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Plans for Bringing Employees Back 
to Work 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

While most of the country is subject to shutdown orders,  
federal and local leaders are contemplating when and how to 
bring people back to work.  Return to work plans will vary 
widely and will require employers to grapple with challenges 
unique to their workforce and geography.  Given the breadth 
and complexity of these issues, now is the time for employers 
to lay the groundwork for implementing specific return to work 
plans. 

 
 

PLAN AHEAD 

 

 Conduct a Business Needs Assessment - Each department/division should conduct a 
readiness assessment as to the type of work available, amount of work available, and 
timeline as to when work is available. 

 Determine when to return employees and whether to implement a phased return. How 
will employees be notified, and with how much notice? 

 Select employees to return to work. Decisions regarding furloughed and recently laid off 
employees 
 

 What will the job look like when employees return (i.e., full-time, part-time, in-person, 
remote, reduced schedules or wages, changes in duties). 
 

 Protocols to address employee logistical challenges, such as lack of child/senior care, 
limited public transportation, and employees who may fear returning to work 
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WORKFORCE PLANNING 

 

 Determine the staff needed to perform work by assessing which job positions and 
hours of work are needed now and, in the future, 

 Use objective business criteria to determine which employees return (i.e. skills, 
cross-trained to perform multiple tasks, shifts, part-time vs. full-time, performance).   
 

 Employers should not use protected traits such as age, health, or whether an 
employee may need leave under the Families First Act as criteria for recalling 
employees. 
 
 

 Establish a timeline for how staff will be returned to work in phases based on increased 
workload 

 Is the work able to be done by current active staff? 

 Do you need to recall all employees from layoff?   It’s possible not all employees will 
need to be recalled if the business need doesn’t support it. If recalling employees, keep 
these two key points in mind 

 
 
 

IMPLEMENT SAFETY PRECAUTIONS IN THE WORKPLACE 
 

Such protocols will need to be employer-specific and consider several factors, including the applicable 
industry, the nature of the work and the workforce.  Employers will also need to consider federal, state, 
and local guidance and mandates 
 
Review applicable OSHA (and state OSHA) and CDC standards, including OSHA’s “Guidance on 
Preparing Workplaces for COVID-19” https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3990.pdf 
 
 

Identification and isolation of sick employees. 

 Require regular (i.e., daily) temperature screenings before employees are permitted to 

enter the workplace 

 Inform employees to self-monitor for signs and symptoms of coronavirus if they 

suspect possible exposure 

 Develop policies and procedures for employees to report when they are sick or 

experiencing symptoms of COVID-19. 

https://www.osha.gov/Publications/OSHA3990.pdf
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 Develop policies and procedures for immediately isolating people who have signs 

and/or symptoms of coronavirus. 

 Prepare a protocol to advise employees of a potential workplace coronavirus 

exposure and consider having those employees self-quarantine for 14 days to limit 

the spread of the virus among employees. 
 

 Process for determining if individual employees are safe to return (i.e., self-
certifications, temperature or other screenings, testing if available, etc. ). Protocol for 
returning employees who have tested positive or may have been exposed 

 

 Development of an action plan in the event an employee tests positive for COVID-19, 
such as to whom does the employee provide notice if he or she tests positive, what 
information is the employee required to disclose, how is the information provided and 
with whom is it shared, how is documentation maintained, and what steps will the 
company take (contact tracing, notifying employees/visitors, cleaning, etc.). 
 

 Periodic (e.g., weekly, biweekly, monthly, etc.) employer-provided COVID-19 testing 
when such testing is more widely available for all employees or certain employees in 
more high-risk positions (e.g., public facing positions, positions involving close contact 
with other employees or other third parties). 
 

 Personal protective equipment and other safety equipment (e.g., employer-provided face 
masks, gloves, disposable desk blotters, etc.).  Other PPE as needed 

 Handwashing protocols 

 Periodic deep cleaning of office, facility, plant, and/or other work locations by a 
professional cleaning service. 

 

 Modify use of shared equipment 

 Facilitate employee training to promote workplace safety. Include training for use of 
personal protective equipment to comply with OSHA requirements. 

 Policies related to visitors and vendors 

 Facility signage 
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DEVELOPMENT AND INTEGRATION OF SOCIAL DISTANCING PLAN 

Such a plan will need to be specifically tailored to the employer and to the industry in which it operates 
and consider federal, state, and local guidance and mandates.  Features of a Social Distancing Plan may 
include some or all the following: 

 Changes to open workspace configuration  

 Repurposing of conference rooms, lunchrooms, and other communal spaces to allow for 
more distance. 
 

