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CORONAVIRUS: 

Top 5 considerations 
for musculoskeletal 
health in the workplace 
in uncertain times



We recognise that employee physical health 
will be a huge factor for companies to consider 
during and beyond the various different stages 
of business disruption due to Covid-19.

This paper is designed to identify the various stages, outline 
the risks involved and suggest best practice for reducing the 
risk to business of a workforce in poor physical health plus 
new approaches to consider in these uncertain times.

Many businesses were able to quickly react to the initial government 
guidelines and were able to put measures into place, practically 
overnight, to ensure essential workers can keep working safely whether 
that be from home or with modified practices at the workplace.  

Other companies have been able to take advantage of government 
retention schemes, such as the furlough scheme to minimise 
financial impact to their business. As some companies nudge back 
to this phrase we hear a lot - ‘new normal’, from July 1st, other 
companies will be looking to take advantage of the part-time 
furlough scheme to introduce employees back into the workplace. 

The government continues to invest in work and skills training and 
is planning more Back to Work campaigns. However, indications 
show that despite this support, many businesses face difficult 
decisions as they tighten their belts to deal with the changes in the 
way they work and as workplace health offerings are reviewed. 
Employers must prepare themselves and their workforce to adapt 
to new challenges and work environments. We will explore various 
ways of approaching these challenges in this document. 

We would like to help clarify and explore some of the 
main factors to be considered now and in the future to 
help ensure robust physical workplace health. We hope 
this will help in your decision-making processes.

Employers must 
prepare their 
workforce and adapt 
their workplace 
health offerings and 
there are plenty of 
ways to do so”
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Employees have been either working 
from home, furloughed or essential 
workers are still performing their duties 
with necessary modifications. 

We have seen a sharp increase in musculoskeletal 
conditions related to working posture, 
stress and general uncertainty. We have 
seen very different approaches from the 
companies and industries we support. 

There is some encouraging news out there! This 
sudden change has prompted a revolution in 
many industries - the requirement to be creative 
and maintain social distancing has strengthened 
relationships between employers and health 
providers with the creation of new ways of working.

Since the start  
of lockdown
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With many uncomfortable decisions and a few sleepless 
nights under your belt, you may now have a strategy in 
place and have followed governmental advice, but is your 
strategy right for your employees? Is that duty of care there? 

People will remember how employers reacted in these difficult 
times and if employees feel valued and taken care of they will be 
far more willing to put in the work required to help their companies 
bounce back. Have you gauged the employee attitudes on what you 
have done thus far? In the best of times, healthy, happy workers 
have the greatest productivity and loyalty to a company and are 
more able to cope with change and stress. So how do you continue 
to promote the health and wellbeing of the workforce while 
adapting your business during a period of such uncertainty?

The current situation
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There is no situation, 
there is no age and 
no condition where 
exercise is not a 
good thing”.

What’s in 
your strategy
The broader trends of workplace health delivery 
have now been accelerated stratospherically so what 
was going to happen in 10 years may now transition 
over 10 months. There are opportunities to change 
your workplace health offering, to reduce overheads 
and at the same time increase productivity. 

Employees will be more aware than ever the benefits of being 
healthy - whether it’s the newfound emphasis on getting out 
and about for daily exercise over the last couple of months or 
the susceptibility to viruses due to poor health. England’s Chief 
Medical Officer said, “There is no situation, there is no age and no 
condition where exercise is not a good thing”. With that in mind, 
we will cover something called deconditioning in this paper. 

Now is the opportunity to try different modes of workplace 
health delivery. We’ve never seen an environment like this 
with such huge volumes of health and fitness content to 
access. With free trials, combined with a high volume of 
content, early-adopting proactive HR departments accessing 
services like video physiotherapy consultations may just 
become advocates of these new modalities over time. 

Your workplace health strategy should be collaborative 
whenever possible. Consult your workforce, make sure you 
really know how they are working, the challenges they face and 
even the solutions they have created individually or with their 
managers. The best ideas come from within the workforce. 

Look for opportunities. Building on the positive changes that 
have occurred in your business or taking advantage of new 
opportunities can help employees adapt to working differently. 

Professor Chris Witty 
England’s Chief Medical Officer
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02Be flexible

High quality 
practitioner-employee 
interaction is crucial 
in achieving peace of 
mind for employees 
in these times” 

To manage changes in the coming months, you and 
your employees will have to remain flexible. Dynamic 
planning with regular review will keep policies and 
procedures up to date and relevant. As well as allowing 
policies to react to changes, one of your top priorities 
should be flexibility toward workforce health. Just 
because some employees aren’t in the office or shop 
floor doesn’t mean they cannot get sound advice on their 
fitness levels, work setup or musculoskeletal problems. 

