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In the Face of a Pandemic – Applying 
Ergonomics Principles
In the face of a pandemic, many people are 
now being asked to perform work duties 
from home.  This includes both employees 
who may be accustomed to working from 
home and have a dedicated home office, 
as well as employees who have never 
worked from home and lack a dedicated 
space.

It is an opportune time to review some key 
ergonomics principles to help ensure that 
you can work from home in a safe and pro-
ductive manner and do not incur a sore 
neck or back due poor working conditions.  
You do not want to have to visit a doctor 
for a musculoskeletal disorder that could 
have been prevented by implementing the 
following workstation set up guidelines.

1. Select an appropriate work location

If you don’t have a dedicated home of-
fice, how do you pick the best working 
spot?  Consider picking a spot with a table 
or work surface that is 27-29” high.  Any 
higher, and you may find an increase in 
shoulder and neck discomfort that comes 
from working on a work surface that is too 

high.  It is also worth considering where in 
your home you can concentrate without 
too many distractions ¾ that is, unless you 
are also supervising children while you at-
tempt to get your work done.  If this is the 
case, try creating a daily schedule for your 
children to follow, and schedule their dai-
ly dose of TV and movies during the time 
when you are most productive or have the 
most critical work/meetings to complete.

2. Select the best chair available

In an ideal world, this means a fully ad-
justable office chair that you can adjust to 
your stature and that allows you to vary 
your posture during the day.  If you don’t 
own an adjustable office chair, take stock 
of your kitchen, dining room, and other 
chairs and pick a chair that provides back 
support, allowing you to sit upright (hip to 
back angle of 90-110 degrees) with your 
upper body weight supported on the back-
rest.  If your chairs have slightly different 
seat heights, pick the chair that, when you 
sit on it, places your seated elbow height 
as close to level with your work surface 
height as possible.  If your work surface re-
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mains slightly higher than your seated el-
bow height, consider tilting your keyboard 
slightly (using the feet on the back of the 
keyboard) to promote straighter wrist pos-
ture.  Keep in mind, that the less “ideal” 
your seating, the more often you need to 
get up and move around.

3. Find a footrest (if needed)

Once you are seated, take a look at your 
thighs.  They should be parallel with the 
floor, with your feet firmly planted.  If you 
are of average stature or shorter, there is a 
good chance that you would benefit from 
use of a footrest.  A stack of legal -sized 
copy paper, or a large flat book are options 
you can use while working at home if you 
do not have a footrest.

4. Use external devices

The CSA Z412-17 Office Ergonomics Appli-
cation Standard for Workplace Ergonom-
ics states that laptops should not be used 
for prolonged computer entry, unless they 
are docked or connected to external input 
devices.  Working directly off your laptop 
results in a monitor height that is too low 
and increased strain on the neck.  The only 
exception to this is for bifocal lens wearers 
who view the screen through the bottom 
portion of their lenses and find a low mon-
itor much easier to see.  For those who 
do not wear glasses, or whose lenses are 
a single prescription, raise your laptop on 
a stack of books so the top of the screen 
is close to being level with your eye height 
and plug in an external mouse and key-
board. Refer to the diagram below outlin-
ing Ergonomic Tips for Proper Laptop Use.

5. Move around

Ensure that you are getting up from your 
desk every 30-60 minutes to stretch and 
walk around.  The less “ideal” your work-
station set up, the more often you should 
be getting up and changing postures.  Con-
sider whether you can stand and pace 
around your space while on telephone con-
ferences.  Another option is to place your 
laptop on a kitchen counter or on top of 
a filing cabinet to create a standing height 
workstation for short periods of time.  You 
can even invert a baking pan or use your 
butcher block cutting board to raise the 
height of the counter slightly.  The goal is 
to position the keyboard as close to stand-
ing elbow height as possible, but for short 
periods of 15-20 minutes, the height does 
not need to be perfect.

6. Protect your mental health

Working from home can be isolating, espe-
cially if you are used to being in an office 
surrounded by your peers.  Make a point 
of checking in with your colleagues by 
telephone for more complex issues, rath-
er than starting up a long chain of email, 
and consider video conferencing options 
as well.  Finally, don’t forget to get out for a 
daily walk to ensure you have a reason to 
get dressed and get some fresh air every 
day.
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What You’re Required to Do to Protect 
Workers Who Work from Home
Scenario 1. You fail to ensure that a work-
er’s workstation is ergonomically sound, 
and she suffers a musculoskeletal injury 
as a result;

Scenario 2. Another worker using an elec-
trical tool suffers shock because she wasn’t 
trained or instructed how to safely use the 
equipment; and

Scenario 3. A worker at a remote and iso-
lated site is left to bleed to death because 
of your failure to check in on and make 
proper first aid provisions for her.

