
 

Safe System of Work 
 

Coronavirus (COVID-19) 
 Guidance for employers on keeping employees safe in the workplace 

 

During this time of unprecedented disruption, the UK government is not 
asking all businesses to shut, indeed it is important for business to carry on. 
Only some non-essential shops and public venues have been asked to close. 

The government understand that employers and businesses may have 
concerns about how they can remain open for business safely, and so play 
their part in preventing the spread of the virus. All employees should be 
encouraged to work from home unless it is impossible to do so.  

However, not everyone can work from home: certain jobs require people to 
travel to and from their work, for instance to operate machinery, work in construction or manufacturing or deliver 
front line services.  

This guidance is a summary of advice for employers and businesses in England to follow, to protect their workforce 
and customers whilst continuing to trade. For advice to businesses of other nations of the UK, please see guidance 
set by the Northern Ireland Executive, the Scottish Government and the Welsh Government. 

Symptoms 
It is important that staff are aware of the main symptoms of coronavirus (COVID-19). As has been widely 
publicised, the most common symptoms are a new, continuous cough, a high temperature, a loss of, or change to, 
your sense of smell or taste. For most people, coronavirus will be a mild infection. 

Good practice tips for employers 

Do: 

 Keep everyone updated on actions being taken to reduce risk of exposure to coronavirus (COVID-19) in 
the workplace. 

 Ensure employees who are in a vulnerable group are strongly advised to follow social distancing guidance. 

 Ensure employees who are in an extremely vulnerable group are shielded and supported to stay at home. 

 Make sure everyone’s contact numbers and emergency contact details 
are up to date. 

 Make sure managers know how to spot the symptoms of coronavirus 
(COVID-19) and are clear on any relevant processes, for example 
sickness reporting and sick pay, and procedures in case someone in 
the workplace is potentially infected and needs to take the appropriate 
action. 

 Make sure there are places to wash hands for 20 seconds with soap 
and water and encourage everyone to do so regularly. 

 Provide hand sanitiser for staff and encourage them to use them. 

Social distancing in the workplace  
Social distancing involves reducing day-to-day contact with other people as much as possible, in order to reduce 
the spread of coronavirus (COVID-19). Businesses and workplaces should encourage their employees to work at 
home, wherever possible. 

If you cannot work from home then you can still travel to work. This is consistent with the Chief Medical Officer for 
England’s advice. 

The advice on social distancing measures applies to everyone and should be 
followed wherever possible. Workplaces need to avoid crowding and minimise 
opportunities for the virus to spread by maintaining a distance of at least 2 metres (3 
steps) between individuals wherever possible. This advice applies both to inside the 
workplace, and to where staff may need to interact with customers. Staff should be 
reminded to wash their hands regularly using soap and water for 20 seconds and 
particularly after blowing their nose, sneezing or coughing.  

 

Where facilities to wash hands are not available, hand sanitiser should be used. Workers should cover any coughs 
or sneezes with a tissue, then dispose of the tissue in a bin and immediately wash their hands. 

The practical implementation of this advice will depend on the local circumstances 

A few general indicators will be relevant to the majority of business settings: 

Do: 



 Make regular announcements to remind staff and/or customers to follow social distancing advice and 
wash their hands regularly. 

 Encourage the use of digital and remote transfers of material where possible rather than paper format, 
such as using e-forms, emails and e-banking. 

 Provide additional pop-up handwashing stations or facilities if possible, providing soap, water, hand 
sanitiser and tissues and encourage staff to use them. 

 Where it is possible to remain 2 metres apart, use floor markings to mark the distance, particularly in 
the most crowded areas (for example, where queues form). 

 Where it is not possible to remain 2 metres apart, staff should work side by side, or facing away from 
each other, rather than face to face if possible. 

 Where face-to-face contact is essential, this should be kept to 15 minutes or less wherever possible. 

 As much as possible, keep teams of workers together (cohorting), and keep teams as small as 
possible. 

 

Shift work and staggering processes 
Where it is not possible for work to be completed at home, businesses should consider shift working or the 
staggering of processes which would enable staff to continue to operate both effectively and where possible 
at a safe distance (more than 2 metres) from one another. Staggering on-premises hours to reduce public 
transport use during peak periods will provide benefit to employees, businesses and the wider public effort. 

Practically, a business could consider: 

 Splitting staff into teams with alternate days working from home or 
splitting across a day and night shift. 

 As far as possible, where staff are split into teams, fixing these splits 
(cohorting), so that where contact is unavoidable, this happens between 
the same individuals. 

 Spreading out standard processes, so that only one team needs to be 
on the premises to complete a task at a given time. 

 Where it is possible to remain 2 metres apart, using signage such as 
floor markings to facilitate compliance, particularly in the most crowded areas. This includes entry 
points to buildings, toilets and communal break areas where queues may form. 

Businesses working on shift patterns should: 

 Ensure that the business’s social distancing measures are effectively communicated to all staff. 