For instance, there is an enormous amount of information that can 
be gathered both by the physiotherapist and employee through 
video consultations alone. A physiotherapist can get great insight 
on things such as home working setups or someone’s shoulder 
range of motion restriction as a result of a tendon overuse injury. 
Equally the employee can gain expert advice there and then, 
guidance on what they should and shouldn’t do plus get a follow 
up email linking to a library of exercises and self-management 
tools to manage their condition. It is important to remember 
that reassurance and advice will positively impact mental health 
and reduce anxiety associated with their physical health.

Humans need human interaction and want a sense of confidence 
that what they are doing is correct. Offering remote services can 
still give this fundamentally important human contact at a time 
where social interaction is difficult. High quality practitioner-
employee interaction can be crucial in achieving peace of mind 
for employees as well as achieving the physical benefits of a 
display screen assessment or a prescribed fitness programme. 

From an employer’s perspective, in times like these, engaging 
a flexible, progressive workplace health service is vital not 
only for continuity and injury prevention, but for productivity. 
Uncertain times require a diverse suite of products to choose 
from: For instance, moving from the fixed 30-minute and 
1-hour only consultations to more flexible 15-mintute quick 
consultations can be an important educational tool and give 
employees reassurance that their needs are being considered. 
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Progressive healthcare providers are 
developing remote capability if they haven’t 
already. Options are plenty and accessible 
with freemium models to try. Every 
company and every employee is different 
- some people prefer to communicate with 
messaging apps, others prefer email or a 
telephone calls. However, many will now 
default to video having had to rely on Zoom 
or FaceTime to see family. This may depend 
on the culture and age of your teams. 

Ask if your current methods are working or if you 
need to look at a new option to support planned 
changes in your business. Your decisions should 
be based on how you want to encourage your 
employees to work in the coming months. 

The HSE1 advises that, as a minimum, employees are 
provided with a laptop, separate keyboard and mouse 
to work from home. This will allow them to raise the 
screen of the laptop and position the keyboard and 
mouse correctly. Employees should be taught how to 
find the most comfortable way to work at home. This 
may involve formal training, individual DSE assessment 
or through communicating informative videos made by 
specialists, an example of which can be accessed here.

The HSE also advise that if an office chair is not 
available, employees should be encouraged to use 
cushions to support posture. We advocate regular 
breaks, movement or stretches to avoid pain and 
discomfort. HSE guidance recommends a change in 
activity of at least 5 minutes for each hour of computer 
use. This can help reduce fatigue of the eyes and 
prevent musculoskeletal injury.  

We strongly advise that an office chair is 
provided if the business can afford it, and if not, 
consider trying to negotiate a deal on behalf of 
your employees so that they can get a discount 
and purchase their own equipment. Employees 
purchasing their own equipment should be 
informed that they can claim the money against 
their tax return or P87 as long as purchases 
were made exclusively for their employment. 

Social interaction is a major factor of the workplace. 
Stress, anxiety, isolation and loneliness can 
lead to a drop in interaction and productivity, 
but also have a major impact on health and 
wellbeing.  Direct, meaningful communications 
help to avoid misinterpretation, reduce stress, 
improve social interaction and maintain loyalty. 
The use of video conferencing can provide 
employees with all of the information they 
need and at the same time HR personnel and 
management can look at employees in the eye. 

Invite feedback and questions. When possible 
take a participatory approach to developing new 
ways of working. Find the right communication 
balance – too much is oppressive, too 
little negatively effects productivity. 

03Get the right technology 
and communicate

1 HSE
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It will be necessary to monitor the health 
and fitness of your work force. This 
could be especially important for manual 
workers who are currently on furlough or 
working differently. Take that daily work 
commute away and many people just 
don’t get their ‘steps in’ especially if that is 
the only way they keep active.  Consider 
the fitness of a factory worker who hasn’t 
been performing that repetitive daily 
movement for two months. Returning to 
that movement needs some preparation.

Be aware of employees’ fitness level changes associated 
with changing work practices. In many cases, this will 
be reduced due to the inability to get out as much 
recently or perhaps an illness. About 15 million people 
in England have a long-term condition2  (LTC) or chronic 
disease. LTCs are conditions for which currently there 
is no cure and which are managed with drugs and other 
treatment, for example: diabetes, chronic obstructive 
pulmonary disease, arthritis and hypertension. Some 
of these will be covered by a phrase that has come to 
the surface recently, underlying conditions. In other 
words, have you considered what impact these LTCs 
and underlying conditions can have on your business? 

For the reason above, it will be important to ensure that 
your workforce has maintained a suitable level of fitness 
to allow their safe return to work. There are three main 
aspects to fitness: cardiovascular fitness (endurance), 
strength, flexibility (suppleness). Fitness requirements 
will very much depend on the demands of the tasks being 
completed. Your workers may normally be on their feet 
most of the day, handle heavy items frequently, work 
in confined spaces and work under time pressures and 
therefore move quickly. This requires a certain level of 

fitness and resilience that without constant practice 
will be reducing as you read this. To maintain task-
specific fitness, your workers need to mimic their normal 
activities by completing regular exercise sessions at 
home. If they do not regain the correct level of fitness, 
they are susceptible to injury when they return to work.

