HRK’S
RETURN-TO-WORK
GUIDE FOR EMPLOYERS

Ensuring compliance with the law not only minimizes your liability, but can also help improve
morale, productivity, and overall effectiveness. From asking the right questions when interviewing,
to workplace harassment, bullying, and beyond, we make sense of local, state, and federal laws
that can apply to the daily needs of your HR Professionals, Leaders, Managers, Supervisors, and
your entire workforce. The bottom line? We’re not just another cloud-based technology company
that also does HR, #WeAreHR. Get the Scoop on how we can help you simplify HR.

Workplace Harassment Prevention

We are a Hilb Group Company

TO LEARN MORE ABOUT OUR SERVICES, PLEASE CONTACT US AT
15 Berkshire Road, Suite B | Mansfield, MA 02048 | info@hrknowledge.com
P 508.339.1300 | F 508.339.1349 | hrknowledge.com

HOW TO USE THIS GUIDE
The coronavirus (COVID-19) pandemic suddenly interrupted businesses and lives
across the country and around the world. While most of us are eager to return to
“normalcy,” it is unclear how long COVID-19 will continue to affect our lives. Returning
to “normalcy” will not be like flipping a switch, but rather a gradual effort.
As shelter-in-place orders begin to lift, many businesses are faced with the
unprecedented and daunting task of safely returning to the workplace: a workplace
that will look different for each organization based on their size, industry, geography,
and countless other specific operational requirements.
Employers should not open worksites without a comprehensive plan in place to not only
protect their employees but also their business. From employee safety to compliance
and regulations, there’s a lot to think about and plan for. HR Knowledge has designed
this Return-to-Work Guide to help our clients navigate the complexities of returning
to the workplace. This guide is intended to provide general information. Guidance may
vary by locality based on government orders and regulations. This guide may need to
be implemented differently within the various states/regions in which you operate. This
guide is not intended as legal advice.

HRK’S RETURN-TO-WORK GUIDE FOR EMPLOYERS / All Rights Reserved. May 2020.

| 2

DISCLAIMER

HRK’S RETURN-TO-WORK GUIDE FOR EMPLOYERS / All Rights Reserved. May 2020.

| 3

TABLE OF CONTENTS

Recalling Employees

5

Prepare the Workplace

7

Employee Screening and Exposure

10

Prepare the Workforce

12

HRK is Here for You

15

HRK’S RETURN-TO-WORK GUIDE FOR EMPLOYERS / All Rights Reserved. May 2020.

| 4

RECALLING EMPLOYEES

WHAT TO CONSIDER BEFORE RECALLING EMPLOYEES
You are now confronted with the next COVID-19 challenge: how to safely bring employees back to work. The recent
federal guidelines for “Opening Up America Again” recommend a phased approach to reopening. As stay-at-home
regulations begin to lift, it is critical to understand and review all relevant state and local orders to determine if and when
your business will be allowed to reopen, possibly under modified restrictions. You will need to make some important
decisions regarding your business, including whether you should reopen and, if so, how to do so safely. Restarting your
business safely will not be as simple as unlocking the front door.
You will need to keep state and local guidance on social distancing in mind when reopening your business. For example,
if your local guidance prohibits gatherings of more than 10 people, you might not be allowed to have all employees return
at once. You might want to start by asking only essential employees to return. As regulations begin to permit larger
gatherings, incrementally increase the number of employees permitted within the office or building. Whenever possible,
consider using telecommuting and rotating schedules to keep employees safe.
Stay Informed — Before reopening, seek the expertise of legal or HR professionals to ensure you are using objective,
job-related criteria to decide which employees to bring back.
» Monitor guidance from OSHA, CDC, state and local agencies, industry associations, and your local 		
health department.
» Keep informed about school and public transportation disruptions and closures, which may affect your 		
employees’ ability to return to work.
» Some businesses, such as manufacturers, may have greater COVID-19 exposures than others, 			
underscoring the importance of performing a thorough risk assessment before reopening.
Decide Who Should Return and When — Determine who needs to be on-site or rehired for your organization to
function:
» Consider a phased approach to recalling employees. Many state and local governments have provided 		
guidance in their reopening plans that limits the number of employees allowed in the workplace; for 		
example, Massachusetts is limiting maximum occupancy levels to 25%, so you may want to assess your
workforce to prioritize which employees to bring back first.

