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Introductions 

 
Coronavirus, also known as SARS-CoV-2 or COVID-19, is the most wide-spread outbreak since 
the 1918 Spanish Flu.  There have been reported cases in almost every country in the world.  As 
of March 26, 2020, there were over 460,000 confirmed cases with over 20,000 deaths. The 
World Health Organization (WHO) estimates that the actual number is much larger and have 
given this a Global Risk Assessment of “Very High”1.  The situation was so severe, that they 
upgraded the situation from an epidemic to a pandemic on March 11, 2020, indicating that this 
virus is now a world-wide phenomenon.  
 
This Business Guide will explain the origins and background information of this virus, in addition 
to the symptoms and recommendations to prevent the further spread.  It will also delve into 
some preventative and mitigation strategies to enable businesses to successfully navigate this 
troubling time, to ensure both business continuity and the protection of all employees.  
 

 
 
 
 
Virus Origins  

  
COVID-19 is the seventh known coronavirus to infect humans.  Most bring about mild 
symptoms, but three strains, COVID-19 (2019), SARS (2003), and MERS or Middle Eastern 
Respiratory Syndrome (2012), have caused significant outbreaks in different parts of the globe 
in the last two decades.  The designation COVID-19 is an acronym for “coronavirus disease” and 
the year it was first discovered.  The word “corona”, which is Latin for “halo”, this refers to the 
appearance of a lighter-colored halo surrounding the virus when viewed under an electron 
microscope. 
 
COVID-19 was first discovered in late Fall of 
2019 in Wuhan, China.  There has been 
much speculation to the origins of this virus.  
Researchers, who published a recent paper 
in Nature2, have examined the virus’s 
genome and declared that it isn’t a 
laboratory created or purposefully 
manipulated virus but a result of natural 
selection.  They propose that it could have 
originated in animals, such as bats or 
pangolins, before jumping to human hosts. 
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Virus Transmission 
 

Virus particles are primarily transferred person to person via respiratory droplets, usually 
expelled through coughing and sneezing.  These virus particles can also survive on surfaces and 
transfer to others through contact with infected surfaces and touching one’s face. 
 
Incubation, time between being exposed to the virus and showing symptoms, is between 2-14 
days.  Primary symptoms include fever, cough, and shortness of breath, but people can also 
exhibit a variety of other symptoms (see table below).   
 
There’s some early indications that immunity, after infection and recovery, is short-lived, but 
it’s too early to be certain.  There is also evidence that asymptomatic and pre-symptomatic 
individuals might be able to spread the virus to others.   
 
COVID-19 is very infectious, but 80% of people have mild flu-like symptoms and don’t require 
hospitalization.  There is strong evidence that shows that people over the age of 65, 
immunocompromised, have a serious heart condition, are severely obese, and those that have 
respiratory conditions (chronic lung disease or asthma) are more likely to become infected3. 
 

 
Figure 1. Sources: CDC, WHO, American College of Allergy, Asthma and Immunology 
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Research has found that aerosolized COVID-19 virus particles can survive in the air for up to 3 
hours.  The environmental persistence of the virus varies greatly depending of the type of 
surface it contaminates4. 

• Copper: 4 hours 
• Cardboard: 24 hours 
• Stainless Steel and Plastic: 3+ days  

 
Due to it’s severe infectous nature and the ease of global travel, cases have been reported in 
almost every country in the world, with China, parts of Europe, and the United States the 
hardest hit regions1.   
 

 
                Figure 2. WHO 

 
Preventing the Spread 
 
The CDC recommends some very simple advice for preventing the spread of this pandemic3.   

• Avoid close contact with other people. 
• Frequent handwashing for at least 20 seconds. 
• Avoid touching your eyes, nose, and mouth. 
• Stay home (self-isolation) when you are sick. 
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What Does It Mean to Flatten the Curve? 
 
Due to the infectious nature of this disease, there have been large spikes in new infections.  The 
danger lies in the fact that there are only so many medical facilities and vital resources 
(protective equipment, respirators, hospital beds, etc.) available.  In order to ensure there are 
sufficient resources to deal with the influx of patients “Social Distancing” and other mitigation 
strategies have been deployed.  In the end, there might be the same number of cases, but the 
goal is to prevent large surges of new cases to relieve the burden to hospitals.  The diagram 
below shows how delaying the epidemic peak will help lessen the burden for healthcare 
services5.  
 

