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Safe Return to Work: Ten Action Points i 

May 2020

 Practical Guidance

This tool provides guidance to employers, workers and their representatives on preventive measures 
for a safe return to work in the context of COVID-19.ii The tool follows well established ILO principles and 
methods on occupational safety and health risk managementiii  and calls for the involvement of workers. 
The tool needs to be adapted to national guidance and is not addressed to higher risk sectors, like health 
services.

 X 1: FORM A JOINT TEAM TO PLAN AND ORGANIZE RETURN TO WORK

• The business should convene its joint occupational safety and health committee. If there is no such 
committee, constitute a joint team with the same number of members representing the employer and 
workers.

• Train team members on the basic principles for the formulation and implementation of occupational 
safety and health preventive and control measures. 

• Direct the team to develop a work plan that includes the steps to be taken to organize a safe and 
healthy return to work. Integrate this work plan into the business continuity plan. 

• Effectively communicate to all workers in the company about the team and its work.

 X 2: DECIDE WHEN TO REOPEN, WHO RETURNS TO WORK AND HOW

• Undertake a risk assessmentiv to determine the preventive and control measures necessary for a safe 
return to work. 

• Ensure that prevention and control measures are implemented before resuming business activity (see 
next action points). 

• Establish policies and procedures regarding the number of workers and visitors in the workplace. 
• If possible, plan for reopening in phases from a minimum level to a normal level of operations. If a 

phased approach is taken, identify critical personnel who will need to be present at the workplaces 
during the reopening process. Identify focal points to monitor prevention and control measures. 
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 X 3: ADOPT ENGINEERING, ORGANIZATIONAL AND ADMINISTRATIVE MEASURES

• Implement a hierarchy-of-controls strategy that prioritizes engineering, organizational and 
administrative controls to prevent disease transmission.

Avoid physical interaction 

• Promote, as far as possible, remote work and telework. 
• Ensure physical distancing of at least 2 meters at all times and in all work-related situations.  
• Install physical barriers or screens to ensure physical separation between workers who share a space 

in the workplace, as well as between workers and third parties such as customers, suppliers, and users. 
• Determine and signal the maximum capacity of the workplace and its different areas (meeting rooms, 

offices, workshops, dining rooms, elevators, bathrooms, changing rooms and other common spaces) 
in order to ensure at least minimum physical distancing. 

 Ventilation

• Ventilate the workplace daily, preferably with natural ventilation by opening the windows. In case of 
work shifts, repeat the natural ventilation between each shift.  

• In case of mechanical ventilation, maintain recirculation with outdoor air. Avoid the use of individual 
fans.

• Ensure proper maintenance/installation of heating, ventilation and air conditioning systems. 

Avoid concentration of workers 

• In case of use of collective transport, organize on a temporary basis, as far as possible, company-
specific mobility options (such as buses chartered by the company) in which a minimum separation of 
2 meters between persons is ensured.  

• Provide staggered or flexible arrival and departure times to avoid the use of mass transport at peak 
hours and crowding at entrances and exits.  

• Adopt work rotation measures, including alternating working days, to avoid large groups of workers. 
In case of work shifts, provide a gap between the arrival of one shift and the departure of another. 

• Limit the capacity of common areas such as dining rooms, snack bars, and rest and changing rooms 
to allow the minimum separation of 2 meters. 

• Organize one-way systems.
• During the restart of activities avoid external visits, and re-evaluate this measure continuously.  
• Temporarily restrict meal preparation services, privileging packaged options.

Training and information 

• Provide workers with all necessary information about the process and measures taken before 
reopening the workplace, and after reopening.

• According to national law, inform staff of their right to remove themselves from any situation which 
they have reasonable justification to believe presents an imminent and serious danger to their life or 
health, and the need to immediately inform their direct supervisor.

• Arrange signage or other graphic material in visible places of the workplace with the preventive 
measures to be taken against COVID-19. 
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 X 4: REGULARLY CLEAN AND DISINFECT 1

• Thoroughly clean and disinfect the premises before reopening. 
• Prioritize the use of electrostatic spray surface cleaning and use chemicals approved by national 

authorities. 
• Increase the frequency of cleaning and disinfection, in particular heavily trafficked areas. Increase trash 

collection and keep machines and surfaces clean and disinfected. 
• Increase cleaning and disinfection measures in common areas. 
• Promote “I keep my workstation clean and tidy” commitment among workers and encourage frequent 

sanitation breaks. 
• Discourage the sharing of items such as office supplies and tableware.
• Ensure cleaning and disinfection procedures for goods/supplies/mail/packages received. 
• Make cleaning schedules and checks visible to all workers/clients. 
• Implement procedures to communicate and address issues related to cleaning and disinfection of 

premises.

 X 5: PROMOTE PERSONAL HIGYENE

• Provide workers with the conditions and means necessary for frequent hand washing with soap and 
water for at least 40 seconds or with a disinfectant gel with a minimum of 60% alcohol (alcohol gel 
60%) for at least 20 seconds. Prioritize the use of liquid soap dispensers instead of soap tablets.  Install 
signage for proper handwashing.  

• Install handwashing facilities or alcohol gel 60% at the entrance and across the workplace/premises.   
If possible, install alcohol-based hand sanitizer stations.