 Ensure frequent cleaning and disinfecting of objects and surfaces that are touched regularly, using 
your standard cleaning products and particularly at the end and beginning of shifts. 

 

Staff canteens and rest areas 
Where possible, staff should be encouraged to bring their own food, and staff canteens and distributors 
should move to takeaway. 

Where there are no practical alternatives, workplace canteens may remain open to provide food to staff with 
appropriate adjustments for social distancing. The following principles should be applied: 

Do: 
 Make canteen staff aware they should wash their hands often with soap and water for at least 20 

seconds and before and after handling food as well as before and 
after eating. 

 Increase the number of hand washing stations available (if possible). 

 Make staff aware that a distance of 2 metres should be maintained 
between users, wherever possible. 

 Advise staff that they can continue to use rest areas if they apply the 
same social distancing measures. 

 Promote hand hygiene and social distancing by placing notices in 
visible areas. 

 Frequently clean and disinfect surfaces that are touched regularly, using your standard cleaning 
products. 

 Consider extending and staggering mealtimes to avoid crowding. 

 Ask diners and users of these areas to wash or sanitise hands before and after entering said areas 
and to clean the areas they have used immediately after they have used them. 

Do not: 

 Allow canteen staff who are unwell to come to work. 

 



 
Cleaning and Disinfection 
Cleaning and disinfection play a vital part in combating the spread of the coronavirus (COVID-19) infection. 

Do: 

 Wear disposable or washing-up gloves and aprons for general cleaning.  

 Clean hard surfaces with normal cleaning products. Pay particular attention to frequently touched 
areas and surfaces, such as toilet facilities / bathrooms, banisters in corridors and stairwells and door 
handles. 

 Wash hands regularly with soap and water for 20 seconds, and after removing gloves, aprons etc 
while cleaning. 

Personal Protective Equipment (PPE) 

There is no specific need for any PPE outside of a clinical setting.  It is 
assumed that those delivering cleaning will be working with normal 
detergents at all times and as these will most likely be in regular contact with 
the skin, this would limit any risk of cross-contamination.  You should still 
wash your hands before starting any cleaning and avoid touching your face, 
mouth or nose at all times.  IF YOU DO TOUCH ANY OF THESE AREAS, 
IMMEDIATELY WAS YOUR HANDS AGAIN AND RE-CLEAN THAT AREA 
THOROUGHLY. 
Surfaces that must be cleaned and disinfected, include: 

 All potentially contaminated high-contact areas such as toilet 
facilities / bathrooms, door handles, telephones, banisters in corridors and stairwells. 

 High touch / frequently touched items, desks, keyboards, etc. 

 If an alternative disinfectant is used within the organisation, this should be checked and ensure 
that it is effective against enveloped viruses. 

 
Staying at home if you or someone in your household has symptoms 
If anyone becomes unwell with a new, continuous cough, a high temperature, a loss of or change to ,their sense of 
smell or taste in the business or workplace they should be advised to follow the stay at home guidance for 
households with possible coronavirus (COVID-19) infection.  

If these symptoms develop whilst at work they should be sent home, they 
should return home quickly and directly. If they have to use public transport 
they should keep away from other people and catch coughs and sneezes in a 
tissue and wear a mask if possible. 

If a member of staff has helped someone who was taken unwell with a new, 
continuous cough or a high temperature, they do not need to go home unless 
they develop symptoms themselves. They should wash their hands thoroughly 
for 20 seconds after any contact with someone who is unwell with symptoms 
consistent with coronavirus (COVID-19) infection. 

It is not necessary to close the business or workplace or send any staff home 
unless government policy changes.  Simply follow normal cleaning procedures 
as soon as possible. Keep monitoring the government response page for the 
latest details. If you or an employee need clinical advice, they should go to 
NHS 111 online or call 111 if they don’t have internet access. In an 
emergency, call 999 if they are seriously ill or injured or their life is at risk. Do 
not visit the GP, pharmacy, urgent care centre or hospital. 

If a member of staff lives in a household where someone else is unwell with symptoms of coronavirus (COVID-19) 
then they must stay at home in line with stay at home guidance. 

Further Information 

The Department of Health & Social Care (DHSC) and Public Health England (PHE) are leading the UK government response to 
the coronavirus (COVID-19) outbreak. 

You can get up-to-date information about Coronavirus (COVID-19) and what you need to do on GOV.UK. 

If you live in England go to gov.uk/coronavirus 

If you live in Scotland go to gov.scot/coronavirus-covid-19 

If you live in Wales go to gov.wales/coronavirus 

If you live in Northern Ireland go to nidirect.gov.uk/campaigns/coronavirus-covid-19 

Link to gov.uk stay at home guidance - https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance 

Link to gov.uk government response page - https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus 

The information in this document is based on our understanding of what is known of COVID-19 at the time of publication. As 
more information emerges, recommendations may change. 

Remember, you have a duty not only to protect your own health and safety but also to ensure that your actions do not 
put others around you at risk. 

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/covid-19-stay-at-home-guidance
https://www.gov.uk/coronavirus