Under normal circumstances, any and all 
of these scenarios would be grounds for 
liability under the OHS laws. But what hap-
pens if these injuries occur to the worker 
while working from home? This question, 
which was relevant when workers could 
telecommute, has become imperative now 
that COVID-19 has forced so many work-
ers to work remotely.

Do OHS Laws Apply to Workers who 
Work from Home?

Telecommuting wasn’t a thing when the 
OHS laws were first written several de-
cades ago. As a result, they don’t talk about 
telecommuting or say one way or anoth-
er the various measures employers must 
take to ensure their workers’ health and 
safety also apply when workers work from 
home. Result: The OHS laws may apply to 
workers who work from home.

It boils down to interpreting what the laws 
say. Starting point: Employers must pro-
tect the health and safety of “workers/
employees” in the “workplace.” Employees 
who telecommute, including the people 
that used to work at the site but now must 
work from home to prevent the spread of 
COVID-19, are clearly “employees/work-
ers.” The question is Are their homes 
“workplaces”? The answer varies by juris-
diction.

The 10 Jurisdictions Most Likely to Cov-
er Work from Home

In 10 jurisdictions (all but MB, NB, ON and 
YK), the answer is probably yes. That’s be-
cause the OHS laws of these places define 
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workplace as a location in which a worker/
employee “engages” or “is engaged in” work 
for the employer. That language is clearly 
broad enough to include a worker’s home. 
The case for OHS protection applying to 
telecommuters is the strongest under fed-
eral law, at least with regard to specifical-
ly listed employer health and safety duties 
(including for fire and emergency, first aid, 
sanitation, HVAC, among other things) ap-
ply to not only workplaces the employer 
controls but also workplace the employer 
doesn’t control to the extent that the em-
ployer controls the activity [Canada Labour 
Code, Sec. 125(1)]. Such activity would likely 
include work done by a telecommuter.

The 4 Jurisdictions Least Likely to Cover 
Work from Home

While most of the remaining jurisdictions 
also use the terms “engage” or “engage in” 
to define what a workplace means, they 
include specific exemptions that arguably 
cover work done from home:

• In Ontario and Yukon, the OHS Act 
doesn’t apply to “work performed by 
the owner or occupant. . . in or about 
a private residence”;

• In New Brunswick, the OHS Act doesn’t 
apply to a place of employment that’s 
a private home unless the work is 
done by a contractor; and

• In Manitoba, a person isn’t considered 
a “worker” unless “he works or per-
forms services in a workplace which is 
owned or operated by the person who 
engages him to perform services.”

5 THINGS YOU MUST DO TO COMPLY

Although it’s not clear, a strong case can 
be made that OHS laws do apply to tele-
commuters, especially in the jurisdictions 
outside ON, MB, NB and YK. In addition to 
being the safe compliance choice, there are 
compelling financial and moral reasons to 
ensure the health and safety of workers 
who work from home, especially in these 
difficult and uncertain times. Here’s a strat-
egy for accomplishing that objective.

1. Conduct a Home Office Hazard Assess-
ment

Start with a hazard assessment by doing a 
walk-through of the telecommuter’s work 
area and identifying health and safety haz-
ards as comprehensively as you do at your 
own facilities. If at all possible, do it in-per-
son; but in the current situation, you may 
have to do a virtual assessment. In either 
case, limit the assessment to the areas in 
which the telecommuter actually works. In 
other words, inspect the home office and 
adjacent areas and bathrooms but not the 
bedrooms and other parts of the house not 
used for work. Using the OHS Insider Home 
Office Safety Checklist , check for:

• Ergonomics hazards , such as improp-
erly positioned computer keyboards 
or desk chairs;

• Fire hazards, such as lack of smoke 
detectors or fire extinguishers;

• Trip-and-fall hazards, such as exten-
sion cords, area rugs and items strewn 
across the floor;
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• Electrical hazards, such as overloaded 
outlets or lack of surge protectors;

• Condition of equipment and furni-
ture, such as broken desks or poorly 
hung shelves;

• Emergency preparedness, such as 
presence of a first aid kit and proce-
dures for evacuating; and

• Any unsafe practices, such as piling of 
supplies.

