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Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has suddenly exposed companies to 
unprecedented challenges that are likely to persist and evolve. 
While managing the financial viability of a business is always 
top of mind, it is also critical that key stakeholders, particularly a 
company’s workers, are protected and supported, especially those 
that belong to vulnerable groups and those that are lowest paid. 

This resource is one in a series of three guides that will help you 
protect and support your workers as you navigate the COVID-19 
pandemic together. Specifically, in these resources you will find 
detailed guidance and best practices to:  

1. Preserve the health & safety of workers, with 
considerations made for susceptible staff. 

2. Go beyond health and safety to support workers in 
challenging times, whether working remotely or in person. 

3. Take efforts to maintain and communicate about job 
security for your existing workforce, and when not possible, 
downsizing compassionately and ethically.

 
Another series of guides is focused on supporting the different 
members of your business’s community, through products and 
services, philanthropy and community investment, managing your 
supply chain, and marketing and awareness.

Preserving the 
Health & Safety 
of Workers
“We were one of the 
first to shut down, we 
might be closer to the 
last to reopen fully—I 
don’t really care. We are 
doing everything we 
can to ensure that our 
employees are taken 
care of in the best way 
possible and we’ll make 
those decisions as we 
come to them.” 
Rose Marcario,  
Former CEO, Patagonia 
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The health and economic 
impacts of COVID-19 are 
disproportionately affecting 
underserved populations 
such as communities of 
color (particularly Black and 
Latino communities), women, 
undocumented immigrants, 
indigenous populations, informal 
workers, asylum seekers, 
newcomers, etc., both following 
and exacerbating patterns of 
pre-existing inequalities in our 
society. Domestic violence 
against women and girls, for 
example, has intensified across 
the globe since the COVID-19 
outbreak, and in New York City, 
the death rates among Black/
African American persons 
and Hispanic/Latino persons 
are significantly higher when 
compared to that of other races 
and ethnicities. As employers 
and corporate citizens, it is 
important to take these impacts, 
and historic inequities, into 
consideration. Important details 
regarding the disparate impacts 
of COVID-19 are as follows: 

 
Nature of Work and 
Migrant Status
During the COVID-19 crisis, 
the informal work sector, 
which constitutes 50-80% of 
employment in economically 
developing cities, has been 
hit the hardest in the global 
workforce, exacerbating pre-
existing challenges for this 
disadvantaged group. Within 
informal workers, migrant 
workers are even more 
vulnerable due to their presence 
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in sectors that are particularly 
vulnerable to an economic 
downturn and the lack of access 
to employee protections. The 
access migrant workers have to 
public funds may be specifically 
restricted as a condition of 
their visas. For example, the 
South African government’s 
initiative to help small- and 
medium-sized businesses is 
only available for those with 
South African citizenship. 
Underserved populations are 
also likely to work more in 
essential businesses therefore 
not being able to work from 
home and exposing them 
disproportionately to the risks of 
COVID-19. For example, in the 
US, hispanic workers account 
for 17% of total employment but 
constitute 53% of agricultural 
workers; Black or African 
Americans make up 12% of all 
employed workers but account 
for 30% of licensed practical 
and licensed vocational nurses

 

Living Conditions
Underserved populations 
may be more prone to health 
issues owing to pre-existing 
environmental pollution in 
their neighbourhoods, and 
also may not be able to follow 
social distancing guidelines 
effectively due to factors such 
as multi-family homes and 
high population density in their 
neighborhoods. WRI’s World 
Resources Report documented 
how a slum in an Indian city, 
for instance, is 12 times denser 
than the city average housing 
while another study in the euro 
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area found that individuals living 
in top-income households have 
on average almost double the 
space as those living in the 
bottom decile. 

