
Advancements in technology have made telecommut-
ing an increasingly popular work option, benefiting 
both employers and employees. While telecommuting 
arrangements have often been born out of a need 
to achieve business continuity in emergency situa-
tions, increased access to tools such as the Internet, 
smart phones, video conferencing and laptops has 
made working outside of the office a viably efficient 
alternative for everyday work. At times, the potential 
benefits of this work arrangement can extend beyond 
business continuity. Given the mounting advantages 
surrounding telecommuting and its increased utiliza-
tion, it is important that businesses carefully consider 
their continued responsibility for ensuring employee 
safety. Employers who fail to uphold safe business 
practices may face harsh consequences, regardless  
of the location of their workers.  
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Telecommuting advantages
Employers are discovering tremendous benefits due to the rise in 
telecommuting programs. They have been able to make substantial 
cutbacks toward operational expenses by eliminating underutilized 
workspace. IBM, for example, saved approximately $1.4 billion 
in real estate costs by instituting a telecommuting program 
for employees and subsequently closing unnecessary offices.1 
Telecommuting also enables employers to draw from a larger labor 
pool spread over a greater geographic area. This allows for a more 
diverse workforce, as traveling outside of the home is no longer  
a job requirement and geographic restrictions do not exist. 

Employees are benefiting from telecommuting as well. For many, 
this work arrangement eliminates a daily commute to and from 
work that can add up to several hours a day in larger metropolitan 
cities. In addition, employees get to take advantage of a distrac-
tion-free environment and are ultimately more efficient without 
the constant interruptions from fellow coworkers. Telecommuting 
is also being used as a return-to-work option in some instances 
for employees who would otherwise be simply off work (i.e., 
women on maternity leave or workers recovering from an injury 
or surgery). 

What is there to worry about then?
Although the vast majority of telecommuting arrangements involve 
employees performing office work, companies are still responsible 
for the safety of their employees while completing work-related 
duties. Because telecommuting is still a relatively new trend, 

workers’ compensation guidelines fall into a grey area. Consider 
the following cases that have brought attention to this issue:
•	 While preparing lunch, a telecommuter was assaulted by  

a neighbor and sustained a number of critical injuries. As 
the Court noted, the employer did not enforce specific work 
hours for the employee, nor did they restrict her from taking 
personal breaks or limit her activities during working hours. 
Therefore, the Court decided that the employee was engaging 
in the normal course of her employment routine and that it was 
reasonable for the employee to have a lunch break, just  
as she would at the worksite. Although the Court ultimately 
did not rule in favor of the employee on other grounds, this 
case ultimately expanded the workers’ compensation law  
in Tennessee to include telecommuters. 2

•	 In 1980, a California professor was at home working on a class 
syllabus when he slipped on some papers and fell, injuring 
himself. Although the college provided him with an office 
space on campus, he often worked at home to avoid constant 
interruptions from students. The Court saw his home as a 
secondary office and ordered the school to compensate the 
professor for his injuries.3

Being prepared to address the liabilities associated with telecom-
muter safety in a proactive manner is necessary to avoid the shock 
of unexpected and costly claims.

Set some ground rules
There are measures that can be taken to address this exposure. 
Employees should be required to sign a telecommuting policy which 
states that remote employees must report injuries as they would 
if working at the jobsite, and that employees will be subject to any 
post-accident drug and alcohol testing. It should also be included 
that the employee must agree to participate in the accident inves-
tigation, which may require a physical inspection of the work area 
or home office. This policy should also require that a work area or 
home office be designated and, when possible, outline acceptable 
work hours. This can be useful in eliminating the grey area when  
an injury is reported and it has to be determined whether or not  
it was work related.   

Prevent the accident
Safety training and work area checklists are two proactive mea-
sures that can be taken to address likely hazards faced by remote 
employees. Safety training specific to the telecommuting employee 
should, at a minimum, instruct workers to report any injuries that 
occur, communicate housekeeping requirements and address 
workplace ergonomics. Checklists should include any typical office 
exposures, such as electrical safety issues or specifications for 
the furniture and equipment used, as well as items like smoke and 
carbon monoxide detectors and fire extinguishers.

A sample safety checklist on the next page may be used to ensure 
your telecommuting employees create a safe workspace at home.

It’s important to remember that injuries sustained by remote 
employees (even when working from home) are recordable  
on the employer’s Occupational Safety and Health Administration 
(OSHA) 300 Log if they are deemed work-related and they meet  
the requirements of 29 CFR 1904.2 Recordkeeping Guidelines for 
Occupational Injuries and Illnesses. OSHA-regulated safety mea-
sures and training are also required where warranted. This might 
include providing Hazard Communication training to a telecommut-
ing employee working with hazardous chemicals and providing the 
employee with Material Safety Data Sheets (MSDS).   

Safety first
While telecommuting has many advantages, employees may 
overlook glaring safety hazards within their home offices. Comply-
ing with reasonable safety standards can go a long way toward 
preventing unwanted workers’ compensation claims. If you’re 
considering a telecommuting program or if you currently have  
one in place, SilverStone Group’s Claims & Safety Department  
is available to assist you and your remote employees create  
a safe home office environment. 

Contact Joe Freeman at jfreeman@ssgi.com
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