2. Set Up a Monitoring or Check-In Sys-
tem

Consider telecommuters who work from 
home as other workers who  work alone 
or in isolation that OHS laws require you 
to protect . The first required measure is 
a  check-in  or other system for regularly 
monitoring the telecommuter. The greater 
the danger, the more frequent check-ins 
should take place. While most jurisdictions 
leave it to employers to work out the de-
tails, BC specifically requires the employer 
to designate a person to maintain contact 
with the worker during the shift and imme-
diately after it, and to keep a log of the con-
tacts.

3. Ensure Telecommuter Can Call for 
Help

There must be a way for telecommuters 
to call for help. Some provinces require 
the use of specific kinds of equipment. For 
example, AB and SK require the use of ra-
dio, telephone or other forms of electron-
ic communication. BC does the same but 

goes even further. According to the regula-
tion: “The preferred method for checking is 
visual or two-way voice contact, but where 
such a system is not practicable, a one-way 
system which allows the worker to call or 
signal for help and which will send a call for 
help if the worker does not reset the device 
after a predetermined interval is accept-
able.”

4. Provide for First Aid & Rescue

It’s your responsibility to ensure that tele-
commuters who get injured on the job re-
ceive the necessary first aid help. provide 
first aid and rescue workers who suffer 
injuries while they’re working alone or in 
isolation. That would include ensuring that 
vehicles are equipped with first aid kits and 
rescue equipment.

5. Provide for Injury Reporting

Recognize that your duty to investigate and 
report work injuries applies to telecommut-
ers and plan accordingly. You need a clear 
procedure requiring telecommuters to im-
mediately notify you of injuries, just the 
way they’d have to do so if they got injured 
at your facilities.

6. Provide Safety Information & Training

You must provide workers information 
about the hazards of working at home and 
train them how to maintain communication 
and summon help if they need it.
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Does Workers’ Comp Cover an Injury 
Suffered by a Telecommuter at Home?
A financial auditor works from her employ-
er’s offices one day a week, spends an-
other day conducting audits in taxpayers’ 
houses and the rest of the week working 
from home with her employer’s permis-
sion. One morning, she goes to the office, 
does some work and leaves at the end of 
the day with a briefcase full of documents 
she’ll need when she works from home the 
next day. When she gets home and parks 
in her driveway, she goes to lift the brief-
case out of her car’s trunk and seriously 
injures her back. At the time, the auditor 
was off-duty.

QUESTION

Is the auditor’s injury covered by workers’ 
compensation?

A. No, because she was injured at home.

B. No, because she wasn’t working or on-
the-clock at the time.

C. Yes, because the action she was per-
forming when she got hurt was work-re-

lated.

D. No. Because she has permission to work 
from home, any injury she suffers there is 
considered work-related.

ANSWER

C. Because the auditor was injured lifting a 
briefcase of work-related documents that 
she’d need for work the next day, her in-
jury would be covered by workers’ comp.

EXPLANATION

The workers’ compensation laws provide 
benefits for workers who suffer injuries 
that “arise out of” or “in the course of” their 
employment. So, if a worker is injured in 
the office, plant, factory or other work-
place controlled by the employer, that in-
jury is usually considered work-related and 
thus covered by workers’ comp. But what 
if a worker suffers an injury while working 
from home? This scenario, which is based 
on an actual case from Québec, addresses 
that issue.

Quiz
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In that case, the Commission des lésions 
professionnelles (CLP) ruled that the finan-
cial auditor’s back injury was covered by 
workers’ comp. The employer argued that 
the incident wasn’t one that had arisen out 
of or in the course of the auditor’s work 
because when it happened, she’d had left 
her “professional sphere” and entered her 
“personal sphere.” The CLP rejected that 
argument, noting that the actions she was 
carrying out when she got injured related 
directly to the work she’d already done 
that day and to the work she would have to 
do on the following day. Thus, in the CLP’s 
view, her back injury was work-related.

WHY WRONG ANSWERS ARE WRONG

A is wrong because, under these circum-
stances, the auditor’s home is also her 
workplace. In most cases, injuries a worker 
suffers at home won’t be covered by work-
ers’ comp. But when a worker works from 
home, the house is considered a workplace 
for workers’ comp and OHS purposes. In 
that case, any injuries the worker suffers 
at home could be considered work-related, 
depending on how and when the injuries 
occurred.