 
Access to Health 
Infrastructure
Vulnerable populations 
lack access to sanitary and 
healthcare infrastructure—
worldwide, 780 million people 
do not have access to piped 
water which can make frequent 
handwashing difficult. In 
countries with no government 
provided healthcare, those that 
are underprivileged are not able 
to afford healthcare and may 
have to pay more to access 
health insurance. Indigenous 
peoples that constitute nearly 
6.2% of the global population, 
are nearly 3 times as likely to be 
living in extreme poverty, and 
thus more prone to infectious 
diseases while lacking access 
to good quality healthcare 
facilities. At the same time, 
infectious diseases could 
threaten the very existence of 
these communities.

Therefore, while planning their 
responses to the pandemic, 
companies should consider the 
vulnerability of their workers, 
by analyzing factors such as 
proximity of workers to virus 
hotspots, the demographic 
profile of workers by location 
and risk level of workers 
owing to their specific job 
responsibilities. Companies 
should also be mindful of the 
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fact that their workers may 
have varying responses to 
the same situation based on 
their backgrounds and lived 
experiences. 
 

Reflection Questions 

Based on your existing 
workforce and operational 
context, how might 
COVID-19 disproportionately 
affect certain parts of your 
workforce?

How can your company 
empower and get input from 
workers, particularly from 
underserved and vulnerable 
groups, to help manage 
the potential impacts of 
COVID-19?

How does managing 
COVID-19 intersect with 
other work your company 
has, or should be, doing 
regarding equity, diversity, 
and inclusion? 
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Summary of Worker Focused Guides
To best protect and support their workers during the COVID-19 
pandemic, all businesses should:

• Follow the letter and spirit of expert guidance (e.g. from the 
World Health Organization, national health organizations like 
the Centers for Disease Prevention and Control, etc.) and 
adopt a precautionary principle when it comes to reopening 
facilities.

• If necessary to work in person, adopt optimal health, safety, 
and communication methods for your workforce, including 
both payrolled employees and contractors.

• Go beyond direct health and safety measures through 
reinforcing or adopting additional benefits and resources for 
workers like bonuses, hazard pay, paid sick leave, flex time, 
and counseling.

• Make all possible efforts to preserve income and job security 
for your existing workforce.

• If necessary, minimize workforce downsizing and manage it 
compassionately and ethically. 

Tips for Preserving Health and Safety
In order to prevent the spread of COVID-19, health experts and 
governments have advised a number of restrictions to social and 
economic activities. As a result, businesses need to both navigate 
the guidance provided by health experts to determine whether and 
how they should open their business, and how to minimize the risk 
of exposure for their workforce. Since protecting the health and 
safety of employees should be their first priority, below are a few 
steps your company can take to do so:

• Rely on the guidance of recognized health experts when 
making decisions about opening, re-opening, and/or 
protecting the health and safety of workers. Particularly when 
unclear, the precautionary principle is appropriate. (The 
precautionary principle suggests not engaging in certain 
activities where there is uncertainty about the potential 
negative impacts it could cause, and is frequently used 
in the context of innovation and environmental impact. In 
the case of managing health risks related to COVID-19, it 
suggests taking a risk averse approach—if something may 
increase health risks, even if uncertain, it is appropriate to 
seek more information or wait.)
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• Based on the above guidance, take extra, optimal efforts 
to protect the health and well-being of any worker that has 
risk of exposure while working for the company. If additional 
efforts for protections cannot be made and sustained, 
reconsider this work stream until these protections can be 
made.

• Be transparent with workers and other stakeholders about 
decisions regarding health and safety, including how a 
company is abiding with regulation and what is being done 
for worker health and safety.

• Communicate and listen to workers to both understand their 
health and safety needs and concerns, and proactively 
share information with them about health risks, the resources 
available to support them, and expectations surrounding 
what  they should do to maintain health and safety practices 
for themselves and others.

• Plan appropriate measures for managing new developments 
and changes in health recommendations from experts that 
might arise.