Have flexible options to help your employees in their 
new ‘home’ workplace or the normal office or factory. 
That could be virtual, onsite or a hybrid offer. You will 
need to monitor or improve fitness or wellbeing in 
general while people are away from the work place. 

You may not have the in-house expertise to design 
fitness programmes to target the task required by each 
individual, but engaging someone who does may prevent 
a spike in injuries as people return to work after a period 
of deconditioning. This time away from work is also 
an ideal time to deal with underlying injuries that have 
been problematic in the past. With a period of relative 
rest, it is likely that many of the aches and pains some 
workers would normally experience have settled down. 
This does not mean that the cause of the problem has 
disappeared. It is wise for them to be assessed by a 
physiotherapist to understand how they can proactively 
rehabilitate themselves to return to work pain-free. 

Promote fitness routines, refer people to free resources 
such as NHS Guidance, One You, Couch to 5k  or 
iPrescribe for a personal exercise programme.

The charity Mind advocates healthy eating, social 
interaction, exposure to sunlight and nature, exercise, 
relaxation, creativity and finding a balance between 
home and life activities to maintain good mental health. 
Keeping a part of the house dedicated to work and 
keeping the environment clean and tidy, perhaps even 
cleaning everything away at the end of the day, can help 
to promote a balance between home and work life. 

Deconditioning is real

2 Department of Health (2012). Report. Long-term conditions compendium of Information: 3rd edition
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When the time comes to reintroduce your employees back into 
the workplace, in addition to the necessary governmental-led risk 
assessments and precautions like one-way systems etc, employers 
will need to have solutions to restore and sustain musculoskeletal 
health. You will also need to think about revisiting your existing 
training programmes or taking on some outside help to prevent 
musculoskeletal issues becoming operationally disruptive.

Getting back into 
the workplace

•  You may want to have a ‘physical activity’ 
conversation with employees as a whole 
to educate how being more physical 
active can help resilience, build the 
immune system and decrease workplace 
absence. This will resonate with some 
and others you will need to take a more 
motivational nudging approach. At 
minimum, some may have to walk and 
cycle more since public transport may be 
busy and work times newly staggered. 
Others will have to start taking stairs 
given there will be a 2-to-a-lift rule.    

•  You will need to think about a 
refresher for some of your manual 
handling training given people 
will be out of practice. 

•  There may be a limit to and/or shared 
use of equipment reducing hot-desking 
or vehicle sharing or changes to task 
rotation when people do begin retuning. 
With that change there often comes 
a different ergonomic narrative. 

•  If reducing task rotation, it may be 
necessary to consider potential increased 
risk for musculoskeletal injury. Longer or 
more frequent breaks may be required, 
or guidance may be required for specific 
stretches, movements or activities that 
should be encouraged to reduce injury 
risk. Physiotherapists are experts in this 
field and can help advise you on the 
correct frequency and duration of breaks 
and design suitable stretching programs 
to support the return to work process.

•  Keep numbers of people to a minimum 
to safely complete a task. Consider 
creating cohort shift working, where 
teams are designated to reduce different 
groups of people coming into contact.  
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To overcome challenges during the various 
stages of lockdown, there are a number of 
important workplace health considerations. 

This document is intended to inform and guide 
companies towards best practice in supporting 
employees from a workplace physical health 
perspective, whether that workplace is now in 
a home environment or involves changes to the 
workplace due to new government guidance.

In addition to the above, each stage of the response 
to Covid-19 involves different factors that impact the 
health of employees in different ways. Identifying 
and responding to these factors is key to ensuring 
employees can work, or can return to work 
environments, in a good state of physical health. 

Identifying all the various factors of workplace 
health and the potential impact of Covid-19 can be 
difficult. Utilising the services of a specialist is an 
excellent way to minimise the impact of lockdown 
restrictions on the physical health of employees, 
ensuring that businesses can get back to achieving 
their company goals as soon as possible.

Back in Action UK are a specialist 
Occupational Physiotherapy company. 
We provide physiotherapy and related 
services throughout the UK. 

We have treated over 80,000 patients since our 
inception in 2001 and have a wide experience of 
working with companies of all sizes across the 
UK. We understand each business is different 
and work closely with Occupational Health 
Companies and Physicians who refer to us for 
our specialist knowledge and services.

Summary

About Back in 
Action UK

If you would like to talk to one of our specialists 
about how we can help your company reduce the 
risk of physical health issues within your workforce 
then please contact us on 020 7480 5976, visit 
our website at www.backinactionuk.com  or 
email us at: enquiries@backinactionuk.com
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