B is wrong because the fact the auditor 
wasn’t actually working or getting paid 
when she was hurt isn’t decisive. The ac-
tivity she was engaged in at the time was 
directly connected to her job and was being 
performed for her employer’s benefit—not 
for personal reasons. Thus, that activity—
retrieving a briefcase of work documents—
was work-related.

D is wrong because workers’ comp won’t 

cover any injury the auditor suffers at home. 
Yes, the auditor’s home is a workplace be-
cause she works from there several days a 
week. However, for an injury to be covered 
by workers’ comp, it must occur while the 
worker is doing something work-related. 
So, for example, if the auditor burnt her 
hand while cooking dinner or tripped while 
folding laundry, these injures wouldn’t be 
covered by workers’ comp simply because 
they happened at her home.
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General Working Alone Requirements

Most workers work with other workers. 
But some workers work by alone or in iso-
lation. For example, some may work on-
site but at odd hours, such as retail staff 
working the late shift, security guards or 
cleaning staff. Others may work offsite or 
in remote locations, such as salesmen, re-
pairmen, delivery personnel or workers at 
forestry operations. When alone, workers 
may be more vulnerable to certain haz-
ards, such as violence, or unable to get 
help if they get injured or sick. As a result, 
the OHS laws often impose special require-
ments for the protection of workers when 
working alone. Here’s a look at the general 
working alone requirements in each juris-
diction’s OHS law. (Note: This chart doesn’t 
include requirements that apply only to 
certain kinds of workplaces or work, such 
as late night retail workplaces).

FEDERAL 

OHS laws don’t have specific working alone 
requirements.

ALBERTA  

OHS Code 2009:

1. Working alone is considered a hazard 
for the purposes of Part 2 (Hazard As-
sessment, Elimination and Control) [Sec. 
393(2)].

2. An employer must, for any worker work-
ing alone, provide an effective communi-
cation system consisting of:

a. radio communication;

b. landline or cellular telephone com-
munication; or

c. some other effective means of elec-
tronic communication that includes 
regular contact by the employer or des-
ignate at intervals appropriate to the 
nature of the hazard associated with 
the worker’s work [Sec. 394(1)].

3. Despite the above, if effective electron-
ic communication isn’t practicable at the 
work site, the employer must ensure that:

a. the employer or designate visits the 
worker; or

b. the worker contacts the employer or 

Compliance
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designate at intervals appropriate to the 
nature of the hazard associated with the 
worker’s work [Sec. 394(1.1)].

BRITISH COLUMBIA  

OHS Regulations:

1. Before a worker is assigned to work alone 
or in isolation, the employer must identify 
any hazards to that worker [Sec. 4.20.2(1)].

2. Before a worker starts a work assignment 
with a hazard identified under the above, 
the employer must take measures:

a. to eliminate the hazard; and

b. if it isn’t practicable to eliminate the 
hazard, to minimize the risk from the 
hazard [Sec. 4.20.2(2)].

3. For purposes of the above, the employer 
must minimize the risk from the hazard to 
the lowest level practicable using engineer-
ing controls, administrative controls or a 
combination of engineering and adminis-
trative controls [Sec. 4.20.2(3)].

4. The employer must develop and imple-
ment a written procedure for checking the 
well-being of a worker assigned to work 
alone or in isolation [Sec. 4.21(1)].

5. The procedure for checking a worker’s 
well-being must include the time interval 
between checks and the procedure to fol-
low in case the worker cannot be contacted, 
including provisions for emergency rescue 
[Sec. 4.21(2)].

6. A person must be designated to establish 
contact with the worker at predetermined 
intervals and the results must be recorded 
by the person [Sec. 4.21(3)].

7. In addition to checks at regular intervals, 
a check at the end of the work shift must be 
done [Sec. 4.21(4)].

8. The procedure for checking a worker’s 
well-being, including time intervals be-
tween the checks, must be developed in 
consultation with the JHSC or worker health 
and safety representative, as applicable 
[Sec. 4.21(5)].

9. Time intervals for checking a worker’s 
well-being must be developed in consulta-
tion with the worker assigned to work alone 
or in isolation [Sec. 4.21(6)].

10. A worker working alone or in isolation 
and any person assigned to check on the 
worker must be trained in the written pro-
cedure for checking the worker’s well-being 
[Sec. 4.22].

