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	What is Long Covid and Why is it Important to Manage Compassionately?




SECTION ONE
UNDERSTANDING LONG COVID

WHAT IS LONG COVID?

The National Institute for Clinical Excellence (NICE) describes post-COVID-19 syndrome as “signs or symptoms that develop during or after an infection consistent with COVID-19 that continue for more than 12 weeks and are not explained by an alternative diagnosis” (NICE, 2022, p.3).
The most recent data sets estimate that 1.3 million people living in private households in the UK (2.1% of the population) experience self-reported long COVID  (LC) as of 2 January 2022 (ONS, 2022). LC is indiscriminate and affects all ages regardless of any pre-existing health, women under 50 are believed to be 50% more likely to suffer from LC compared to men in the same age group (CIPD, 2021).
Rushforth et al (2021) interestingly say LC is a patient-defined illness which gained legitimacy largely through the stories and actions of online patient reporting. What is most significant is acknowledging that LC is a real illness with significant impact on ones’ daily life. 
[image: Bacteria in a capsule][image: Damaged teddy bear][image: Mental health awareness mural]ACAS (2021) consider whether LC is a disability by applying the law definition as ‘a physical or mental impairment that has a substantial and long term negative effect on a persons ability to perform normal daily activities’. It is currently unclear whether reasonable adjustments for LC are covered in existing legislation so its vital to avoid any challenge by supporting employees regardless of any protection afforded by the Equality Act (2010). 
The Equality and Human Rights Commission (EHRC) (2021) advise a return to work risk assessment in order to consider reasonable adjustments to enable employees return to work safely.

HOW WILL I KNOW WHAT IS LONG COVID AND HOW DOES IT AFFECT PEOPLE?

LC is another public health challenge of planetary scale (Brüssow & Timmis, 2021). Rubin (2020) observed that weeks, even months post infection an increasing number of subjects reported chest heaviness, breathlessness, muscle pains, palpitations and fatigue. Wise (2020) studied Covid symptoms and identified six clusters associated with longer term symptoms if present in the first week of illness; cough, headaches, hoarse voice, diarrhoea, skipping meals and shortness of breath.

Whilst we continue to learn about the impact of COVID-19, both short term and long term, your Occupational Health Team can advise on a case by case basis (SOM, 2021);
· one in five people have symptoms after four weeks, and one in ten have symptoms for 12 weeks or longer and may last many months post infection.

· symptoms aren’t always consistent; they can be unpredictable and fluctuate over time.

· common symptoms include extreme fatigue, breathlessness, muscle and joint pain, chest pain and mental health problems that are not explained by other reasons.

· due to the diverse workforce most workers with ongoing symptoms will need workplace accommodation, but not all. FATIGUE				CHEST PAIN
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Everyone is different and LC affects everyone individually; the most common is brain fog and fatigue, line managers are key to a successful return to work and successful management of long term illness’s (CIPD, 2022).














SECTION TWO
RISKS









RISKS OF FAILING TO MANAGING LONG COVID ACROSS THE WORKFORCE
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When considering the risks associated with poor management of employees with LC, factors such as performance is impacted by workplace environment; linked to individual factors including physically demanding tasks, stress levels, extended working time and health conditions (Wakaizumi, 2021). As a responsible employer there are several actions that are already considered for any long term condition that must be followed and these will be summarised in section three. 
The legal framework is a starting point for managing any risk; employers have a legal obligation to protect employees with long-term health conditions and associated absences must be managed compassionately so to avoid breach of any protection afforded by; 
· Employment Rights Act (1996) such as conduct, capability and termination of employment on grounds of ill-health.
· Equality Act (2010) and protected characteristics such as disability, age and gender.
· Health and Safety at Work etc Act (1974) and the associated suite of regulations must also be considered, as well as any implications LC may have on the need for training and licensing particularly those who operate heavy machinery.
The impact of not managing LC is one of loss of workforce hours where perhaps a reasonable adjustment or flexible approach could have avoided. The impact of this loss is two-fold; there were 32.5 million estimated days lost in 2019/20 due to work related ill-health (CIPD, 2022). Secondly, the impact of employees leaving the labour market due to ill-health that could have otherwise been supported by a reasonable approach to management thus losing valuable skills and talent and the associated costs and challenges to recruiting into these roles. 
This is significant in agriculture and applies to all disciplines within the business; from field and warehouse staff to office staff with significant mental strain and pressure due to supply chain issues and staff disproportionately affected due to age, race and gender with women maintaining a carers role as well as part of the workforce. Work/family conflicts affect women more often and also differs by class and race (Eaton & Heckscher, 2021).
In order for an employer to avoid costly discrimination claims; both financial and reputational, it must actively prevent not only any potential disability discrimination but also other types. LC has been found to affect older people, women and ethnic minorities more severely than other groups (ACAS, 2021). Failing to support and engage in healthy attitudes to wellbeing and flexibility could be disastrous for organisations, especially those with specific skill sets and specialities that are harder to train.
Specifically in the industry of Agriculture the risks associated with operating heavy machinery is high and any employee with LC must be risk assessed with recommendations in section three applied to reduce the individuals risk  thus the company’s liability and responsibilities under Health and Safety Legislation.