 
Figure 3. Australian Department of Health 

 

Governmental Response 
 
At the urging of researchers, governments around the world have deployed significant 
measures to reduce the spread of COVID-19.  Their responses have varied, depending on the 
infection rates in their regions.  Here are a few mandates that have been used to lessen the 
impact of this pandemic and prevent loss of life: 

• Closing schools. 
• Encouraging telecommuting. 
• Travel restrictions and screening (quarantine) for incoming international travelers6. 
• Canceling large social events. 
• Enacting quarantine and isolation mandates for non-essential businesses. 
• Enact extreme measures to increase manufacturing of essential supplies. 
• Relaxing certain regulations to speed the development and deployment of diagnostic 

tests, medicines, and other resources that are imperative to the local population.  
• Stimulus and support legislation to aid individuals and businesses. 

 



pg. 7  
https://gamep.org 

Another method used to control the spread of this disease is instituting mandatory quarantines 
in hard hit regions.  Quarantine is the separation of people (or communities) who have been 
exposed to an infectious disease.  Isolation is the separation of people who are known to be 
infected.  In the United States, both the Federal and State governments have this power.  In this 
country, large-scale isolation and quarantine was last Federally enforced during the 1918 
Spanish Flu pandemic.  Currently, the US Government has recommended isolation and social 
distancing.  States are starting to mandate quarantine and isolation as infection numbers swell.  
 

 
Preventing the Spread in the 
Workplace 

 
The World Health Organization (WHO) has developed a strategic approach utilizing the 5 “Ps”: 
Prevention, Preparedness, Public Health, Political Leadership, and People7.  A few measures to 
prevent the spread of this disease are: 

• Screen workers for fever of 100.4°F or higher upon arrival, each day. 
• Clean/sanitize frequently touched surfaces, multiple times a day.  The EPA has issued 

guidance on the cleaners and sanitizers that have proven effective in destroying 
coronavirus8.  

• Issue individual boxes of gloves and other Personal Protective Equipment (PPE). 
• Enforced frequent handwashing. 
• Relax sick leave policy. 
• Establish staggered breaks and other social distancing initiatives. 
 

During this crisis, contamination is arguably the single biggest threat to any manufacturing 
facility, which is why extreme measures are taken to ‘germ-proof’ production areas.  For 
example, should an exposure occur on a food processing floor, not only will the company have 
a full-blown contamination to deal with, which could lead to a complete shutdown in 
operations, there would also be huge financial losses in terms of food wastage, a standstill in 
production, and idle staff.  That’s not to mention a visit from a local health inspector! 
 
Here are a few guidelines to help keep employees safe: 

• Require anyone who is sick to stay home. 
• Cancel any nonessential visitors and audits to the facility. 
• Cancel any up upcoming trips for employees. 
• Identify higher-risk employees and change the way they work. (social distancing, etc.). 
• Leave deliveries and pick-ups on the dock (at the door) and monitoring through 

cameras. 
• Keep doors closed and secured; if someone needs to come in, they call a number and 

are screened before entering. 
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Promote Social Distancing at Work: 
• Promote social distancing with staggered breaks, start-times 
• Isolating activities as much as possible.  
• Segregate workstations as much as possible: 

– Outline areas on the floor with tape 
– Move most people out of crowded rooms into bigger spaces. 
– Allow non-essential office staff to telecommute.  

 
Employee Hygiene Practices: 

• Enforce good hygiene rules: handwashing, changing of PPE, etc. 
• Persistent cleaning/sanitizing of frequently used areas (door handles, locker rooms, 

break rooms, rest rooms, handrails, etc.) 
• Schedule conference calls instead of onside calls, even for people inside the building. 
• Reduce communal use of materials and tools (pens, clip board, etc.).  For example, give 

individuals their own box of gloves to prevent cross-contamination.  
• Install port-a-johns for regular visitors (delivery drivers, etc.), so they don’t enter 

building. 
• Station hand sanitizer/wipes next to time clocks and in locker rooms and break rooms. 
• Utilize technology: Phone app to clock in and out of work 
• Provide proper PPE (gloves, masks) to prevent the spread of illness. 
• Establish relationships with local health departments to know proper procedure in case 

workers start getting sick. 
 