11. The procedures referred to in Secs. 
4.21 and 4.22.1(2)(a) and, if a violence pre-
vention program is implemented, the pro-
cedures, policies and work environment 
arrangements referred to in section 4.22.1 
(2.1), must be reviewed at least annually, or 
more frequently if there’s:

a. a change in work environment ar-
rangements that could adversely affect:

i. the effectiveness of the violence 
prevention program, or
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ii. a worker’s well-being or safety; or

b. a report that the procedures, policies 
or work environment arrangements, 
as applicable, aren’t working effectively 
[Sec. 4.23].

MANITOBA  

Workplace Safety & Health Regulations:

1. An employer must ensure a personal first 
aid kit that meets the requirements set out 
in Schedule B to this Part is provided to a 
worker who works alone and who doesn’t 
have ready access to a first aid kit required 
to be provided under Sec. 5.12(1) [Sec. 5.13].

2. When a worker works alone or works in 
isolation, an employer must identify the 
risks arising from the conditions and cir-
cumstances of the worker’s work in consul-
tation with:

a. the JHSC;

b. the representative at the workplace; 
or

c. when there’s no JHSC or representa-
tive, the workers at the workplace [Sec. 
9.2(1)].

3. An employer must, so far as is reasonably 
practicable, take steps to eliminate or re-
duce the identified risks to workers working 
alone or working in isolation [Sec. 9.2(2)].

4. An employer must:

a. develop and implement safe work pro-

cedures to eliminate or reduce the iden-
tified risks to workers working alone or 
working in isolation;

b. train workers in the safe work proce-
dures; and

c. ensure that workers comply with the 
safe work procedures [Sec. 9.3(1)].

5. The safe work procedures must include:

a. the establishment of an effective com-
munication system that consists of:

i. radio communication,

ii. telephone or cellular phone com-
munication, or

iii. any other means that provides ef-
fective communication given the risks 
involved;

b. any of the following:

i. a system of regular contact by the 
employer with the worker working 
alone or in isolation,

ii. limitations on or prohibitions of 
specified activities,

iii. the establishment of training re-
quirements; and

c. where applicable, the provision of 
emergency supplies for use in travelling 
or working under conditions of extreme 
cold or other inclement weather condi-
tions [Sec. 9.3(2)].
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6. An employer must post a copy of the safe 
work procedures in a conspicuous place at 
the workplace [Sec. 9.3(3)].

7. An employer must review and revise the 
procedures not less than every three years 
or sooner if circumstances at a workplace 
change in a way that poses a risk to the 
safety or health of a worker working alone 
or in isolation [Sec. 9.3(4)].

NEW BRUNSWICK  

Code of Practice for Working Alone Regu-
lations:

An employer must establish a code of prac-
tice to ensure, so far as is reasonably practi-
cable, the health and safety of an employee 
who works alone at any time at a place of 
employment from risks arising out of, or in 
connection with, the work assigned [Sec. 2].

NEWFOUNDLAND  

OHS Regulations 2012:

1. An employer must conduct a risk assess-
ment where a worker is assigned to work 
alone or in isolation [Sec. 15(2)].

2. Where a risk assessment required under 
the above identifies a hazard, appropriate 
controls must be implemented to elimi-
nate, or where elimination isn’t practicable, 
minimize the risk associated with the haz-
ard [Sec. 15(3)].

3. An employer must develop and imple-
ment a written procedure for checking the 
well-being of a worker assigned to work 

alone or in isolation [Sec. 15(4)].

4. A procedure referred to above must in-
clude the time interval between checks and 
the procedure to follow in case the worker 
can’t be contacted, including provisions for 
emergency response [Sec. 15(5)].

5. A person must be designated to establish 
contact with the worker at predetermined 
intervals and the results must be recorded 
by the person [Sec. 15(6)].

6. A procedure referred to above must be 
developed in consultation with the worker 
assigned to work alone or in isolation, the 
JHSC, the worker health and safety repre-
sentative or designate, whichever applies 
[Sec. 15(7)].

7. A procedure referred to above must be 
reviewed at least annually, or more fre-
quently if there’s:

a. a change in work arrangements that 
may adversely affect a worker’s well-be-
ing or safety; or

b. a report that procedures aren’t work-
ing effectively [Sec. 15(8)].