 
Here are some specific practices that a company could consider to 
help achieve the above with regards to worker health and safety:

• Reviewing relevant local and international health guidelines 
and regulations for their recommendations.

• Consulting local health experts to inform decisions about 
opening and managing health and safety. 

• If not already in existence, creating a worker health and 
safety committee to help advise and inform all health and 
safety measures, or other formal communication and 
feedback mechanisms. When communicating with workers, 
acknowledging the impacts that COVID-19 is having on 
everyone by being humane and compassionate.

• Developing a specific infectious disease preparedness and 
response plan that can help guide protective actions against 
COVID-19. For more guidance, you can utilize this resource 
from the United States Occupational Safety and Health 
Administration. 

• Increasing frequency of sanitizing stores and shared workers 
facilities, and providing Personal Protective Equipment (PPE), 
soap, and sanitizer. 

Covid-19 Best Practice Guide 1  Preserving the Healthy & Safety of Workers 
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• Minimizing contact among workers, clients, and customers by 
introducing virtual communications and implementing telework 
where feasible.

• Limiting the number of entrances at one time to physical 
workspaces.

• Implementing contactless payment methods.

• Providing COVID-related information on regulations and 
good practices to all workers, especially those who are most 
vulnerable due to age, underlying health, and other factors.  
For more information about the disproportionate effects of 
COVID-19 on underserved populations like communities of 
color, see below. 

• Conducting trainings to instruct workers on how to put PPE on, 
use it effectively, and take it off safely, designed specifically 
for the context of their current and potential duties. 

• When providing training, always ensure that training materials 
are easy to understand and available in the appropriate 
language and literacy level for all workers as well as for 
workers with special needs.

• Referring to and complying with applicable privacy laws in 
the countries where you operate with regards to collecting, 
handling and sharing personal information about workers, 
including information regarding their health. Check this 
COVID-19 Data Protection Guide by international law firm Bird 
& Bird that compiles guidance provided by governments of 
various nations. 

Practices to Avoid
When it comes to health and safety of your workforce, avoid these 
practices that have a risk of harm:

• Violating or challenging the guidance of relevant local health 
experts and guidelines, for example by keeping non-essential 
facilities open despite health guidance or regulations, or 
claiming non-essential facilities to be essential.

• Failing to maintain or enforce social distancing guidelines and 
other health and safety practices in company facilities.

• Failing to adopt appropriate health and safety measures at 
other workforce related events. For instance, in cases where 
companies are hiring to meet increased demand, companies 
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should take care to not disregard social distancing guidelines 
at hiring events or training sessions.

• Failing to listen to or address the concerns of your workers, or 
retaliating against workers who raise concerns.

• Prohibiting staff from wearing PPE for fear of making 
customers uncomfortable.

• Including anything in communications that may, implicitly or 
explicitly, blame or attribute the spread of the pandemic to 
specific communities, nationalities or regions. 

• Referring to the virus by non-official names or any other 
nomenclature in written and spoken communications.

 
B Corp Best Practices: Worker Protections  
Natura & Co, a global cosmetics company headquartered in 
Brazil, has increased education and training of consultants and 
staff to become advocates on how to help fight the spreading 
of COVID-19, including proper sanitization with soap and water 
regularly.

Dialogue Experience, an entertainment and training company 
headquartered in Hong Kong, has hosted sessions to provide 
proper hygiene measures, IT training to cope with a different 
working mode, and other trainings to enhance the different skills 
and ensure the well-being of their visually impaired staff. 

Reflection Questions 

What are the relevant expert resources and regulations 
available for you in your local market and context?  What 
questions might you have about interpreting them and how can 
you get expert advice? 

What are your normal communication mechanisms with your 
workforce and how can you use or adjust them to share 
relevant information related to COVID-19? 

What are the main risks related to health and safety for your 
workforce? What measures can you take to address them? 

