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OHS Emerging Issue:

COVID-19 in common 
areas



Classification: Public

• worker exposure and failure of controls within workplace 
common areas, such as:
– lunch rooms
– break rooms
– locker rooms
– showers
– smoking areas (outdoors)

• identified from the surveillance of potentially serious incidents 
(PSIs) related to COVID-19

Issue

2
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• Within three days, five PSIs (18%) identified COVID-19 exposure from 
a lunch, break or locker room.

The trigger – PSI data 

Exposure # infected

ate lunch/coffee in room 3

ate ice cream in small office 2

failure to use PPE in locker room 3

lunchroom 3

lunchroom and back bench 1 infected, 
3 close
contacts
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• Studies found:
– a cluster of COVID-19 infections related to break room exposures 1

– break room chairs and door handles most frequently contaminated surfaces with 
COVID-19 2

– higher-risk exposures to health care co-workers often involved lapses in compliance 
at non-patient care areas (nursing stations, staff or break rooms) 3

– health care workers had higher COVID-19 infection risk if in same break rooms: 4

• without a mask for more than 15 minutes 
• ate food within 1 m of each other
• failed to keep a social distance from each other

1. Surveillance and Identification of Clusters of Health Care Workers with COVID-19: Multidimensional Interventions at a Comprehensive Cancer Center. Ariza-Heredia E; Frenzel E; Cantu S; Carlson M; 
Thomas G; Khawaja F; Raad II; Chemaly RF;  Infect Control Hosp Epidemiol 2020 Nov 13, pp. 1-21.

2. Sentinel Coronavirus environmental monitoring can contribute to detecting asymptomatic SARS-CoV-2 virus spreaders and can verify effectiveness of workplace COVID-19 controls. Marshall DL; Bois F; 
Jensen SKS; Linde SA; Higby R; Rémy-McCort Y; Murray S; Dieckelman B; Sudradjat F; Martin GG;   Microb Risk Anal 2020 Dec; Vol. 16, pp. 100137

3. What are the sources of exposure in healthcare personnel with coronavirus disease 2019 infection? Zabarsky TF; Bhullar D; Silva SY; Mana TSC; Ertle MT; Navas ME; Donskey CJ; American journal of 
Infection Control

4. Specific risk factors for SARS-CoV-2 transmission among health care workers in a university hospital.  Celebi, Guven; Piskin, Nihal; Celik Beklevic, Arzum; Altunay, Yurdagul; Salci Keles, Aysegul; Tuz, 
Mehmet Ali; Altinsoy, Bulent; Haciseyitoglu, Demet. American Journal of Infection Control. Oct 2020, Vol. 48 Issue 10, 1225

Evidence in literature
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• Victoria Hospital: “it’s almost impossible to social distance” in the break area 
used by staff 5

– “There’s probably on a regular day, at least 70 to 100 staff in the emergency 
department, including clerks, PSWs, emergency department technicians, doctors, 
residents, students. And all of us have to share one small little staff room that they’re 
only allowing six people in.”

• Outbreaks at Mayo Clinic, Holyoke Medical Centre and Orange County 6

– Found work-related exposures mostly happened in break and lunch rooms.
• Quebec outbreak 7

– “Employees will often follow measures while working, but it’s in the little moments in between —
during breaks or informal meetings — that people let their guard down. Part of the issue comes 
from the misplaced sense of safety many feel around the coworkers they see every day.” 

5. https://globalnews.ca/news/7510816/coronavirus-lhsc-london-nurse-ppe-breaks-morale/
6. https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-covid-risks-in-the-workplace-break-room-11607302800
7. https://montrealgazette.com/news/local-news/quebec-workplace-covid-outbreaks-outpacing-those-in-schools-and-care-centres

Evidence in the news

5

https://globalnews.ca/news/7510816/coronavirus-lhsc-london-nurse-ppe-breaks-morale/
https://www.wsj.com/articles/the-covid-risks-in-the-workplace-break-room-11607302800
https://montrealgazette.com/news/local-news/quebec-workplace-covid-outbreaks-outpacing-those-in-schools-and-care-centres


Classification: Public

1. Develop and share resources on controls for staying safe in 
common areas (e.g. eNews, bulletins).

2. Communicate issue, evidence and action to OHS system 
partners (internal and external to OHS).

3. Inspect that employers are providing and ensuring controls 
for safe breaks.

4. Monitor issue through literature scan and surveillance. 

Next step:
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Comments or questions?

OHSsurveillance@gov.ab.ca
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