on how to use additional PPE provided and 

why. 

 What procedure employees should follow if they 

become ill inside or outside the workplace i.e. 

communicate any amendments to the Company 

Attendance Policy. 

 An up to date list of the company’s first aiders and fire 

warden / evacuation provisions. 

Summary 
Employers should follow the Government guidelines to 

ensure all rules and relaxation steps are followed for their 

own business sector when implementing a return to work 

plan after COVID-19 lockdown. 
Relevant risk assessments for COVID-19 need to be 

reviewed, updated or renewed in order to plan and 

implement a safe return to work for all employees. 
Plans must identify hazards and outline mitigation 

measures to ensure compliance with H&S regulation, to 

ensure employee safety, minimise risks and to avoid 

criminal law prosecutions. 