How can you monitor and measure whether you are 
successfully protecting workers and make necessary 
adjustments and improvements as situations evolve? 
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Reopening  
Responsibly

Without careful planning and 
preparation for reopening you 
could be risking your workers’ 
health. Consider the following 
practices:

• Refer to guidance 
for reopening from 
government agencies in 
the jurisdictions where 
you operate, both locally 
and nationally.

• Continue remote working 
if it is possible for the 
nature of your business.

• Create protocols for 
periodic disinfection 
of frequently touched 
objects and surfaces and 
equip facilities with extra 
cleaning and sanitary 
supplies for all workers.

• Consider prioritizing 
which workers return to 
work based on the nature 
of their work and their 
need to be present (e.g. 
starting only with workers 
that are needed to make 
the office facilities ready 
for reopening such as 
IT staff, cleaning staff, 
administrative staff, etc.).

• If possible, plan a 
phased reintroduction 
of workers to the office 
with processes such 
as rotating groups of 
workers working from the 
office every few days. 



12

In Focus

• Monitor the impacts 
of each stage of your 
reopening to identify 
emerging risks and needs 
to reconsider.

• Obey social distancing 
guidelines at work by 
rearranging layouts, 
closing out common 
areas where workers may 
congregate, and by not 
sharing equipment.

• Monitor your workforce 
for indicative symptoms 
and do not allow 
symptomatic people to 
physically return to work 
until cleared by a medical 
provider.

• Have clear procedures 
in place for safely 
isolating any worker that 
may exhibit symptoms. 
Develop and implement 
policies and procedures 
for conducting workforce 
contact tracing in the 
event of a worker testing 
positive for COVID-19. 
Check this technical 
report by the European 
Center for Disease 
Prevention and Control 
and this infographic by 
the Department of Health 
Florida for guidance 
on conducting contact 
tracing.

• Minimize non-essential 
business travel and 
follow isolation guidelines 
following travel.

• Consider special 

Reopening 
Responsibly

https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Contact-tracing-Public-health-management-persons-including-healthcare-workers-having-had-contact-with-COVID-19-cases-in-the-European-Union%E2%80%93second-update_0.pdf
https://www.ecdc.europa.eu/sites/default/files/documents/Contact-tracing-Public-health-management-persons-including-healthcare-workers-having-had-contact-with-COVID-19-cases-in-the-European-Union%E2%80%93second-update_0.pdf
https://s33330.pcdn.co/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/covid19_contact_tracing.pdf
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accommodations for 
workers from vulnerable 
populations such as 
elderly individuals and 
those with pre-existing 
health conditions.

• If you are planning to 
hire new staff or rehire 
past staff, consciously 
think about discrimination 
neutral or affirmative 
rehiring, to ensure that 
who you bring back does 
not exclude protected 
categories such as 
elderly people or workers 
from underserved 
backgrounds.

 
B Corp Best Practice: 
Precautionary and 
Phased Approach to 
Reopening 
Patagonia, a global 
retailer of outdoor products 
headquartered in the United 
States, is taking a cautious 
approach to re-opening its 
stores even though its sales in 
North America has dropped by 
50%. The company is phasing 
in curbside pickups at some 
stores, but is also prepared 
to delay reopening until fall or 
winter if necessary. To learn 
more, see this New York Times 
article. 

For more information, refer 
to this guidance from the US 
Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention.

Reopening 
Responsibly

https://www.patagonia.com/home/
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/12/business/patagonia-reopening-coronavirus.html
https://www.nytimes.com/2020/05/12/business/patagonia-reopening-coronavirus.html
https://www.whitehouse.gov/openingamerica/#preparedness
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Feedback 
Did you find this resource 
guide useful? Do you have 
feedback on how it can be 
improved, or ideas for other 
resources we can provide? 
If you have feedback, or 
would like to provide input or 
would like to share examples 
of how your business is 
responding to the COVID-19 
pandemic specifically for 
your workers, please email 
standardsmanagement@
bcorporation.net. 
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