Examples of Personal Protective Equipment (PPE): 

• Shoe Covers 
• Gloves (various sizes/nitrile or latex-

free) 
• Surgical Gowns 
• Isolation Gowns 
• Tyvek Suits 
• Goggles  
• Safety Glasses 
• N-95 Masks or Equivalent 

• Face Shields 
• Patient Mask 
• Isolation Mask 
• Surgical Masks 
• Half-face Respirators 
• Full-face Respirators 
• Respirator Cartridges 
• Hair Covers 
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Develop simple training materials and post them in visible areas, so that your employees can 
easily reference them.  This should cover both proper use of PPE and any updated/revised 
procedures implemented due to the crisis.  
 

 
        Figure 4. Emory University.       
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What Should Leadership Do Now? 
 
There are several steps that business leaders can take to keep employees safe and minimize the 
negative impacts of this crisis.  

• Communication 
• Training 
• Medical Screening 
• Contingency and Mitigation Planning 
• Business Continuity 
• Employee Hygiene Practices 
• Vigilance 

 

Communication 
 
Clear, honest communication with employees is essential to maintaining their confidence that 
leadership is on top of things and prove they are valued.  Set a calm, informed tone with 
employees with regular communication on how to protect themselves and the business. 
 
Post guidance giving them tips to preventing the spread.  Most importantly, instruct employees 
to notify their supervisor or HR if they show symptoms or test positive for the virus. 
 

 
       Figure 5. Center for Creative Leadership. 
  
It’s important to look beyond the workplace and ensure that customers, suppliers, and other 
key stakeholders are kept apprised of developing conditions and potential disruptions to 
supply.  Share best practices and support neighboring businesses to foster goodwill.  Also 
remember that due to an unprecedented movement toward telecommuting, conferencing 
software is being inundated with traffic.  It’s recommended to start remote conferences at 
times other than on the hour to facilitate.  Participants will be able to join 8:50 am calls much 
faster than those that start at 9:00 am.  
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Training 

 
Cross-training, especially for key positions and critical roles, is vital during this turbulent time.  
Where possible, stream-line tasks in case one person must take-on multiple roles.  The CDC is 
predicting that we might yet not be seeing the peak in infections.  That, coupled with the fact 
that schools have been canceled and kids are at home, will lead to a reduction in workforce. 
Redundancy in job tasks is one of the best ways to ensure business continuity.  Proper training 
of employees to conduct medical screening, clean-up, and/or use of PPE is imperative, as well 
as highlighting any changes to the Sick Policy, Social Distancing, and others. 
 
 

Medical Screening 
 
For companies with a large workforce, medical screening might be needed to prevent the 
spread of this disease.  Here are a few suggestions for these screenings: 

• Screen workers for fever of 100.4°F or higher upon arrival, each day. 
• Monitor staff and look for symptoms indicative of this virus. 
• Encourage employees to get flu shot.  This won’t protect against COVID-19, but will keep 

more employees from missing work. 

 
 
Sometimes, preventative measures fail and positive cases arise in the workplace.  In this 
scenario, it’s imperative to enact strong mitigation measures to prevent the spread. 

• Encourage them to stay at home.  Recommend self-quarantine for 14 days.  
• Relax Sick Policies to ensure that employees have enough sick time to stay at home. 
• It’s not recommended that individuals go to hospital unless symptoms become severe 

or they belong to high risk populations.  
 
Businesses that experience multiple coronavirus illnesses are encouraged to alert their local 
health department.  It is a good idea to reach out to your local health department before this 
happens to learn their recommended procedures for this worst-case scenario.  
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Contingency and Mitigation Planning  
 
Assemble a Crisis Management Team and plan contingency strategies for business continuity if 
there’s a severe workforce reduction, mass decrease in sales, interruption in supply or delivery, 
or another unfavorable outcome.  Contingency and Mitigation Planning needs to involve upper 
management (legal counsel, HR, key stakeholders) with employee input to determine logic for 
possible scenarios.  Here are a few items that can be discussed: 

• Infectious Disease Outbreak Response Plan  
• Provisions for telecommuting 
• Means to ensure robust IT infrastructure for increased, remote telecommunications 
• Potential litigation (someone claims to be sick from work)  
• Temporary relaxing certain work rules on sick leave / out of sick leave 
• Assured supply of raw materials 
• Lack of PPE (masks, gloves) 

 
Business Continuity Planning also involves: 

• Understand and possibly expand supply chain for raw materials to assure supply. 
• Secure redundant transportation options to ensure prompt delivery. 
• Plans for severe workforce reduction. 
• Reality of diminished demand for products/services. 
• Estimate the potential costs to the business and employ efficiencies to mitigate some of 

this burden. 
 