NOVA SCOTIA  

OHS General Regulations:

If a person working alone is exposed to the 
risk of drowning and isn’t visible to or within 
hearing distance of another person who’s 
in a position to immediately come to their 
aid, an employer must ensure the life jacket 
or personal flotation device selected, pro-
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vided and used by the person is designed to 
provide buoyancy without any effort by the 
user and to rotate an unconscious person 
to an upward facing position in the water 
[Sec. 14(2)].

NORTHWEST TERRITORIES  

OHS Regulations:

1. If a worker is required or permitted to 
work alone or at an isolated work site, an 
employer, in consultation with the JHSC or 
representative or, if no JHSC or representa-
tive is available, the worker and other work-
ers, must identify the hazards arising from 
the conditions and circumstances of that 
work [Sec. 33(2)].

2. An employer must take reasonable mea-
sures to eliminate or reduce the risks posed 
by the hazards identified above, including 
the establishment of an effective communi-
cation system that consists of:

a. radio communication;

b. phone or cellular phone communica-
tion; or

c. any other means that provides effec-
tive communication considering the risks 
involved [Sec. 33(3)].

NUNAVUT  

General Safety Regulations:

When a worker is working alone, the em-
ployer must provide a means of checking 
the well-being of that worker at intervals 

that, under the circumstances, provide ad-
equate protection [Sec. 14].  *Note: The 
above reflects the current law at the time of 
publication. The new OHS regulations that 
took effect in NWT on June 1, 2015 are ex-
pected to take effect later in 2015 in NU.

ONTARIO 

OHS laws don’t have specific working alone 
requirements.

PRINCE EDWARD ISLAND  

OHS Regulations:

1. When a worker is working alone at a 
workplace as required by the employer, the 
employer must, if it’s reasonable to do so 
or if required to do so by an officer, ensure 
that the worker holds a valid Emergency 
First Aid Certificate [Sec. 9.7(1)].

2. When a worker is working alone, the 
employer must develop and implement 
written procedures to ensure, as far as is 
reasonably practicable, the health and safe-
ty of the worker from risks arising out of, or 
in connection with, the work assigned [Sec. 
53.2(1)].

3. The above written procedures must in-
clude the following information:

a. the name, address, location and tele-
phone number of the workplace;

b. the name, address, location and tele-
phone number of the employer;

c. the nature of the business conducted 
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at the workplace;

d. identification of the possible risks to 
each worker working alone that arise 
from or in connection with the work as-
signed;

e. the steps to be followed to minimize 
the risks identified;

f. details of the means by which a work-
er who is working alone can secure, and 
the employer can provide, assistance in 
the event of injury or other circumstanc-
es that may endanger the health or safe-
ty of the worker [Sec. 53.2(2)].

4. The steps referred to above must:

a. specify the time intervals for checking 
on the worker;

b. specify the person responsible for 
contacting the worker and recording the 
results of the contact;

c. outline the process to be followed if 
the worker can’t be contacted, including 
provisions for an emergency rescue; and

d. provide for checking with the work-
er at the end of the worker’s shift [Sec. 
53.2(3)].

5. The employer and the worker who is 
working alone must comply with the pro-
cedures developed under Sec. 53.2 [Sec. 
53.3].

6. The employer must implement a training 
program for the procedures established 

under Sec. 53.2 for each worker who is 
working alone and for each supervisor who 
is responsible for a worker working alone 
[Sec. 53.4].

7. The employer must ensure that a copy of 
the procedures established under Sec. 53.2 
is available to an officer on request [Sec. 
53.5].

QUÉBEC  

Reg. respecting occupational health and 
safety:

When a worker performs a task alone in an 
isolated environment where it’s impossible 
for him to request assistance, an efficient 
means of surveillance, whether continuous 
or intermittent, must be installed [Sec. 322].

SASKATCHEWAN  

OHS Regulations:

1. Where a worker is required to work alone 
or at an isolated place of employment, an 
employer or contractor, in consultation 
with the JHSC, the representative or, where 
there’s no JHSC or representative, the work-
ers, must identify the risks arising from the 
conditions and circumstances of the work-
er’s work or the isolation of the place of em-
ployment [Sec. 35(2)].

2. An employer or contractor must take all 
reasonably practicable steps to eliminate 
or reduce the risks identified [Sec. 35(3)].