HRK’S RETURN-TO-WORK GUIDE FOR EMPLOYERS / All Rights Reserved. May 2020.

| 5

RECALLING EMPLOYEES

»

»

»

»

You may want to gauge employees’ willingness to return to the workplace as stay-at-home restrictions
loosen. Employees in a high-risk category may be entitled to a reasonable accommodation under the
Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA).
Whatever method you use, be mindful of adverse impact discrimination (employment practices that 		
discriminate against a protected group) and avoid selection criteria that take into consideration an 		
employee’s protected status category. Instead, make sound and legitimate business decisions.
Decide how you will handle employees who do not feel safe returning to the workplace. We recommend 		
that you use caution and seek external guidance when deciding whether to terminate employees who 		
refuse to return due to safety concerns. Returning employees may have certain rights under state and 		
federal laws. For that and other reasons, we recommend that you communicate and emphasize all 		
the safety measures you have put in place to assure safe working conditions.
When deciding who to recall, be aware that some employees who are recalled may also have job-		
protected leave under a city ordinance, state paid sick leave law, or the Families First Coronavirus 		
Response Act (FFCRA).

Expand Telecommuting Options — The feasibility of remote work varies depending on an employee’s job responsibilities.
For some employees, it may make sense to keep them remote long term if their job function doesn’t require them to
be in the office. Expanding remote opportunities post-coronavirus can help reduce the amount of human interaction at
your physical workplace. It could also make employees who are sick less inclined to come into work. Best practices for
expanding remote work include creating company-wide remote-work policies, rather than leaving remote-work approval
requests up to the subjective opinion of a manager.
Be Flexible with Individual Requests — Employees will be returning to work and facing different situations at home
or with their health. Your return-to-work plan should include information about how employees can go about making
individualized requests for changes to a return-to-work plan. Some may have underlying health conditions that put them
at greater risk of severe illness with COVID-19. Others may be facing unique childcare arrangements due to schools and
day cares being closed. Be flexible and compassionate in your response to individual requests.
Create a Return-to-Work Response Team — To ensure that employees receive clear communications and that
everyone in your company is on the same page when it comes to your Return-to-Work Action and Communication
Plan, it’s essential that you create a return-to-work response team to oversee and communicate the return-to-work
program, procedures, and guidelines. This should be a cross-functional team made up of senior leadership members,
safety or facilities team members, IT, and human resources, depending on the size and complexity of your organization.
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PREPARE THE WORKPLACE