One factor to increase the success and sustainability of these contingency plans is to expand 
planning involvement, past managerial staff, to also include key employees on the production 
floor.  This will: 

• Issue identification 
• Promote employee engagement 
• Encourage early adopters and policy leaders 
• Facilitate communication 

 
 

Vigilance 
 

• Keep an eye on changing legislation and travel restrictions6. 
• Federal bail-out opportunities for the company and employees. 
• Determine if you are considered a “Critical Business” and should remain open during 

Shelter-in-Place mandates: 
– Medical, food/water, emergency services, etc. 
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What is Considered a Critical Business? 
 
When local governments issue mandatory quarantine or shelter-in-place restrictions, most 
businesses are forced to close their doors.  The exception are businesses or services 
(commercial or governmental) that are considered critical for maintaining public infrastructure.  
 
In the United States, The Cybersecurity and Infrastructure Security Agency (CISA) executes the 
Secretary of Homeland Security’s responsibilities to provide strategic guidance, promote a 
national unity of effort, and coordinate the overall federal effort to ensure the security and 
resilience of the Nation's critical infrastructure.  This is a quote from CISA’s memo defining 
critical businesses9: 

– “If you work in a critical infrastructure industry, as defined by the Department of 
Homeland Security, such as healthcare services and pharmaceutical and food supply, 
you have a special responsibility to maintain your normal work schedule.”  

 
If a business or governmental agency is deemed “critical” they can operate outside of Shelter-
In-Place mandates.  
 

 
Figure 6. CISA 

 
Essential businesses acting under quarantine restrictions should contact The Federal Emergency 
Management Agency (FEMA) with any trouble with shipping essential items (food, medical 
supplies, etc.) in certain regions10. 
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Food Manufacturing Update  
 
The Food and Drug Administration (FDA) has been keeping a close eye on the situation and has 
enacted several initiatives to keep American food companies operational11.  In order to keep 
their inspectors from being needlessly exposed, they are forgoing all routine inspections and 
focus on for-cause inspections for the duration of this crisis.  To ease businesses, they will also 
be pre-announcing all domestic inspections. 
 
In a March 18, 2020 stakeholder call, FDA stated that they haven’t found any evidence that 
COVID-19 is spread through food or water.  Although there are several foodborne viruses, at 
this time, they aren’t anticipating recalls association with this virus.   
 
If employees of food manufacturing facilities become positive with COVID-19, the FDA is not 
recommending that food needs to be placed on hold or destroyed.  The agency is also relaxing 
some regulations to ease the burden to food companies.  They’ve made allowances for both 
the Food Safety Modernization Act (FSMA) Supply Chain Rules and the Nutritional Labeling laws 
to allow for restaurants to package and sell food for consumers to take home. 
 
The GA Department of Agriculture (GDA) is also a great resource for updates concerning the 
food supply in Georgia and emergency actions for escalated issues12.  
 

Future Predictions 
 
Although many experts don’t think the United States has seen the worst of the crisis, there are 
many reassuring facts to consider: 

• No evidence that this virus is spread through food or water; this is a respiratory illness.   
• Currently, it is safe to receive packages from areas that have experienced outbreaks, 

including China, as the survivability period on surfaces is up to nine days and transit 
generally takes longer than that.  

• Seeing a reduction in new illnesses in China and Italy. 
 
Please remember that researchers are constantly expanding our knowledge on this disease.  
For the most recent information and recommendations, please refer to the CDC and WHO 
COVID-19 websites (see the Resources section, below). 
 
 

GaMEP Support     
  
Georgia Tech has several departments that are working with manufacturers to aid them 
through this crisis from an environmental hygiene standpoint13 and food safety/public health 
issues14.   
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The Georgia Manufacturing Extension 
Partnership’s (GaMEP) mission is to help 
Georgia manufacturers increase their top-
line growth and reduce their bottom-line 
costs.  The GaMEP website14 provides 
current information on the crisis as well as 
sources of support and assistance, including 
a series of webinars designed to help 
manufacturers sustain their business during 
this pandemic. 
 
The GaMEP can assist manufacturers with 
continuity planning, supply chain issues 
(such as assisting in locating raw materials 
for critical needs), and production 
challenges related to changes in demand or 
labor disruption due to the pandemic. Also, 
updated information and learning 
opportunities related to COVID-19 can be 
found at www.gamep.org/coronavirus.  
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