• Prioritize the use of paper towels instead of fabric towels or electric airjet drying devices.  
• Inform workers of the need to avoid physical contact when greeting, and avoid touching eyes, nose 

and mouth without having previously performed hand hygiene and disinfection. 
• Inform workers of the need to cover the mouth and nose with a disposable handkerchief when coughing 

or sneezing, or, if possible, with the inner face of the forearm/elbow, removing the handkerchief 
immediately and then washing the hands with soap and water or with an alcohol-based disinfectant.

• Inform workers to avoid sharing food, drinks, kitchen and personal toilet items.
• Restrict or reduce the use of cash by privileging other means of payment. 

1 Communication materials on cleaning and hygiene measures can be found at : https://www.who.int/emergencies/diseases/novel-coronavi-
rus-2019/advice-for-public
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 X 6: PROVIDE PERSONAL PROTECTIVE EQUIPMENT (PPE) AND INFORM WORKERS 
OF ITS CORRECT USE

• Identify appropriate PPE related to the tasks and health and safety risks faced by workers according 
to the results of risk assessment and the level of risk, and provide it to workers free of charge and in 
sufficient number, along with instructions, procedures, training and supervision.

• Maintain, clean, disinfect and store PPE according to instructions. 

 X 7: HEALTH SURVEILLANCE

• Monitor the health status of workers, develop protocols for cases of suspected and confirmed 
contagion, and provide for the protection of medical and private data, in accordance with national law 
and guidance.

• Define protocols to stay at home for workers with symptoms or confirmation of contagion. 
• Identify workers who have had close contact with people infected with COVID-19 and direct them to 

follow the instructions of the medical service or their health care professional and health authorities.
• Communicate confirmed cases of COVID-19 infection to the appropriate authorities. 

 X 8: CONSIDER OTHER HAZARDS, INCLUDING PSYCHOSOCIAL

• Regularly communicate to the workforce the changes made at the workplace  due to COVID-19 and 
how the situation is evolving.

• Make psychological counselling services available to workers in case of need.
• Encourage health promotion and wellbeing in the workplace through enough rest, balance of physical 

and mental activity and adequate work-life balance. 
• Promote the right to disconnect for remote workers and teleworkers.
• Provide information about ergonomic risks, particularly during remote work and in workstations 

adapted to COVID-19.
• Implement prevention and control measures for the use and storage of chemicals, particularly those 

used for disinfection during COVID-19.
• Ensure the operation of safety-critical systems and personnel (maintenance, first aid, emergency 

services, etc.) 
• Promote a safe and healthy working environment free from violence and harassment.
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     Contact details

© International Labour Organization 2020
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Governance and Tripartism Department

International Labour Organization

Route des Morillons 4 
CH-1211 Geneva 22 , Switzerland

T: + +41 22 799 6715 
E: labadmin-osh@ilo.org

w: www.ilo.org/labadmin-osh

Endnotes
i This tool is based on “A 10-step tool for a safe and healthy return to work in times of COVID-19” developed by the ILO Regional Office for 
Latin America and Caribbean.
ii It should be underlined that this tool does not replace the need to follow and comply with national regulation and guidance on the reopening 
of businesses but aims to complement them. This tool should also be read together with the ILO guidance note for a safe and healthy return to work with 
COVID-19, where more information on the hierarchy of controls can be found. The document is available at - https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-
health-at-work/resources-library/publications/WCMS_745549/lang--en/index.htm Other relevant tools  on OSH and COVID-19: ILO Safe return to work: 
Guide for employers on COVID-19 prevention. Available at: https://www.ilo.org/actemp/publications/WCMS_744033/lang--en/index.htm. A practical check-
list to assist workplaces in assessing the risk of contagion is available at: https://www.ilo.org/global/topics/safety-and-health-at-work/resources-library/
publications/WCMS_741813/lang--en/index.htm
iii https://www.ilo.org/safework/info/publications/WCMS_232886/lang--en/index.htm
iv Occupational risk management should follow a hierarchy of controls that requires workplaces to eliminate hazards or minimize the risk, where 
possible, and if not possible, to adopt engineering, organisational and/or administrative controls, using personal protective equipment (PPE) when and if 
required. It calls to ensure continuous improvement, to assess the risks every time work changes, and a constant monitoring and evaluation of the meas-
ures implemented.

 X 9: REVIEW EMERGENCY PREPAREDNESS PLANS

• Develop an emergency plan adapted to COVID-19, if the workplace had not done so previously.
• Within the framework of the business continuity plan, review and update the emergency and 

evacuation plan, considering, inter alia, the new distribution of jobs, the reduced capacity, access 
routes, circulation and evacuation, meeting points and security zones, in order to avoid congestion.

 X 10: REVIEW AND UPDATE PREVENTIVE AND CONTROL MEASURES AS THE SITUATION 

EVOLVES 

• Periodically monitor, in consultation with the OSH committee or joint team, prevention and control 
measures to determine whether they have been adequate to avoid or minimize risk, and identify and 
implement corrective actions for continuous improvement. 

• Establish and maintain records related to work-related injuries, illnesses and incidents, worker 
exposures, monitoring of the work environment and workers’ health.