SECTION THREE
SUPPORTIVE MANAGEMENT OF LONG COVID
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The journey to diagnosis will be a challenge for the individual so the focus should be on the principle of good work and supporting the individual to remain in work whilst managing their condition rather than the actual diagnosis. As a labour shortage continues, how employees are supported to join the workforce and stay in work will be key to delivering untapped potential and boost productivity (CIPD, 2021). 
In order to ensure a sustainable and effective return to work following COVID19, a layered and integrated approach is recommended; IGLOO framework can also be used to identify gaps in the current provision of care and support for employees ( Neilson et al, 2018);
[image: ]										(Source: Yarker, 2019).  
For a sustainable workforce and supporting LC in the workplace there are four elements that need to work together to support an employee working and living with LC; Individual, Group, Leader, Organisation as a protective shield in safeguarding wellbeing (Yarker, 2021.)
REASONABLE ADJUSTMENTS
Some cases of LC such as extreme fatigue, brain fog, shortness of breath, chest pain and muscle or joint pain that last for prolonged periods may have a detrimental effect normal day- to-day activities thus constitute a disability and its impact must be considered on a case by case basis (CIPD, 2022).  
A study by Blundell et al (2020) found that most recent studies have sought to describe what we know so far about the impacts of the COVID-19 crisis on inequalities across several key domains of life, including employment and it seems likely that the current crisis will leave legacies that will impact employment, learning,  family life, relationships and the ability to care for others which again has a huge impact on the economy and sustainability of the labour market. The uncertainty with LC and worrying about when the symptoms may arise, the length and severity of the symptoms also impacts how an employee can contribute to work, (Brown & O’Brien, 2021). 
Reasonable adjustments can be easy to attain and combined with a flexible approach to workforce management adopting a test and learn approach (CIPD, 2022);
Temporary Redeployment to less stressful/strenuous roles 
Modified Hours



Altered patterns of working

FLEXIBILITY rather than FLEXIBLE WORKING
Buddy / peer support and supervision





Agile Working



Temporary change in role/responsibilities
Flexible approach to time management and work schedule

                                        
Home working 

Reasonable time off for appointments

Alteration to workload and deadlines


Access to Work and adaptations to workspace, location/position, support worker services



Temporary reduction in hours

Increased breaks





OCCUPATIONAL HEALTH (OH) AND WELL-BEING 
Early referral to OH and Well-being will support both the employee and employer in gaining advice and access to support groups such as https://www.longcovid.org and Long COVID clinics. OH are key to supporting a return to work following Covid19,  offering advice on a well-balanced return to avoid the risk of indirect race, sex or age discrimination (CIPD, 2021), preventing a failed return and advice on reasonable adjustments.
REVIEW ABSENCE POLICY AND PROMPTS
Current absence policies are rigid and pre-pandemic, interim policies need to be considered around sickness absence, focusing on the need to support rather than penalise those who need an extended period of absence or modified duties (SOM, 2021). An example would be apply tolerances to the prompts allowing for absences and an extended phased return to support and re-engage.
SECTION FOUR
CONCLUSION
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Flexibility in managing these employees is key in order to avoid any potential discrimination claims, though the definition of flexibility has become more fluid since the start of the pandemic (Matthews, 2022).  This is different to the statutory right to make one request during a 12 month period following 26 weeks of employment; these requests require specifics of how they will work and is not true flexibility. LC presents as a fluctuating condition and therefore requires a flexible approach to support employees with brain fog and fatigue to consider what will work for them whilst balancing the needs of the business and other internal and external factors impacting on both the employee and employer.
Making reasonable adjustments is an effective way of avoiding costly tribunal claims but also key in promoting the health and wellbeing of employees with the benefits of a stable and loyal workforce (CIPD, 2022). It is more important to focus on reasonable adjustments rather than establishing any disability (ACAS, 2021). Being in work is part of the recovery process and with support and reasonable adjustments this can be achieved through a slow and paced return and working flexibly (SOM, 2021).
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