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Introduction:

The purpose of this leaflet is to inform line managers at Watkins how to effectively manage employee absence and well-being due to ongoing symptoms of Long-COVID.

What is Long COVID?
COVID-19 is an infectious disease caused by a recently discovered coronavirus (WHO, 2020a). As a result of the infection, the most common symptoms are a continuous cough, high temperature and a loss of sense of taste and smell (WHO, 2020a) 
For most people, contracting the COVID-19 virus results in a short period of illness. However, as outlined by NHS (2021a), some people will continue to have symptoms of Covid-19 after the infection has passed. The term ‘Long COVID’ is used after four weeks if symptoms persist and inhibit daily activities. (SOM, 2022).
The most recent study by ONS (2022) estimates that in excess of 600,000 people are still experiencing symptoms of Coronavirus 12 weeks after. This equates to 3% of those that were initially infected. 
Common Symptoms of Long Covid: (NHS, 2021b)
· Extreme tiredness (fatigue)
· Shortness of breath
· Problems with memory and concentration ("brain fog")
· Insomnia
· Heart palpitations, Dizziness 
· Depression and anxiety  
· Feeling sick, diarrhoea, stomach aches, loss of appetite
· High temperature, cough, headaches, sore throat, changes to sense of smell/ taste.
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Effectively Manage Employee Absence: Long COVID 



How to manage Employee absence due to Long-COVID:
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Empathetic Communication








· Managers should communicate with employees as early into their absence as possible to build good relations and support return to work. (ACAS,2021) 


    
Risk Assessments
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· COVID Risk assessments should be in place to support employees return to work and to also reduce the risk of re-infection. (CIPD,2021) 

[image: Man talking with therapist]            


Occupational Health










· Obtaining support from occupational health will enable the manager to establish severity of illness and how to support the return of the employee. Medical advice to assess and appropriately advise is important to the employee’s rehabilitation.
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Managers Guide to Employee Return from long term absence due to Long COVID:

Line Manager Guidance:

	· Have a clear understanding of what Long COVID is and the symptoms
	· Employee consent to share and access medical information with occupational health and shared services.

	· Understand Company Policies on absence management and follow as per ACAS guidelines.
	· Being patient and understanding of setbacks that may occur in the employees’ health due to the unpredictable nature of Long COVID. 

	· Flexible approach to workplace adjustments.
	· Seeking guidance and advice throughout to ensure fairness and flexibility from HR and Occ Health.

	· Adjustments made with support from the individual and Occupational Health.
	· Making time to have regular communication that is supportive and empathetic.

	
	


Employee phased return options: 

ACAS (2022c) suggest potential steps that may help to re-engage and employee to return to work as follows:

· Occupational health assessments and arrange suitable adjustments specific to the individual. 
 
· Consider flexible working options in partnership with phased returns. As stated by CIPD (2021), an employee’s symptoms of long COVID may change frequently and line managers should try to adjust schedules accordingly. 

· Communicate with the employee how much information they would like others in the team to know about their condition. 

· Ask the employee if there are any further steps that can be taken to facilitate their return. 
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Types of reasonable adjustments: How to support Employees Wellbeing and mental health?

60% of respondent for ONS (2021), survey reported that the experience of Long COVID had negatively affected their mental health with 3 in 10 stating that it had affected their work. Below are some examples of how line managers can support the affected employee:

· Physical adaptions to the workplace such as more comfortable office environment, adjusted lighting etc

· Changes to working hours or place of work. For example, a delayed start time could help an employee struggling with fatigue.

· Amended/ shortened workload for employees struggling with “Brain Fog” which causes memory and concentration issues.

· Allow for more breaks, this will aid the employees’ concentration and fatigue to more manageable levels.

· Change of workload and task where the employee is struggling to perform. An example of this would be where manual work is required. Buddy up the employee with another team member to help or reallocate the task.