 Installation of physical barriers in common areas (e.g., Plexiglass dividers between 
cubicles, in lunchroom areas, etc.). 
 

 Apply stickers and barriers to remind of social distancing 

 Consider staggered lunch times to maintain distance in lunch areas 
 

 Redesign of production lines to allow for more space between employees 

 Reconfiguration of work schedules and/or shifts to limit the number of employees 
physically present in a specific office, facility, plant, or other work location at any one 
time. 

 Implementation of full-time and/or part-time work-from-home arrangements for positions 
where it is feasible for employees to work from home, either full-time or a number of days 
each week. 

 Enhance sanitation measures 

 
 

BUSINESS and HR  
REINTEGRATION LOGISTICS 

 
 Return and inventory all employer owned or leased equipment (e.g. computers, 

printers etc.) 

 Return of all employer confidential information and protection of the same 

 Reimbursement of any reasonable and necessary business expenses incurred 
during closure 
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 Update payroll and HRIS systems 

 Determine business travel guidelines - During the early phase of re-opening, it is 
recommended that non-essential travel be minimized and that employees follow any 
CDC or state guidelines regarding isolation following travel. In addition, employers should 
consider how it will handle employee objections to essential business travel. 
 

 Create Contingency plan for a COVID-19 re-closure if it becomes necessary 

 Update COVID-19 related policies, such as COVID-19 related paid sick/paid leave, travel 
policies, social distancing protocols and safety-related policies. 

 Train/educate employees and (including management) on return to work protocols prior 
to return (and consideration of a one-day orientation on this topic). 

 Confirm accuracy of sick, vacation and PTO banks and ensure compliance with COVID-
19 related leave laws. 

 Address requests for accommodation (anticipate additional work from home requests for 
disability and personal reasons), additional leave time, and paid leave time. 

 Determine how, if at all, the above health and safety, social distancing, and other 
protocols above for employees will apply to vendors, customers, contractors, delivery 
workers or staffing agency workers when they are in the workplace. 

 How to handle PTO when it is permitted to travel if employees all want to take it at the 
same time 

 How to handle hiring and onboarding (i.e. take temperature before new employees 
starts?) 

 Possible issues related to employee anxiety around returning to work (i.e. don’t want to 
be around others, fear of getting sick etc.).  Could lead to intermittent FMLA issues. 

 Determine if employees should return to same position 
• Keep in mind that leave taken under the FFCRA and under certain state sick 

leave laws are job-protected and employees should be reinstated to their prior 
positions once they return 

 Performance expectations. Given the changed environment, evaluate whether new 
performance expectations, goals, or quotas should be established for employees, or 
whether pre-COVID-19 expectations should be re-affirmed. For employees whose jobs 
historically did not involve telework, employers should re-establish the expectation that 
employees work from the physical office once the gradual phase-in back to the 
workplace is complete. 
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 Have a plan for accommodating employees who may have issues with work-life balance 
due to school/childcare closures or individuals with underlying health issues 

 Maintain flexible policies that permit employees to stay home to care for a sick family 

member, and for employees who are high risk (those age 65 and over, and those with 

underlying health conditions including high blood pressure, chronic lung disease, 

diabetes, obesity, asthma, and those whose immune system is compromised by 

chemotherapy) or live with someone who is high risk. 

 

 

CREATE A COMMUNICATION PLAN 

 Communicate to Employees.  Provide as much advance notice to employees being 
recalled, when possible. 

 Send letter to employees to document recall/return to work 

 Plan your response for employees who do not return calls 

 If recalling employees on a phased-in schedule, communicate to employees not being 
recalled at this time to explain the process used for determining the recall schedule and 
keep them engaged. 

 Communicate often to employees to keep them informed about workplace safety and job 
security 

 Measure employee engagement 

 Communicate with recalled employees how their benefits will be handled upon return to 
work. Will essential workers be incentivized to work with “Appreciation Pay” or “Hazard 
Pay”? 

 Conduct listening sessions or take pulse “temperature check” surveys to understand and 
address employee concerns 
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CONSIDERATIONS FOR A NEW  “NORMAL” FOR WORK 

 Employees’ increased expectations for flexibility in work location and time, following 
significant changes to many businesses in moving to remote and flexible work. 

 Increased focus on a contact-free workplace and economy. 

 Following changes to the economy and workplace, needs for reskilling or redeployment 
of workers. 

 Desire for changed / different benefits, including in areas of health and wellness 
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