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September 27, 2009 – Prepare the Workplace for H1N1
It still feels like summer, but flu season is around the corner.  This year it comes with a twist: swine flu, aka 2009 H1N1.

I’ll assume you’ve seen and read the news, and already know that this flu is more contagious and less predictable than the “normal” flu. 

Not even the experts know the extent of illness that may occur during the 2009–2010 influenza season.  It may range from localized outbreaks, to an “epidemic over a wide geographical area”, referred to as a pandemic.
How is H1N1 going to affect the workplace this year?  With this flu, we are in uncharted territory.  That’s why employers need to prepare for the full range of possibilities.  Most large companies will have contingency plans in place, similar to disaster plans.

However, I’m concerned about many small businesses that are busy trying to stay afloat during this downturn, and have not yet prepared for best-case and worst-case scenarios.  The smaller the business, the more vulnerable they are to the negative economic impact of a flu outbreak or pandemic.  Even if one or two workers fall ill and miss a few days of work, it can create a major disruption or worse.  That’s why it’s important to have a plan in place.

A plan might include:

· Choosing a go-to person who will deal with flu issues. 

· Reviewing leave policy and providing more flexibility. 

· Exploring the possibility of employees working from home. 

There is an excellent step-by-step guide on how to write a plan, available online at  www.flu.gov/professional/business/smallbiz.pdf 

 

You’ll find answers to common questions: How long should a person stay out of work if they have an influenza-like illness?   What if an employee gets sick while at work?
As well as questions that, frankly, had never crossed my mind: Can a healthy employee refuse to come to work to avoid being exposed to the flu?  Are employers required to cover additional costs that employees incur if they work from home i.e. increased use of electricity?
This is certainly unpredictable, new territory in the workplace.  Finally, there’s one thing that I am comfortable in predicting:  Increased sales of hand sanitizer nationwide.
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