PREPARE AND MAINTAIN A SAFE WORKPLACE
Before you reopen your business, you will need to consider how you can do so safely. Most businesses will not be able
to flip a switch and go from closed to open, but rather will need to reopen in phases. Employers should plan for what
their post-coronavirus workspace will look like. By updating office layouts, encouraging new behaviors, and expanding
remote work options, you can protect the health and safety of your employees and help prevent the spread of future
diseases. Your business’s social-distancing plan will, of course, be unique to your industry and nature of work, but public
health experts point to the following key factors to consider:
Modify the Workplace — To adopt social distancing in the workplace, you may need to change everything from the
number of employees allowed on-site to the general office layout. Workplace modifications will most often be based on
social-distancing protocols, which may also be required by states or local orders as a condition of being permitted to
reopen.
» Change seating layouts to increase each employee’s personal space, ensuring desks and workstations are
six feet or more apart (unless this creates a safety hazard).
» Consider adding partitions, walls, or barriers to open floor plans.
» Provide visual floor markers on floors for six-foot distancing in reception areas and other common areas.
» Close common spaces: consider closing conference rooms, break rooms, and cafeterias.
» Create office foot-traffic flow to discourage congestion in areas and employees “cutting through” cubicles
or workstations. For example, you might create one-way hallways, so employees do not need to walk past
each other, to minimize possible contact. Be sure to post clearly visible signage regarding these foot-traffic
patterns.
» Establish contactless drop zones for all deliveries including mail, packages, and food. For example, set up
a UPS Access Point for deliveries.
» Consider limiting common usage items such as coffee mugs, water filtration systems, eating utensils,
glassware, etc.
» Modify high-touch surfaces to avoid employees unnecessarily touching them:
* Consider installing automatic doors or propping nonessential doors open.
* Consider providing no-touch soap dispensers at sinks in bathrooms and kitchen areas.
» Consider removing conference room equipment and encouraging employees to use their own mobile
phones or laptops to limit the number of technology devices that people share.
» Consider locking supply rooms and designating a specific individual to manage, stock, and distribute office
and cleaning supplies.
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Establish Social-Distancing Protocols — While every business is different, there are social-distancing protocols that
any organization can adopt and healthy behaviors they can encourage to keep employees safe by limiting in-person
interactions and physical contact. Here are some suggestions:
»
»
»

»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»

Create expectations for handwashing and place handwashing guides near all sinks.
Discourage handshaking and adopt new greeting guidelines.
Minimize the number of employees at work at any given time. This may include making changes to employee
scheduling as well as:
* Establishing and enforcing a crowd-control plan to ensure that as few employees as possible are
in the building at once.
* Permitting only essential employees in the office.
* Adopting flexible hours and staggered shifts.
* Creating groups of employees that are to work together in shifts throughout the pandemic
response. For example, first-shift employees continue to work first shift and do not alternate shifts
when someone calls out sick.
Minimize the use of confined spaces such as elevators and company vehicles when possible to no more
than one employee at a time.
Encourage the use of virtual meetings, even at the office.
Limit in-person gatherings and meetings to no more than 10 people and space out chairs six feet apart;
remove extra seating and improve ventilation where possible by opening doors and windows.
Encourage employees to avoid sharing workstations or equipment.
Stagger mealtimes and breaks to avoid having large groups of employees together at once.
Consider delivering products to customers through curbside pickup.
Consider banning all workplace visitors and vendors.
Consider banning all nonessential business travel until further notice.

