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SUPPORTING LONG COVID – MANAGER GUIDE
Background

Covid is a relatively new illness but our knowledge of it is improving all the time. Covid is not just a respiratory illness. It is a multisystem, systemic disease with wide ranging effects particularly on the heart, lungs, kidneys, blood vessels and brain.  

Long term symptoms are common after a Covid infection and the term ‘long covid’ (LC) has been applied for people who still have symptoms after 12 weeks. The UK prevalence of LC is unknown, but one report estimated it at around 10% of people infected. 

LC affects people of any age and does not relate to the severity of the infection, hospitalisation, admission to ITU etc.  People with even asymptomatic or minimally symptomatic Covid infection can develop LC.  

Causes and Symptoms

The National Institute for Health Research suggested four categories of LC: significant organ damage (e.g. heart, lungs or kidneys), post-intensive care syndrome, post-viral fatigue, and symptoms of ongoing Covid-19 infection. 

The most common symptoms are; 
· fatigue (physical and mental)
· shortness of breath & cough 
· joint pain and chest pain
Other symptoms include:
· 
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· Migraine / headaches
· Impaired memory and concentration 
· Heart palpitations
· Diabetes
· Rash
· Sleep disturbance
· Diarrhoea
· Hoarse voice
· Dizziness
· Low mood / anxiety 
· Persistent fever
· 
Rehabilitation and recovery
LC may take more than 6 months to recover from, and it should be recognized as a long-term illness.  Rehabilitation may require multidisciplinary input from the GP, Long Covid Clinic, physiotherapy, occupational therapy, and occupational health. However, although recovery from COVID-19 can be slow, many people improve with time, and treatments are improving as more is known. Returning to work is part of the recovery and, even if this has to be very gradual, it will result in a quicker return to normal function.
Assessing effect on work
LC can have various physical and mental effects impacting on work including fatigue; shortness of breath; impaired standing; impaired short-term memory, concentration and attention; chest pain on exertion; and hoarse voice. These may affect mobility, manual handling, stamina, thinking / cognition, speech etc. 
A phased return longer than usual may be required, and regular review and readjustment to reflect the up and down course of the condition is likely to be necessary (please see section 2 below). 
Three step approach to managing Long Covid: 
1. Assess effect of symptoms on work capability 
Make contact with colleagues who are out of the workplace as soon as possible. This will enable early risk assessment and return to work discussions to take place.
Consider how you can help staff prepare to return to the workplace. For example, short visits to the workplace before they return could help colleagues familiarise themselves with the changes they can expect, and to experience the social distancing and infection control practices. In particular, make further considerations for staff members unable to return to work immediately due to long-covid.
Discuss how your team member is feeling and what symptoms they have. Discuss how the symptoms are likely to impact on their role in the Trust.  For example, they may be unable to work full shifts, or do manual handling tasks, or walk long distances.  They may not be able to stand for long periods. Hoarse voice may affect communication such as using a telephone or speaking at meetings.  You may need to observe them undertaking their usual tasks to assess what they can and can’t do.   
Acknowledge that they may experience anxiety or low mood, and they may be worried about the future and their recovery. 
Consider factors outside of work which may affect someone returning to work, and encourage them to consider any interim adjustments or changes they may need to make. For example, do they have childcare or caring responsibilities. 
Identify any additional training or clinical supervision needed to support them to return. 
Focus on team and peer support. Staff who are returning to the workplace after a period of weeks/months may feel nervous, anxious, and guilty. Equally, staff who have been in the workplace may feel resentment towards those shielded staff or those working from home. Managers and team leaders can help different staff members understand each other’s perspectives or seek support from HR&OD to address any issues. 
2. Signpost and Support 
Signpost your team member  to their GP to ensure they get appropriate medical advice. The GP may make a referral to the Long Covid Clinic for further tests or advice. There is no direct access to the long-covid clinic for NHS staff.
A referral to Occupational Health & Wellbeing (OH&WB) may be required for specialist advice on fitness for work and work restrictions or adjustments. This can be done in the usual way and further information is available on staffnet.
Advice on phased returns, particularly where they may potentially be needed for longer than 4 weeks, should be sought from the HR Operational Team, together with professional input from the Occupational Health and Wellbeing Department.

Other adjustments that can be considered include:
· Alterations to timings (starts, finishes, breaks)
· Temporary changes to hours, e.g. shorter days, longer breaks between shifts etc.
· Workload and or task changes, e.g. less manual tasks, fewer tasks, more time to complete tasks
· Temporary changes to duties
· Working from home or combination of this and office work where appropriate
Signpost to the NHS ‘Your COVID Recovery’ website: www.yourcovidrecovery.nhs.uk  This provides practical advice about managing the symptoms and challenges of Covid and LC. 
If your team member is  suffering from low mood, anxiety or other mental health problems then advise them that they can self-refer to the OH&WB counselling service on (4)37222. 
Signpost colleagues to the internal support available for their health and wellbeing, as well as the national support available, via the Support Hub. 

Update colleagues on changes to the team and organisation. There may have been a lot of changes in ways of working, the physical work environment, and team roles so it will be important to update each team member and re-induct them as they come back into the workplace.
Proactively check-in with any colleague who doesn’t turn up for a planned shift to identify if they are experiencing any issues or barriers and signpost them to local and national support.
Consider what peer support staff members might need. For example, could staff be paired up into buddies, where a returning staff member is paired with someone who has been in the workplace for longer. 
3. Regular reviews 
Meet regularly with your team member  to discuss how they are progressing and to reassess their fitness for work. Remember that they may go backwards as well as forwards during their recovery and they may need different support over time, so it’s important to continue to focus on their wellbeing. 
You might also discuss fit-notes, recommendations to maintain attendance at work, or recommendations to support a return to work.   The risk assessment may also require review from time to time if there is a change in circumstances.
HR Support
You may also find it useful to refer to the Trust’s policy and guidance for more information about supporting colleague wellbeing.  The Operational HR Team are available to discuss any part of this process, and can help you prepare for meetings, support you with understanding and implementing medical advice, and provide policy support. 
External Guidance
The Faculty of Occupational Medicine (FOM) has published guidance that employers and managers can consider to enable staff with long COVID to return to work. This guidance can be found here
The FOM guidance provides a list of practical steps including to:

· understand the symptoms of long COVID that will impact function and potentially delay staff from returning to work
· follow the general occupational health principles when arranging the return of staff with long COVID  
· put adjustments in place to ensure that staff feel comfortable upon their return. 

Other links that may be helpful include:
https://www.yourcovidrecovery.nhs.uk/ (an NHS website developed by leading academic and clinical representatives from nationally recognised organisations).

icusteps.org (a registered charity run by former intensive care patients and relatives, improving the care and support available to patients recovering from critical illness during their long recovery).
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