· Make the employee aware of all the support available and how to access the support. (Pochron, 2021)

How should Long COVID absences be managed?
The usual policy for absence at WATKINS should still apply when managing absence and return to work for Long COVID. However, it is advised by ACAS (2022c), that employers should follow a bespoke COVID absence policy in these unprecedented times as not to discriminate against the employee. It is recommended that managers communicate and are empathetic to the employee who is absent and 
Utilise all resources and adjustments to support the employees return to work. Long COVID has been found to affect older people, women and ethnic minorities more than other categories which poses as separate risk of discrimination litigation. (ONS, 2021) 
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Long COVID: A recognised disability?

“An employer’s failure to make concessions to facilitate an employee’s return to duties may constitute as unlawful discrimination”. (Walton, 2021)

Long COVID or as it is also known “Acute COVID” causes physical and psychological as listed above in Common Symptoms. It is important for employers and line managers to note that the impact and symptoms of Long COVID may mean that employees suffering from the condition may be classed as disabled under the Equality Act 2010. (Walton, 2021) The Equality Act stipulates that a person may be classified as disable if they:

“Physical or mental impairment that triggers a substantial or long-term influence on their ability to undertake routine tasks’. (Equality Act 2010) 

Long term is categorised as a condition lasting or expected to last 12 months or more. As the CIPD (2021) highlight, not all sufferers of COVID 

or Long COVID will have symptoms lasting longer than 4 weeks, however, one in 10 diagnosed with long covid have symptoms lasting more than 12 weeks. 
The Equality Act 2010 covers several types of discrimination including disability and it is the Responsibility of employers and line managers to adjust facilitate the needs of employees with disabilities. However, the obligation for employers to do so for Long COVID cases is not currently protected by the Act because 12-month condition criteria. 
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Direct Discrimination related to Long COVID: 
Although the law states that to be classed as a disability the condition must last for 12 months or more, it is possible that Direct discrimination can occur if the employer treats the employee less favourably because of health-related issues. (ICAEW, 2021a)


Indirect Discrimination: 
Defined as the employer changes a practice or provision which puts the employee who are disabled with long COVID at a disadvantage compared to people who do not have the condition (ICAEW, 2021B) 


Employment Rights Act 1996: 
Ensures the fair treatment of employees in relation to unfair dismissal due to health-related absences. It is important for the employer/ Line manager to follow all company Absence policies and a fair disciplinary or capability procedure or the affected employee could make a claim at Employment Tribunal for unfair dismissal (ACAS,2022) 

Health and Safety at Work Act 1974
The Act relies on Employer’s duty to as reasonably practicable, ensure the health and safety and welfare of all employees. In the case of Long COVID, specifically covered by the Act.
 ‘Where the design and management of works exacerbates the employees’ health condition’ (ACAS, 2022) 

Sick Pay: (SSP) 
By Law employers must pay Statutory sick pay under the following conditions:
· They have been off sick or isolating for at least 4 days in a row including non-working days (ACAS, 2022b)
· They earn on average at least £120 a week before tax.
Author: Amberlea Knowles- 2116495

· They’ve told their employer within a deadline of employer expectation or within 7 days. (ACAS, 2022b)

Unfair Dismissal?
It is important to note that although initially long COVID may not meet the criteria for the legal definition of “Disability”, if the employee has more than two years continuous service, the employee may be alleged in some circumstances that their employer’s treatment of them results in a fundamental repudiatory breach of mutual trust and confidence entitling them to resign and claim unfair dismissal through an employment tribunal. (Chance, 2021) 
Not enough is known about the longevity of the condition however, at present there have not been any Employment Tribunal cases brought for unfair treatment in relation to Long Covid absence. This should be met with caution for managers as the situation and condition evolves and does not predict the risk of future Tribunal claims.

Final word:
Watkins are committed to providing a supportive, inclusive environment to all employees. Should line managers require further support, the HR department will happily advise. 

Contact: HR@watkins.co.uk or 02034567891 ext: 123
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