Encourage Face Coverings — Consider requiring or encouraging employees to use face coverings and even providing
these items and other Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). To minimize exposure, many state and local orders now
require individuals to wear face coverings in public. Some orders also require employers to provide face coverings to
employees in certain workplace conditions.
Bring Alexa into the Office — To minimize multiple employees touching equipment, you might also consider installing
or expanding the use of hands-free voice assistants, such as Amazon, Google, or Apple devices. For example, Amazon’s
Alexa can turn on lights, change radio stations, order office supplies, etc.
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Disinfect the Workplace — Before reopening the workplace, hire a professional cleaning company to provide a deepclean and disinfection of your workplace. Make sure they are doing more than the standard cleaning routine and that
the disinfectant they are using is rated by the US Environmental Protection Agency (EPA) and listed on EPA’s List N:
Disinfectants for Use Against SARS-CoV-2, the novel coronavirus that causes COVID-19. You should also:
» Replace your air filters—Increasing the ventilation and changing out old air filters can help promote workplace
health. Talk to your building owner/management company to learn more about the filters used in your HVAC
systems.
» Consider switching to motion-activated lights or post signs above light switches to keep them on all day
and discourage employees from touching them.
Set Up Routine Cleaning Systems — Once your office or building is clean, work with the return-to-work response
team to establish a plan for no less than daily cleaning of the space and promotion of employee cleanliness by supplying
EPA-registered products and encouraging frequent sanitation of high-touch areas such as workstations, door handles,
coffee machines, phones, etc.
» One of the best defenses against the spread of COVID-19 is keeping your workplace clean and regularly
disinfected. Implement a daily process to disinfect all possible spaces, focusing on high-traffic areas and
commonly touched surfaces, including:
* Entryways, lobbies, and exits
* Stairways and handrails
* High-touch common surfaces
* Employee workstations
* Restrooms and common areas, such as break rooms
* Refrigerators, microwaves, coffee machines, and vending machines
Have Employees Keep Workspaces Clean — Because COVID-19 can remain on surfaces long after they have been
touched, it’s important that your business frequently clean and disinfect the facility. Employees should be responsible for
keeping their workspace clean. Some best practices to promote cleanliness include:
» Discourage employees from using other employees’ phones, desks, offices, or other tools and equipment,
when possible. If necessary, clean and disinfect these items before and after use.
» Consider removing desk phones and have employees use mobile phones instead.
» Provide EPA-registered disposable wipes for employees to wipe down commonly used surfaces before and
after each use.
» Make sure enough cleaning products are stocked for routine cleaning and provide appropriate PPE and
training on how to use and dispose of it.
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EMPLOYEE SCREENING			
AND EXPOSURE
ESTABLISH EMPLOYEE SCREENING AND EXPOSURE PROTOCOL
Keeping employees safe should be a priority, and given the contagious nature of COVID-19, it may be in your company’s
best interest to implement formalized screening and exposure protocols. Follow the recommendations published by the
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) to help prevent and slow the spread of COVID-19 in the workplace.
Suggested actions include:
Screen Employees for Symptoms — To keep your employees safe, you will need to decide if and how to implement
screening procedures to identify potentially ill employees before they enter the office. The US Equal Employment
Opportunity Commission (EEOC) has provided guidance that allows employers to ask employees about potential
COVID-19 symptoms and take their temperatures as long as the practice is not discriminatory.
» As employers consider implementing employee screening, including temperature checks and symptom
questionnaires, it is important to keep in mind that employer testing is wrought with complexity and not
something you should take lightly. While the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission permits employers
to measure employees’ body temperatures before allowing them to enter the worksite, you should carefully
consider other safety measures, confidentiality requirements, and how you will implement this complex
medical diagnostic testing. For example, if you plan to conduct this testing in house, it is advisable to invest
in contactless thermometers or technology for screening.
» Employee screening should be implemented on a nondiscriminatory basis, and all information collected
must be treated as confidential medical information under the Americans with Disabilities Act. Specifically,
the identity of employees exhibiting a fever or other COVID-19 symptoms should only be shared with
members of company management or the return-to-work response team.
» Consider engaging with a third party vendor to facilitate on-site screening. There are a number of outsourcing
and testing programs on the market that may shift some of the compliance obligations directly to the
vendor, which may provide you some relief.
» Consider using a written self-reporting questionnaire.
» Be sure to notify employees that you will be screening them to avoid any surprise.
Establish Symptoms/Confirmed Case Response — For employees who report having COVID-19 or symptoms, you
need to establish isolation and return-to-work guidelines, that are consistent with the CDC guidance.
»
»

Encourage employees to signs-minor for signs and symptoms of COVID-19.
Create a response plan that includes isolation, contact tracing, and communication for employees who
report to work and demonstrate symptoms, test positive for COVID-19, or have come into close contact
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AND EXPOSURE

»

»

»

with an individual diagnosed with COVID-19 and have recently been in the workplace or in contact 		
with coworkers.
Notify an employee’s coworkers who may have come into contact with the employee at work within the
past 14 days that may have been exposed and may need to see a healthcare provider. It is important to
maintain confidentiality in this situation; when notifying coworkers, do not reveal the identity of the
affected employee(s).
Determine the steps you will follow when an employee tests positive for COVID-19; for example, how will
deep-cleaning procedures be triggered? Consider that many states are requiring businesses to shut down
for a deep cleaning and disinfecting of the workplace in accordance with CDC guidance. Many states are
also requiring the employer to notify local health officials of employees who test positive for COVID-19 and
provide a log of everyone who has come into contact with the worksite to enable contact tracing.
Review and follow all new and existing OSHA Standards.