3. The steps to be taken to eliminate or re-
duce the risks pursuant to the above:
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a. must include the establishment of an 
effective communication system that 
consists of:

i. radio communication;

ii. phone or cellular phone communi-
cation; or

iii. any other means that provides ef-
fective communication in view of the 
risks involved; and

b. may include any of the following:

i. regular contact by the employer or 
contractor with the worker working 
alone or at an isolated place of em-
ployment;

ii. limitations on, or prohibitions of, 
specified activities;

iii. establishment of minimum training 
or experience, or other standards of 
competency;

iv. provision of PPE;

v. establishment of safe work practic-
es or procedures; or

vi. provision of emergency supplies 
for use in travelling under conditions 
of extreme cold or other inclement 
weather conditions [Sec. 35(4)].

YUKON 

OHS laws don’t have specific working alone 
requirements.
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Working Alone – Working from Home
Question: During this outbreak we have 
employees now working from home.  In 
our workplace we have equipment in 
place to monitor the workers when alone 
but now that they are working from home 
should we be putting something in place.

Yes, OHS duties apply to workers who 
work at home and, yes, email check is 
sufficient. I think the best way to answer 
your question on setting up a program is 
to quote the following guidance from BC, 
which works in any jurisdiction:

Developing a health and safety policy

The employer should ensure it has a basic 
health and safety policy for working from 
home, and that each party understands 
their role, duties, and responsibilities.

At minimum, this policy should require 
employees to conduct an assessment of 
their workplace and report any hazards to 
their manager. An example of some other 
factors to consider in this policy include:

• Protocols for evacuating from the 
home or temporary workplace to a 

safe location if needed and how con-
tact the employer in case of emer-
gency

• Discussion of safe workplace practic-
es and how to report any work-relat-
ed incidents or injuries

• Discussion of ergonomic consider-
ations

Key health and safety requirements when 
working from home

Many health and safety roles, rights, and 
responsibilities are just as applicable for 
at-home workers as they are for more tra-
ditional workplaces, including:

• Reporting workplace injuries

• Requirements for education and 
training

• Worker’s duty to follow safe work 
procedures

• Furthermore, check-in and other pro-
cedures are required if the worker is 

Quiz
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working alone or in isolation. For more 
information, see our OHS Guidelines 
on the Definition of working alone or 
in isolation and Procedures for check-
ing the well-being of workers.

Some health and safety requirements will 
need to be administered in different ways 
for at-home staff, including:

• The role of the worker’s supervisor 
will need to be outlined

• Ergonomic assessments will need to 
be performed and control measures 
implemented

• How the employer will follow-up on 
reported incidents will require special 
consideration in advance of any work 
being done from a residence
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COVID -19: Applying Ergonomics 
As a result of the COVID-19 pandemic, 
many non-essential businesses in Ontario 
have been closed since mid-March. Con-
sequently, a large percentage of the work-
force has either been out of the work or 
are working significantly reduced hours. 
This reduced activity, coupled with the 
lack of exercise due to the unavailability 
of gyms, access to walking trails and the 
government’s mandate to stay at home, 
has led many workers to lead an inactive 
lifestyle for the past couple of months. The 
resulting physiological change in the body 
following a period of inactivity is known as 
deconditioning.

As Ontario now gears up to restart the 
economy and workers start returning to 
work, it is important to realize that produc-
tion and efficiency of your workers will not 
likely be the same as before they stopped 
working. As important to consider are the 
health risks associated with the body’s de-
conditioning that can potentially increase 
the risk for the development of musculo-
skeletal disorders (MSDs). Some of these 
include:

Muscle Mass

Studies show that inactivity leads to a de-
crease in muscle mass. When the muscles 
are not used, the fibres within the muscles 
are partially replaced with fat. As a result 
of the reduced muscle mass, fatigue sets 
in at a much faster rate. Employees who 
become fatigued faster will impact their 
job performance as a result of experienc-
ing strain earlier.

Muscle Strength

Inactivity can result in decreased mus-
cle strength at a rate of 1-3% percent per 
day with noticeable strength loss occur-
ring after about three weeks. This means 
many of your workers are going to decon-
ditioned and may experience challenges 
with heavier job demands, such as manual 
material handling tasks.

Cardiovascular Fitness

The heart loses its ability to handle blood 
flow, up to five percent in 24 hours. The 
resting heart rate also increases by four to 
fifteen beats within three to four weeks of 
inactivity before plateauing. Higher resting 
heart rates indicate a reduction in endur-

Return to Work
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ance, which also can lead to a decrease in 
job performance, quality and comfort for 
employees.

Endurance

Within two weeks of inactivity, the amount 
of oxygen your working muscles can use 
decreases by about 20 percent. Employees 
will not be as efficient as they were prior to 
exiting the workforce back in March.

