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1. What is the main workplace safety guidance for employers?  

The Occupational Safety and Health Administration (OSHA) recently published Guidance on 
Preparing Workplaces for COVID-19, identifying steps employers can take to help protect their 
workforce.   OSHA’s General Duty Clause requires employers to provide their employees with a 
workplace free from recognized hazards likely to cause death or serious harm.   This means that 
employers should take affirmative action pursuant to this General Duty clause to prevent the spread 
of the disease in the employer’s workplace. 

One employee (or a team of employees) should be designated to review OSHA’s Guidance and 
ensure the Company is actively reviewing and implementing the recommended preventative 
measures, including identification of workplace areas where employees may be exposed to the 
virus, implementation of infection control measures, and early detection of employees who are ill 
and/or exposed to COVID-19. Your employees should be informed as to how, and to whom, to 
report any potential exposure to COVID-19.  

In addition to guidance from OSHA, the Center for Disease Control (CDC) has also published 
Guidance for businesses and employers.  

In light of the ongoing updates, a designated employee should also check OSHA’s website, and the 
CDC’s website, every day for any changes in guidance issued from either agency.   By complying 
with any such official guidance, employers will demonstrate their commitment to protect employees 
in the workplace. 
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2. What if an employee tests positive for COVID-19?  

Any employee who tests positive should be instructed to remain at home, seek medical treatment 
consistent with the CDC Guidance, and not appear for work.   Employers should then identify any 
employees who worked closely with that employee for a 14-day period of time to ensure the infection 
does not spread (defined by OSHA as an area up to 6’).   CDC has suggested that this time period is 
how long the virus may have been incubating prior to any symptoms.  Employers should inform 
fellow employees of their possible exposure to COVID-19 in the workplace but maintain 
confidentiality as required by the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA) and any other applicable 
privacy law.  All employees exposed to the virus should be asked to quarantine at home for a 14 day 
time period and should be instructed to stay away from the workplace. 

Employers should next undertake steps to disinfect any affected workspaces in light of the potential 
presence of the virus in the workplace. 

3. What if an employee exhibits COVID-19 symptoms?  

Employers can request employees who are exhibiting COVID-19 symptoms to seek medical 
attention and leave the workplace.  Employers should proactively instruct employees to stay home, 
and not appear for work, if they are exhibiting any symptoms.  The CDC currently recommends that 
employees with symptoms of acute respiratory illness stay home and not come to work until they are 
free of fever or other symptoms for at least 24 hours without the use of symptom-altering medicines. 
Employers can rely on the CDC’s Guidance and instruct employees to comply with it.  

4. What if an employee has a suspected, but unconfirmed case, of COVID-19?  

Employers should treat the situation as if the employee had received a positive test result.  The goal 
is to contain the spread of the virus, which means erring on the side of caution. 

5. What if an employee is merely exposed to another individual with a positive test for COVID-
19?  

Employers should treat the situation as if the exposed employee had received a positive test 
result.  The goal is to contain the spread of the virus, which means erring on the side of caution; 
however, with all of these decisions, confirm with the CDC’s Guidance for up-to-date 
recommendations for your particular state and risk level. 
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6. What other recommended safety steps should employers take to minimize the 
spread? 

The OSHA Guidance highlights the following steps for employers to implement immediately: 

• Handwashing: Promote frequent and thorough hand washing, including by providing workers, 
customers, and worksite visitors with a place to wash their hands. 

• Sanitizer: If soap and running water are not immediately available, provide alcohol-based hand rubs 
containing at least 60% alcohol at various spots around the workplace, and in high traffic areas in 
particular. 

• If Sick, Stay Home: Encourage workers to self-report and stay home if they are sick! Remember to 
be cognizant of employee confidentiality concerns. 

• Etiquette: Encourage respiratory etiquette, including covering coughs and sneezes. Have Kleenex 
available for employees. 

• Explore Remote-based Work Options: With the OSHA and CDC Guidance in mind, consider 
allowing employees to work from home, or altering work hours to increase the physical distance 
among employees and others. 

• Restrict Employee Travel for Work: Eliminate non-essential business travel consistent with 
recommendations from OSHA and the CDC, and in particular, travel to those places identified as 
“Alert - Level 2” in the CDC Guidance. 

• Conferences/Meetings: Consider canceling any in-person conferences or meetings, or alternatively, 
rescheduling the conference to a video or phone format. 

• Hygiene Housekeeping: Maintain regular housekeeping practices, including routine cleaning and 
disinfecting of surfaces, equipment and other elements of the work environment. 

• Develop a Policy to Address Employee Travel for Personal Reasons: Employers should develop a 
policy in anticipation that employees may travel for personal reasons to high risk areas. Employers 
can ask that employees exercise caution in their personal travel decisions and require employees to 
notify their employer if they travel to an area that is CDC Level 2 or 3 as identified in the Guidance. 
Employers can also warn employees that if they do choose to engage in such personal travel, they 
may be asked, prior to returning to the workplace, to work from home upon their return from vacation 
for fourteen days or placed on an unpaid leave until they are able to demonstrate they are symptom-
free. Employers may also extend employees an option to use accrued but unused paid time off to 
extend their leave for a period of quarantine. If an employer chooses to adopt such a policy, it should 
notify employees in writing. 

 


