
Coronavirus:
Things employers need
to be aware of



In light of recent events surrounding coronavirus, here is a brief guide to 
the issues that you need to consider as an employer. Please note that 
guidance is changing on a day to day basis and this should be 
considered as general advice at this time. It does not override your 
contracts of employment and policies and is subject to change based on 
government advice. 

Sick pay obligations

If an employee is showing symptoms of coronavirus:

•  They need to go home as soon as possible. 

•  They need to self-certify themselves as sick – as self-isolation is for a 
minimum of seven days you may wish to consider relaxing the 
requirement to call in each day but ask them to let you know if anything 
changes. 

•  People exhibiting symptoms are being told not to visit their GP or call 
111 so a medical certificate may not be possible even after seven days. 

•  If you offer contractual sick pay, then you will need to pay sick pay in 
line with the contract / policy.

•  If you do not offer contractual sick pay, the government has advised 
Statutory Sick Pay (SSP) will be payable from the first day of any period of 
sickness absence rather than from the fourth day if it is related to 
coronavirus. 

•  If you have less than 250 employees, SSP paid for the first 14 days to 
each employee will be reimbursed by the government.

If an employee is asymptomatic but has been told to self-isolate, or 
self-isolates because they have travelled to a high-risk area, or a member 
of their household has had to self-isolate: 



•  Current guidance is that self-isolation is a prevention mechanism and is 
to be encouraged where it is appropriate due to the above. In such 
circumstances the definition of sickness has been amended by the 
government from 12 March 2020 and they will be entitled to SSP. 

•  A person is deemed incapable of work where he is: 
 “isolating himself from other people in such a manner as to prevent 
 infection or contamination with coronavirus disease, in accordance  
 with guidance published by Public Health England, NHS 
 National Services Scotland(d) or Public Health Wales(e) and 
 effective on 12th March 2020.”

•  If an employee is able to work from home whilst self-isolating they will 
be entitled to be paid. You may need to issue temporary guidelines to 
those that do not ordinarily work from home. It should be made clear that 
these are temporary measures only and do not amount to a change of 
contract or policy and will be reviewed on an ongoing basis. 

If an employee self- isolates but shows no symptoms and has not 
travelled to a high- risk area:

•  It is unlikely that they would be considered to be sick.

•  You should check whether they need to self- isolate in line with 
government guidance.

•  Any refusals to come into the workplace may mean that they are not 
ready and willing to work and therefore would not be entitled to be paid. 
You should warn them that a failure to attend work will result in the 
withholding of pay. It is advisable to discuss their concerns and whether it 
is possible for them to work from home. 

•  If an employee is self-isolating without good reason you may need to 
consider whether their refusal to attend work amounts to a failure to carry 
out a reasonable management instruction and investigate with a view to 
disciplinary action. 



If an employee self-isolates as a result of health anxiety: 

Health anxiety is a recognised medical condition and you should discuss 
their condition with them to establish the extent of their anxiety and its 
impact on their ability to work. It may be that the anxiety is to do with 
travelling to work or being at the workplace in which case they may be 
able to work from home (if possible). However, if their anxiety prevents 
them from working or working from home is not possible then they should 
be considered sick and they will be entitled to sick pay in line with your 
contract or policy. 

Reduction in business

If there is a reduction in business it may be necessary to temporarily 
consider reducing opening hours, staffing hours and consequently pay. 
Doing this without express agreement or the contractual ability to do so 
is likely to result in a breach of contract and could have significant 
consequences. 

As a first port of call review your contracts and handbook for an express 
clause permitting you to put employees on short time working or to lay 
them off. Alternatively, there may be a specific clause enabling you to 
change or reduce hours if necessary. Where there is such a clause it is 
necessary to implement any changes reasonably, and ideally with notice. 

Where there is no contractual ability to make such a change, you may 
need to consult with staff and seek agreement. The level of consultation 
may be dependent on the number of staff affected. A failure to reach an 
agreement may result in claims for breach of contract or constructive 
dismissal. 

It may be possible to reach creative temporary solutions with staff to 
minimise the impact on them by reducing hours now but reducing their 
pay over a longer period, if they agree. 



In worst case scenarios it may be necessary to make redundancies. Whilst 
the obvious choice to minimise the risk is to dismiss those with less than 
two years’ service you should be mindful of the risk of discrimination 
claims in such circumstances.  

We strongly recommend that if you are considering any of these 
options you take specific advice to ensure that you follow a proper 
procedure to reduce the risk to your business. 

 
Limiting travel

The current position is that any non-essential travel should be avoided and 
alternative methods of communication, such as videoconferencing should 
be implemented. Our advice is not to require an individual to travel 
however, if an employee is absolutely required to travel abroad you should 
review the Foreign and Commonwealth Office (FCO) and Public Health 
England (PHE) websites and take specific legal advice on the risks. 

Please be aware that you owe your employees a duty of care to provide a 
safe working environment and to look after their health and safety. 
A failure to comply with these obligations could result in claims for 
constructive dismissal based on a loss of trust and confidence or even 
personal injury. 

If an employee is required to travel to another location within the UK:

•  Consider whether there are other alternatives to travelling such as 
video/ telephone conference calls.

•  If an employee is required to travel a short distance, consider whether 
driving or taking a taxi is an appropriate method of travel rather than 
public transport. 



•  If travelling is essential to your business and driving/ taking a taxi is 
not feasible, encourage the employee to travel during off-peak times and 
take appropriate precautions in terms of maintaining a safe distance from 
others where possible.

•  Generally speaking, if you require an employee to travel, there is a risk 
that they could allege that you are breaching the requirement to provide a 
safe working environment and your obligation to look after the health and 
safety of your employees as set out above. 

•  Be mindful that if an employee raises a concern that could amount to 
a protected disclosure (whistleblowing), for example about a breach of a 
legal obligation or that you are endangering the health and safety of an 
individual, they have specific protection from detriment and unfair 
dismissal. As such, ensure that you do not treat anybody differently or 
unfavourably because of raising such concerns. 

School closures due to coronavirus

•  Parents are entitled to take a period of dependent leave “to deal with an 
incident which involves a child of the employee and which occurs 
unexpectedly in a period during which an educational establishment which 
the child attends is responsible for him”. This might occur where for 
example a school closes in order to undertake a deep clean for a day or 
two. 

•  Dependent leave is unpaid unless you provide otherwise. 

•  If an individual attempts to take dependant leave, they are required to 
tell you why they need to take dependent leave and how long they expect 
to be absent. In normal circumstances a period of dependent leave might 
last one or two days. 

•  Alternatively, you could permit them to take paid holiday or unpaid leave 
at short notice if they wish to do this and it can be accommodated. 



•  The situation may be different if the child has to self-isolate as it will 
then also be mandatory for the parent/ guardian to self-isolate at which 
point the guidance above would be applicable. 

Application of sickness absence policy

•  It may be necessary to consider disregarding any absence related to 
coronavirus when looking at trigger points for capability processes.  

Health and safety obligations

•  As an employer you are under an obligation to maintain a safe working 
environment.

•  You may wish to consider providing antibacterial hand wash in the 
office, reminding your employees of the PHE guidelines about washing 
hands, coughing into tissues / the crook of the arm, etc. 
For more information, visit 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/coronavirus-covid-19/

For regular updates please access the government websites below: 

https://www.gov.uk/government/news/coronavirus-cov-
id-19-guidance-for-employees-employers-and-businesses

Please note this guidance note should only be considered as guidance 
and should not be taken as specific legal advice.

For further advice on this topic you can contact Kelly Gibson:

kelly.gibson@tayloremmet.co.uk

0114 218 4000