Ensure Confidentiality — As employers learn about employees’ individual medical concerns, conditions, and exposure
around COVID-19, it is important to remember that the ADA requires that employers keep all medical information
confidential, including information related to symptoms of COVID-19 or a diagnosis of COVID-19, such as test results.
» Remember that the FMLA, ADA, Workers’ Compensation, and other state laws all contain provisions that
protect the confidentiality of an employee’s medical information.
» Restrict this information to those who need to know the identity of this individual and ensure that employees
understand that such information should be kept confidential.
» Be mindful of the requirement that medical information must be stored separately from personnel files
and the importance of maintaining confidentiality.
Stay Home When Sick — Encourage employees to err on the side of caution if they’re not feeling well and stay home
when they’re sick or are exhibiting common symptoms of COVID-19 (e.g., fever, cough, or shortness of breath). Sick
employees should follow CDC recommended steps and not return to work until the criteria to discontinue home isolation
are met.
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EMPLOYEE COMMUNICATION AND TRAINING
As employees reenter the workforce, post-coronavirus practices will be top of mind. By proactively communicating your
return-to-work plans, policies, and procedures, you will not only help prevent the spreading of diseases—but also put
employees at ease, knowing that necessary steps are being taken to ensure their health and safety at the office.
Notify employees of anticipated return-to-work date — When feasible, provide expected timelines using recall
letters. With the uncertainty that COVID-19 has caused, it is vital, if possible, to give clear information and dates for when
employees are to return to work. Be flexible with your dates though, as local and state orders are frequently updated.
Create a Return-to-Work Action and Communication Plan — The success of your return-to-work action plan, no
matter how well-thought-out and comprehensive it may be, largely depends on how well your employees understand
and follow your health and safety guidance. Your employee safety Return-to-Work Action and Communication Plan
should cover the following topics:
» Return-to-Work Timeline
» New Workplace Protocols
* Social-Distancing Guidelines
* Personal Protective Equipment (PPE)
* Employee Screening
* Respiratory etiquette and hand hygiene
* Cleaning Responsibilities
» Industry-and Business-specific Safety Considerations
» Contact Information for local health authorities
» Ongoing evaluation of the workplace to ensure compliance with ever-evolving federal, state, and local
pandemic response guidelines
Provide Employee Training — Provide any necessary training to ensure that every employee understands how they
can do their part in preventing the spread of COVID-19 once your business reopens. The COVID-19 pandemic has
created stress and uncertainty for many employees, and the prospect of returning to work amid the pandemic can
cause uneasiness. By being transparent, you will let employees know what to expect and be able to see the steps you
are taking to protect them while they are at work.
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Your training program should familiarize employees with new office protocols:
» New health and safety protocols
* Social distancing, handwashing, proper use of PPE

»
»

* Self-screening at home, including temperature or symptom checks
* Importance of Stay-at-Home when Sick policy enforcement
Cybersecurity training for remote employees
Cross-training for employees to perform essential functions so the workplace can operate even if key
employees are absent due to illness

Review and Update Office Policies — As you plan for how to operate post-coronavirus, creating preventive policies
can set up your organization for success. As laws and guidelines related to COVID-19 change, you should consult with
legal counsel or HR Knowledge when updating or changing policies.
» Review and/or create return-to-work policies.
» Determine and communicate how you will handle employees who refuse to participate in the return-to-work
program due to fear or other reasons.
» Review and update travel policies.
» Review and revise leave and sick leave policies and consider implementing flexible sick leave policies that
permit employees to stay home when they or a family member are sick.
» Consider whether you need to change your organization’s existing policies to comply with leave laws like
the Families First Coronavirus Relief Act (FFCRA), which has drastically changed the leave landscape.
Additionally, many state and local paid sick leave laws have also been modified based on COVID-19-related
absences.
» Remind employees that discrimination against any protected class is prohibited.
» Have employees acknowledge the new policies, ideally using an electronic method for acknowledgment.
» Be aware that, even after reopening, health experts warn that businesses should also be prepared for
future pandemics. Additional waves of COVID-19 could emerge in the possible near term if there is another
outbreak.
Post Important Employee Reminders — Post signs reminding employees and visitors of essential safety measures.
Examples can include:
» Signs to remind employees to clean hands and personal work areas frequently as well as shared workspaces
such as conference rooms before and after use
» Signs around the office describing social-distancing protocols
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»
»