Range of Motion (ROM)

Movement within the joint causes increased 
blood flow to the joint, providing nour-
ishment that enables the bones to move 
smoothly and without pain or discomfort. 
When there is little movement and subse-
quently less blood flow, the joints may be-
come stiff and painful, leading to reduced 
activity and, in turn, ROM loss.

Weight

As a result of inactivity, the body may have 
trouble breaking down fats and sugars. 
Eventually, the body’s metabolism will slow 
down and, therefore, burn fewer calories 
leading to weight gain. In combination with 
the above individual physical changes, em-
ployees are now going to experience dif-
ferent working conditions, both physically 
and mentally. Most workplaces are going 
to require personal protective equipment, 
such as masks, face shields and gloves, 
which employees may not be used to work-
ing with. Physical work may be perceived as 
more difficult while wearing a mask. Physi-
cal distancing requirements and work bar-
riers will impact the social aspect of many 

workplaces, of which many employees may 
find mentally challenging.

What can employers do to prepare for a 
changed physical workforce and workplace?

1. Review new work procedures and pro-
cedural steps as a result of COVID-19 
safety measures. For example, some 
workers may have increased job de-
mands that relate to infection control. 
Ensure proper ergonomic tools are pro-
vided and workers know how to safely 
perform cleaning-related tasks.

2. Assess implications of COVID-19 safe-
ty measures on workstation layout. For 
example, in an industrial setting, there 
may be an increase in travel time to re-
trieve parts and equipment due to larger 
gaps between workstations as a result of 
physical distancing requirements. These 
implications should be factored into time 
motion studies and Ergonomic Risk As-
sessments to ensure job demands meet 
ergonomics guidelines.

3. If new work processes significantly 
change physical working demands, up-
date your Physical Demands Assess-
ments to reflect these changes to ensure 
future accommodations consider these 
variations.

4. Consider using graduated Return to 
Work principles as your facility starts 
back up. Provide employees with time to 
work harden, build strength, and endur-
ance in their positions before resuming 
100% production rates.
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5. Consider increasing the frequency of 
short rest breaks and encourage work-
ers to stretch to relieve any tension.

6. Provide additional assistance with 
lifting heavy loads. Lift assists and man-
ual handling devices will reduce job de-
mands.

7. Encourage employees to report dis-
comfort and come forward with any ways 
to improve their work environment.

8. If you have been considering perform-
ing an ergonomics evaluation on a “high 
risk” job, now is the time to do so and to 
implement appropriate controls to miti-
gate employee risk.

9. Provide workers with ergonomics 
training, preferably close to their return 
date, so any new work methods are un-
derstood. The training should include 
identifying potential MSD risk factors, 
as well as how to address these issues 
through workstation set-up and proper 
work practices.

10. Engineering controls to address 
MSD risk factors may have to be relied 
on more than ergonomic administra-
tive controls (e.g. job rotation). Rotating 
workers to jobs throughout the day may 
increase the possibility of cross-contam-
ination. Therefore, ergonomic adminis-
trative controls may have to be adjusted 
for the time being.
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Employers have a duty to not only protect workers’ psychological or mental health and 
safety but also accommodate any mental disabilities they might have. However, workers 
may not always be aware that they have a mental health issue.

Well-Being Checklist

Musculoskeletal injuries (MSIs) have become among the most common and expensive of 
workplace injuries. Most jurisdictions require employers to take specific steps to identify, 
assess and control MSI risks. 

Musculoskeletal Injuries Prevention Policy

Downloads

Worker fatigue may not seem like a workplace safety issue, but it is. For example, fatigue 
can lead to safety incidents because exhausted workers may have slowed reaction times or 
exercise poor judgment. 

Fatigue Management Policy

Companies can no longer just worry about ensuring their workers’ physical wellbeing. 
Protecting workers’ psychological or mental health and safety is just as important—and is 
also legally required by labour law, OHS law, employment standards laws, workers’ comp 
and human rights laws. 

Psychological Health & Safety Assessment Form

Workers who work alone are more vulnerable than other workers mainly because they may 
be unable to get emergency assistance when needed, such as if they get hurt or sick, or are 
threatened. 

Working Alone/Isolation Contact Form
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OHS Insider is your one-stop for expert legal ad-
vice, easy-to-implement tools, compliant policies, 
training, documentation and more.
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