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HHS Secretary Azar recently announced that the US expects to have 40 million doses of the 

COVID-19 vaccine by the end of the year.  That equates to a vaccine for 20 million people.  

With COVID-19 cases, hospitalizations, and deaths across the United States rising due to cold 

weather moving in, people spending more time indoors, and COVID fatigue setting in, the news 

of a vaccine coming soon gives much hope.  The CDC recommends that healthcare workers be 

given priority, including nursing homes and congregate care residents and staff.  However, there 

are an estimated 21 million healthcare workers in the US, let alone the over 3 million individuals 

who work and live in nursing care facilities.  These two groups will be given first preference to a 

vaccine leaving the rest of the country to wait for future vaccines. At best, the bulk of your 

agency's staff may not be eligible for a vaccine until late spring in 2021. We know that everyone 

should wear a mask, stay at least 6 feet apart, avoid crowds, and wash hands frequently.  But, 

with at least another six months looming ahead, are we doing enough, and is it sustainable 

through 2021, if not longer?   

The following workplace safety practices should be a part of your current COVID Preparedness 

Control Plan.  

Practice good hygiene: Stop handshaking, clean hands regularly, disinfect surfaces, and increase 

ventilation 

Meetings and travel: Use video conferencing. If meetings are held, they are in open and well-

ventilated spaces, and business travel is discouraged. 

Food handling: Limit food sharing, including utensils and glassware, strict hygiene and 

screening practices of cafeteria staff, or encourage closing lunchrooms and cafeterias. 

Stay home if: feeling sick or a family member is sick 

However, there are additional policies, procedures, and practices to help your staff avoid 

exposure and limit their stress as we head into 2021. Your staff may have additional COVID 

concerns that have not been previously addressed.  Are they experiencing financial hardship? 

Have layoffs been necessary, or has a spouse or other household member lost a job? Does your 

staff have childcare or eldercare issues? Do you have staff with school-age children studying 

remotely? Do members of your staff have health issues or live with someone who does?  How is 

the mental health of your staff?  These are questions that need to be addressed as COVID 

concerns continue. 

1. In addition to temperature checks and health questionnaires to curb COVID infections, 

screen your staff with lab testing.  Lab screenings are also an important tool when your staff 

returns to work after an infection or exposure.  



2. Under the Families First Coronavirus Response Act, employers can grant paid leave for an 

employee to take care of their health needs related to COVID -19 or to care for their family 

members. This relief helps ensure your staff is not forced to choose between being paid or 

staying home to care for themselves, a child, or other family members. 

3. Review your lab's flexible spending account (FSA) elections and allowable charges.  The 

IRS allowed mid-year changes in 2020 to allow account holders to increase or decrease their 

contributions.  If possible, it is beneficial to expand telehealth benefits to include mental 

health screening.  Mental health screening is necessary for workers staying home and those 

returning to work, including your employee's dependents. 

4. Expand at-home childcare support options.  In 2020, 19% of employers had emergency or 

backup childcare services available to employees. Nationally, 18% of child care facilities 

closed during the pandemic.  40% of all childcare facilities are preparing to close indefinitely 

without federal funds. If childcare continues to be affected through 2021, will your lab 

continue to work effectively?   

5. Encourage staff to work from home. Not an easy task, but rotating employees through the lab 

with some at home and others at work limits exposure while in a work setting, helps with 

childcare, and relieves employee stress.  

6. Lastly, ask your staff what you can do to alleviate some of the strain they are experiencing 

due to COVID restrictions.  Do you have staff over age 65? Does any of your staff care for 

someone who is elderly or someone with a compromised immune system? Do any staff have 

lung, heart, chronic kidney or liver issues, cancer concerns, or have a weakened or 

compromised immune system?  These stressors should be addressed to see what can be done 

at the leadership level to alleviate your employee's concerns.    

 

At this point, there is no normal. We are no longer trying to keep up the normal state of affairs; 

instead, we are barely treading water.  There are daily changes in recommendations for COVID 

protocols, new studies letting us know what we did right and what we did wrong, and the sheer 

numbers of the poor souls who have been exposed, those who are sick, and those who are dying 

at unprecedented numbers with little relief at the end of the tunnel. Looking more closely at your 

staff and meeting their needs may help make the long haul of COVID exposures and restrictions 

slightly more manageable. If the stress of COVID can be alleviated, we should embrace what we 

can do.  Otherwise, the alternative is a workforce with financial and health issues, which will 

take the employee decades to recover, if ever.    
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