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Introduction
Although no one expects a disaster or emergency to affect them, their employees, or their
business, the truth is that disasters can happen anywhere, at any time, to anyone. Let’s take
fires, for example. Between 2010 and 2019 there were roughly 13,297 workplace-related fires in
Canada. In Ontario alone, there was an estimated $968 million in losses due to fires in only
2019 with more than 13% of these fires occurring in the workplace. More sobering is that there
were a total of 793 injuries and 67 fatalities.

Because it can be challenging to think clearly during a crisis, the best time to prepare to respond
to an emergency is before it occurs. This gives you time when conditions are calm to thoroughly
plan an effective emergency response. While we all hope for the best, we must prepare for the
worst.

The COVID-19 pandemic has changed what our workplaces look like and so must also change
how we address workplace safety. Fire drills and evacuations are still mandated, but with a large
percentage of our workforce choosing to work from home or in a hybrid approach, the way we
approach these drills must evolve to address this new dynamic.

Many activities were put on hold during the pandemic including workplace fire drills. Businesses
cannot delay running these and other types of drills any longer. They are needed to:

● maintain certifications,
● remain in compliance with industry regulations, and
● qualify for privileges, rebates and discounts.

But with the changing look of business and many employees working from home how do you
move forward with workplace drills?

3



7-steps for running safety drills with remote teams
How do you engage your incident response teams to plan and run workplace drills when they
are now working from home? What steps do you need to take to run an effective drill in a remote
workplace? The following 7 steps will guide you as you work your way through planning,
executing and evaluating a workplace drill in a new world of hybrid and remote work.

Step 1: Develop a plan
Before you hold a drill, you should determine the type of drill you are going to run. Use your
company’s incident response plan, if there is one, to help you determine the type of drill
(simulated/tabletop, live/full-scale exercise, etc.) and the subject (fire drill, chemical spill, etc.).

Next, identify the goals and outcomes you are hoping to achieve. Look back at past drill reports
to identify areas of focus on and improvement. Some things you may want to consider when
setting your goals include making them SMART, the type of drill you need to run, and who
should be involved from what teams, departments, offices and worksites.

Other things to keep in mind include filling vacancies for key roles such as incident commander,
wardens and observers, the time to beat for accounting for everyone (headcount), who will help
develop and contribute to the after-action report and debrief, and so on.

You can use a tool like Alertable for Microsoft Teams to upload your documented drill plan into
the Files area to provide visibility of it and easy access. You can also use Alertable for Microsoft
Teams to notify everyone in your company that a drill is planned and the details can be found in
the Files tile. This allows your staff to review and validate both the plan and the identified goals
before the drill occurs to allow time for any adjustments before ther drill starts. Any changes to
the plan can be re-communicated using Alertable for Microsoft Teams.
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Step 2: Prepare
In the lead-up to the drill, take time to brief your incident response team as well as key
stakeholders, as needed, such as building management, the local fire department, local officials
and local businesses. Make sure everyone reviews their role and responsibilities on the day.

Some questions that you may wish to ask include: is there the possibility that any visitors or
members of the public could be present during the time of the drill? If so, they will also need to
be informed. Do you need to invite any industry regulating authorities to watch or participate? If
so, send invitations and ask them to RSVP. Do you have everything you need to complete your
drill? Is your equipment such as safety kits and fire extinguishers where it should be and in good
order?

Do not make the drills easy for your staff, throw some curveballs. Ask them to block off typical
exits including their front doors at home or the office, create hot zones at home and the office
they can’t enter such as a living room or common gathering area, arrange for a staff member to
have an “injury” and let your employees respond.

These activities encourage your team to learn about their work places no matter where there
are and where emergency supplies are located such as fire extinguishers, smoke detectors, first
aid kits, evacuation maps, etc. Allow them to learn how to use the various equipment properly
and safely. Try to have something different in each drill so they don’t become ineffective. Drills
can be used to build competence and confidence, but repetition of the same drill will often
encourage complacency.

Consider using Alertable for Microsoft Teams for the preparation step in the following ways:

● Hold online meetings to brief the incident response team and key stakeholders and to
discuss roles and responsibilities,
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● Upload plans, procedures, templates and forms to Alertable for Microsoft Teams that will
be needed before, during and after the drill. This way everyone can familiarize
themselves with the documentation, in advance,

● Create tasks that will be performed before, during and after the drill and assign them to
people, according to their roles. For example, you may want to create tasks before the
drill for people to check on supplies and equipment that will be needed,

● Schedule meetings that will be held during and after the drill such as stakeholder
meetings, progress meetings and after-action meetings.

