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As homes cannot be regularly 
monitored, health and safety can 
become a challenge if a large 
number of employees are agile 
working, but assessing the home 
office needn’t be complicated.
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The sofa  can increase the likelihood of postural fatigue. Photograph: iStock/Juanmonino 

Over the years, technological 
advances have led to a huge 
increase in the number of 
businesses introducing flexible 
or agile working policies. As a 
result the estimated number 
of home workers in the UK 
has leapt to over four million 
and according to the report 
Characteristics of Home Workers 
published by the ONS on June 
2014 this number continues to 
rise on an annual basis.

However, many organisations are 
completely unaware of the fact that 
they are equally responsible for the 
health and safety of homeworkers as 
they are for those on the company 
premises. Given that homes cannot 
be seen or regularly monitored and 
that they have a greater potential for 
hazards, assessing risk is a task that 
requires great consideration. 

The home office
Working in a safe, comfortable, 
ergonomically sound space, with 
suitable conditions and equipment is 
just as important in the home as it is 
in the office. However, mobile devices 
such as laptops, tablets, and phones 
mean that home working can potentially 
take place anywhere. The convenience 
of the sofa, the kitchen table or the 
garden may be tempting, but working in 
such spaces can increase the likelihood 
of postural fatigue, eyestrain and even 
musculoskeletal injuries.

It is therefore essential that an 
appropriate area in a homeworker’s 
house is chosen to accommodate a 
workstation. All work-related equipment 
such as files, printers and other 
materials should remain in this space, 
ensuring that no impact is made on the 
domestic home, and that the physical 
presence of any equipment poses no 
risk to anyone in the household. 

The conditions of this environment 
are also very important. For example, 
while many people think they have the 
perfect workspace in the garage, attic, 
shed or basement, these areas may 
not provide suitable levels of lighting, 
ventilation, space or temperature, 
all of which are paramount. Once a 
designated room or space in the house 
is chosen, an assessment of risk can 
be made, followed by adjustments 
to ensure the space is ergonomically 
sound and risk free.

Assessing risk
Home environments often present 
more risks than a normal office space. 
Despite this, very few organisations 
have a formal policy to cover health and 
safety in the home. There are various 
methods in which home environments 
can be assessed and monitored. 

An informal policy can be adopted, 
whereby remote workers carry out their 
own assessment of their environments. 
Here, you can use online checklists, 
self-assessments, or questionnaires 
that have been developed to assess 
safety. These may focus on all relevant 
standards including lighting, ventilation, 
access, storage, noise, space, electrical 
safety, trip hazards, ergonomics 
(furniture, keyboard etc), visual hazards 
and emergency arrangements. 

You could request that employees send 
images or use webcams to display the 
space they are working from and then 
any changes or adjustments can be 
made following a remote review of the 
environment. A workplace health and 
safety expert or ergonomist can then 
follow these up and support staff over 
the phone with any necessary changes. 

Alternatively, you may wish to be 
more prescriptive and have a formal 
approach whereby you state exactly 
what equipment, furniture, space and 
conditions are required. Some larger 

organisations employ a designated risk 
assessor that specifically evaluates 
home working environments by visiting 
periodically, then supports staff to  
make the necessary changes to  
ensure safe working.

Tools for agility
Most agile or flexible workers will find 
themselves moving from office to home, 
or even further a field, so it is therefore 
essential that employers provide staff 
with the tools and equipment for them 
to do so safely. Portable laptop stands 
(or laptop risers), fold up keyboards, 
wireless mice are all good examples of 
the equipment required to ensure  
that unassigned workstations can be  
made safe, regardless of where a 
worker may be.

It is also important to consider manual 
handling hazards when agile working 
policies are implemented. Providing 
lightweight equipment, and bags that 
are specifically designed to transport 
paraphernalia are vital. Consider the 
provision of rucksacks, laptop bags or 
wheeled trollies for heavier equipment. 

Implementing a cloud storage 
strategy will reduce the amount of 
equipment being moved as well as 
decrease the movement of documents 
and will also improve security. If 
documents must be moved, then 
introduce a portable storage box system 
such as Hotbox, which is specifically 
designed for agility and allows workers 
to transport documents with ease.

Employers should look at their agile 
workforce and ensure flexible working 
conditions do not affect the safety, 
health and wellbeing of their employees.

HSE’s homeworker guidance: 
 tinyurl.com/2x7elt
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