Signs at the reception area reminding visitors and employees not to come in close contact and to use
PPE equipment (their own or provided by you) to protect both receptionists and visitors
Workplace posters
* Reduce Employees’ Risk of COVID-19 Exposure in the Workplace
* How We’re Helping to Keep You Safe
* Daily Health Check Reminder
* Proper Usage of Your PPE
* We Are In This Together
* Employee Familiy First Coronavirus Response Act Rights Model Notice
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WE ARE HERE TO HELP
It’s important to remain flexible and adaptable throughout your reopening process. Due to the nature of the COVID-19
pandemic, rules and regulations are constantly changing. You should be prepared to change your business practices if
needed to maintain critical operations. Depending on how the pandemic progresses, you may need to make changes
to your Return-to-Work Action and Communication Plan, suspend operations again, or add additional safety measures,
as necessary.
While resuming operations following the COVID-19 pandemic may seem like a daunting task, remember that you do
not have to go it alone. You can seek the help of professionals to determine what actions you need to take to help
ensure a smooth reopening. As you work through reopening your office locations, contact HR Knowledge for additional
COVID-19 resources or assistance with your Return-to-Work Action and Communication Plan.

HRK RESOURCES
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»
»

Return-to-Work Checklist
Return-to-Work Action and Communication Plan
Responding to a Positive COVID-19 Test
Furlough-Standby Recall Letter
Rehire Employment Offer Letter
Return-to-Work Health Questionnaire
Daily Self-Checklist
Sample Remote Work Policy
Sample Personal Protective Equipment Policy
COVID-19 Workplace Prevention Posters
COVID-19 Webinar Series
COVID-19 Resources Center
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THE PEOPLE SIMPLIFYING HR.
FOR ALMOST TWENTY YEARS, HR KNOWLEDGE HAS MADE IT OUR MISSION TO DEMYSTIFY THE COMPLEX AND DAUNTING PROCESS OF HR
MANAGEMENT. WE DO MORE THAN JUST PROVIDE THE LEVEL OF SERVICE AND TECHNOLOGY YOU’D EXPECT FROM AN INDUSTRY LEADER. WE
COMBINE UNPARALLELED PASSION FOR SERVICE WITH OUR DECADES OF HR, PAYROLL, AND BENEFITS EXPERIENCE TO PROVIDE OUR CLIENTS WITH
PERSONALIZED AND ACTIONABLE ADVICE THAT IS SECOND—TO—NONE. FROM MANAGED PAYROLL TO EMPLOYEE BENEFITS TO HR SUPPORT, WE
CAN HELP YOUR ORGANIZATION THRIVE, GROW, AND REDUCE OPERATING COSTS—NO MATTER WHAT INDUSTRY YOU SERVE. WHETHER YOU’RE
INTERESTED IN OUR FULL-SERVICE SOLUTION OR JUST NEED YOUR EMPLOYEE HANDBOOK WRITTEN, HR KNOWLEDGE CAN HELP YOU MINIMIZE RISK
WHILE STAYING ON TOP OF COMPLIANCE REGULATIONS. THE BOTTOM LINE? WE’RE NOT JUST ANOTHER CLOUD-BASED TECHNOLOGY COMPANY THAT
ALSO DOES HR, #WEAREHR. GET THE SCOOP ON HOW WE CAN HELP YOU SIMPLIFY HR.

We are a Hilb Group company.

@WEAREHRK