Step 3: Start the drill
Ask your observers to physically go to their assigned position if in the office or to Alertable for
Microsoft teams if observing from afar. Start the drill by sending electronic notifications, pulling
alarms and making an announcement over a PA system.

The effectiveness of drills with a hybrid workforce is being questioned and changes need to be
made to ensure all safety standards are met. Including all workers, both those physically
present and those working remotely is important to ensure that whoever is on-site on any
particular day is well versed in the safety and evacuation procedures.

Alertable for Microsoft Teams can be used to start a drill by sending everyone a notification in
Microsoft Teams, a SMS text message or email. Drill alerts can be sent company-wide or only
sent to the specific teams, departments, or offices that you would like to include. With Alertable
for Microsoft Teams, you can easily reach people and let them know a drill is underway no
matter where they are.

Step 4: Secure the area
Care should be taken to secure the surrounding area even at home to mitigate the impact of
disasters of employee well being and to help protect against lost productivity afterwards as
employees recover. This can include actions such as closing windows and doors, clearing
staircases, securing equipment, looking for smoke, getting under a desk if there’s an
earthquake, going to higher ground in the case of a flood, etc.

Worker safety is paramount as their contributions are significant regardless of where they are
working. Some things to think about when workers are remote include knowing if there is
company equipment at those locations that should be shut down or secured to ensure the safety
of those around and to mitigate collateral damage, For example, is there computer equipment,
filing cabinets, bookshelves that should be secured. What about personal effects that could
cause collateral damage such as lawn furniture, recreational equipment and machinery? Has
any loose debris been properly cleared or anchored including children’s toys, cooking utensils,
etc.? Are there doors or windows that should be closed or locked to deter a fire or an active
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threat? Do your staff know when to close and when to lock a door? Are there chemicals on-site
that require special handling to reduce the likelihood of harm? Examples include things such as
paint, gasoline, pesticides, cleaning products, and chlorine.

To help make this step easy for workers and the unique needs and situations that they operate
in, Alertable for Microsoft Teams provides a checklist tool for your workers to create their own
unique checklists suitable to them and their work situation. They can save these individual
checklists, update them as needed and use them again for the next drill or when a real incident
occurs. When they complete their checklists they can use Alertable for Microsoft Teams to
upload photos and videos of the steps they took to secure the area and any resulting damage
that may still have occurred. More about checklists in Step 6.

Step 5: Do a headcount
As any area warden can tell you, headcounts can be challenging and often result in chasing
people to account for them. In the past, you didn’t know if the unaccounted were away when the
drill started or if they were still on the premises and needed help. Maybe the person was at an
off-site meeting, was taking a coffee break or grabbing lunch, or stepped away unannounced.
Maybe the person was injured or trapped and needed help. To be certain, you had to try calling
or emailing or calling and asking others who may have seen them. A very time-consuming
process.

How do you perform an accurate headcount when not all your staff may be currently working in
the office? What if the person assigned to a specific task to secure the facility is not physically
present on that particular day? It is necessary in today’s world to ensure you have a way to
check in with all employees, regardless of where they may be physically working on any
particular day.
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Alertable for Microsoft Teams can save you time doing headcounts. The Check-In tool provides
a virtual assembly or muster point and clearly shows all people that need to be accounted for
and their present status. Anyone not accounted for can be contacted easily by email, text or
phone. Others can see who is still not accounted for and weigh in on their whereabouts if
known. You can even ditch the clipboard at physical assembly points and still use Alertable for
Microsoft Teams to do your headcounts and get better results by avoiding miscounting,
particular with large teams.

Step 6: Observe, track and respond
For observers, in addition to observing how areas are being secured and headcounts are going,
observe how other aspects of the drill are going. Take notes that may be useful for evaluation
afterwards. Track if the drill is going faster and more effectively than last time.

For active participants in the drill, take action and respond accordingly as certain aspects of the
company are tested including its resilience, communications and coordination. Hold scheduled
and unscheduled meetings with the incident response team, key stakeholders and staff. Provide
open communication and regular status updates verbally and in writing so that everyone stays
aware and plans ahead, for example, knowing when they can return to work. Communicate
when the drill is over, a step that many forget leaving people waiting unnecessarily.

