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In 1911, 146 factory workers lost their lives in the Triangle Shirtwaist fire in New York City. While 
the immediate cause of the disaster was the fire, what made it a true disaster was an unsafe 
structure, locked exits, fire hazards, and lack of concern for employee welfare. Since that time, 
extensive regulations have been promulgated to assure better preparation and response. 
However, recent natural and human-caused disasters, not to mention the COVID-19 pandemic, 
have sharpened our awareness that many employers are still unprepared to protect employees 
or promote employee well-being in the face of potential disasters. 

The Total Worker Health® TWH orientation is critical to promoting worker well-being in the face 
of emergencies and disasters such as severe weather events, acts of terrorism, disease 
outbreaks, and chemical spills. These events impact individuals as workers, family members, and 
residents of impacted communities. Beyond the immediate impacts of the disaster, work 
disruptions and demands during and follow disasters have profound impacts on individuals coping 
with other disrupted venues and systems that support their daily lives.  

A Model for TWH Employer Preparedness 

With support from a CPH-NEW Pilot Grant, I developed a model for Employer Preparedness that 
borrows from the best of TWH and emergency preparedness concepts. Elements of these 
domains are listed in Fig 1. For example, in the Planning Domain a TWH perspective adds 
“Planning Equity” as a value so that workers on all shifts and employees with chronic diseases 
are accounted for in emergency planning. In the Training Domain, we include education that 
focuses on personal and family preparedness for diverse disasters, such as pandemic virus. 
Employer policies on pay and leave for workers who volunteer or are called up for community 
emergency response duty could be considered in the domain of HR Policies for Employer 
Preparedness. Planning may be the most important domain, for that is where all other domains 
are considered in a collaborative cyclical planning infrastructure that can continually strive for ever 
greater and more comprehensive preparedness.            
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Assessing TWH Employer Preparedness in a Sample of Employers 

I collaborated with the Northeast Human Resources Association to conduct an on-line survey of 
their members’ perspectives on their employers’ preparedness in these seven critical domains. A 
TWH Employer Preparedness Index was created to score responses on a scale of No, Low, 
Moderate and High preparedness in each domain and in total to broadly characterize and 
compare the TWH Employer Preparedness of the sample. Seventy-six human resources 
professionals from diverse employment sectors and organization sizes responded to the survey.  

Forty-two percent of the sample score a “moderate” level of preparedness, while 12% had a high 
level of preparedness, 29% had a low level, and 17% had no preparedness. While employers 
may have many elements of preparedness in place, almost all have room to improve. 
Respondents indicated that employers are better prepared for storms (89%) than for acts of 
violence (17%). One third reported preparedness for an infectious disease outbreak. Many 
employers have emergency plans, but these may not focus sufficiently on issues related to TWH, 
such as pay and benefits when an employer is closed. Policies and practices that might minimize 
conflicts between work and home, such as emergency child or elder care, may not be well 
developed in most employers’ action plans. We did not find significant differences between types 
of employers and their level of preparedness, although it is likely that healthcare and large 
employers have greater TWH Employer Preparedness. 

Advancing Employer Preparedness 

This study tested a TWH Preparedness survey with human resources professionals from a broad 
range of industrial sectors. The survey revealed wide variability in levels of emergency 
preparedness, while at the same time identifying categories of preparedness that tended to be 
underdeveloped by many employers. The TWH Preparedness model can be used by employers 
to conduct a self-assessment and to identify areas for improvement. The model, survey and index 
can also be used in a public health and general emergency preparedness context to inform 
emergency management agencies about preparedness gaps and strengths in their communities. 
As employers continue to resume operations and return to the “new normal” during the current 
COVID-19 pandemic, human resources leaders have an opportunity to take the lessons learned 
to create stronger, more complete TWH preparedness plans The current COVID-19 pandemic 
has brought need for preparedness from hindsight to foresight.  
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