Alertable for Microsoft Teams makes it easy for observers to take notes and upload any
supporting photos or videos with those notes. The notes can be read by anyone on the incident
response team in real-time and also easily exported afterwards for after-action reporting.
Alertable for Microsoft Teams also makes it easy to track how the drill is going as it is
happening. Checklists and headcounts can be monitored in real-time and a dashboard tells how
efficiently those tasks are being done and can easily be compared to the last time. Meetings are
easily organized so that anyone from anywhere can call in. Information filed from the field
including notes, status reports, incident reports, etc is available at your fingertips. Finally,
Aletable for Microsoft Teams makes it super easy to stop the drill and to let everyone know that
they can now return to work.
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Step 7: Evaluate
For a drill to be effective it must be evaluated and company incident response plans updated,
accordingly. Gather information from your observers including field notes, pictures and video.
Invite them to a meeting and ask them what they saw while watching the drill from various
locations and perspectives, even from afar like at home or some other remote location. What
they observed may help you improve your procedures for future drills and emergencies. For
example, how long did it take for everyone to check-in? Were the checklists used and
completed promptly? If an unforeseen challenge occurred, did the incident response team utilize
the tools available to them to communicate with each other? Was it a challenge to identify who
was on-site and who may have been working remotely? Are there any other improvements
anyone could see that could increase safety and cut down on the time it takes to check in? Is
there any additional equipment that could help and support the response? Were any hazards
identified that may require the risk assessment to be reviewed? Allow your employees to share
their experience and any improvements they think could be made. Creating after-action reports
is invaluable as it documents how the drill went and helps identify where improvements can be
made.

It can be a challenge to get all employees to participate in drills. Did you notice during your drill
that there were employees who ignored the drill? How are you going to include those who work
entirely from home or have a hybrid of working from home and the office? What could be used
as an incentive to provide or improve motivation? Would some sort of competition between
teams, a longer lunch or early dismissal on a Friday as a reward for meeting the goals of the drill
motivate your employees to fully participate in the required drills even if they are out of the office
at the time of the drill? Could you have a program that rewards those working from home for
checking things such as the batteries in their smoke detectors, having a fire extinguisher, etc?

Alertable for Microsoft Teams simplifies the process and saves time when gathering information
afterwards and preparing after-action reports for post-mortems, compliance and claims. Instead
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of relying solely on observer notes and information, as in the past, Alertable for Microsoft Teams
can automatically provide metrics and analytics to help speed up that process. All information in
Alertable for Microsoft Teams is logged and timestamped for easy audit. This information can be
exported so that you can see exactly who checked in and was accounted for at what time,
precisely when a task was completed and checked off, what time meetings were held, and how
frequent and how long each lasted. It’s also very easy in Alertable for Microsoft Teams to gather
everyone online to solicit more insights to validate and supplement your findings.

Conclusion
Mock drills are practiced regularly in every school to ensure the kids know the routine and that it
becomes a habit and not something they have to think about. The same thing should happen in
the workplace. An organization that fails to plan is planning to fail when it matters most. Holding
regular drills, at least twice a year for each major type of emergency, more depending on the
industry you are in, will help familiarize your staff with how to safely respond to emergencies and
ensure readiness levels are where they should be. Drills are essential as they can identify gaps,
build confidence, and help people stay calm and not panic in emergencies because they will
know what they need to do to stay safe.

The new environment of remote working can make it challenging to run workplace drills. It can
take more time to plan, run and evaluate when time is already at a premium for most
companies. Thankfully, Alertable for Microsoft Teams helps overcome this challenge and makes
it even easier than before. Even if your company is not practicing remote work, Alertable for
Microsoft Teams can still be very effective and beneficial and save you time.

Sources:

PROFIRE

Government of Alberta

Fire Prevention Canada

NFPA Education

For more information on Alertable for Microsoft Teams please visit

www.peasi.com/critical-event-management/
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PEASI

PEASI is a software company that believes there’s a better way to contact and communicate
with people in communities and workplaces for day-to-day and emergencies. Its popular and
highly rated Alertable software is relied upon by officials, the public and workforces across
Canada.

Sales Inquiries:

● info@peasi.com or 1-888-400-5661 x1

11

mailto:info@peasi.com

