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Learning Objectives

1)To better understand best practice when supporting

employees with long-covid in their return to work

2)To consider how both rehabilitation and return to work

plans may need to be adapted for employees recovering

from long-covid

3)To know what resources are available for use and

signposting for employees, employers and clinicians benefit



Post Covid-19 Syndrome (Long Covid)

“Post-COVID-19 condition occurs in individuals with a history of 

probable or confirmed SARS-CoV-2 infection, usually 3 months 

from the onset of COVID-19 with symptoms that last for at least 2 

months and cannot be explained by an alternative diagnosis.”  

(WHO, 2021)



Prevalence



Prevalence



Post Exertional Malaise (PEM)  

If individual is suffering on-going fatigue, they must be carefully assessed to 
prevent PEM

PEM includes marked physical or mental fatigue, flu like symptoms, pain 
(joint of muscles)

Exhaustion maybe felt immediately after the activity/exercise or delayed by 
hours or days

Recovery from PEM can take 24 hours or more

Can be quite debilitating and cause relapse





How many struggle to return to work?

The largest global study of “Long Covid” to date has found that:

Over 45% reported requiring a reduced work schedule compared with pre-illness 

and 

22.3% said they were not working at the time of the study due to their health 

condition.



• Understand how symptoms affect work

• Consider flexible and phased return

• Consider altered hours/duties

• Consider Reasonable Adjustments to manage symptoms

• Consider physical and cognitive (thinking, attention, 

problem solving, organisation) demands of job role.



• 52% of workers experienced poor treatment at work due to ‘Long Covid’

• 19% were asked by their employer about the impact of their symptoms

• 13% were asked whether they had Long Covid at all

• 18% were going through absence management/HR processes

• 5% felt they were ‘forced’ out of their jobs

• 9% had used all their sick leave due to Long Covid

(TUC, 2021)

Online survey of 3500 workers 

experiences of RTW with Long Covid:



5 tips for best practice 
in supporting return to 

work



1. Person-Led / Shared Decision Making

Allow them to initialise the plan for their own recovery

and return to work as far as possible

Listen to the person, show compassion and offer

support with their recovery

Involvement of person, occupational health and

employer with regular and flexible communication

INDIVIDUALISED CARE

SUPPORTED SELF MANAGEMENT

EFFECTIVE COMMUNICATION



2. Be aware of all 3 types of energy

Physical

Cognitive

Emotional

MUST FIND OUT INDIVIDUAL 

STRESSORS TO THEN TARGET 

TREATMENT STRATEGIES



3. Consider the 3 P’s

Pace

Plan

Prioritise



Self managing Fatigue (PEM)  

Exercise Programmes may not be suitable 

Think activity rather than exercise

BUT exercise (or activity) is key to return 

to normal function and return to work 

Work between levels 4-5 (max)

Keep your heart rate at less than 60% of 

your maximal Heart Rate



4. Be conservative and flexible with RTW

Adaptive to symptoms – Consider hours, breaks, travel

Allow more time – likely a number of months

Allow for last minute changes – Be flexible



5. Offer wellbeing & lifestyle support

Sleep 
Support

How to Manage 
Cough

Positions of 
ease 

Relaxation 
and 

Breathing 
Techniques

Pursed Lip Breathing Mental

Health

Dietary 
Advice

Activity 
Diaries



Case Study



Background

- 63yr old Male

- Print Machine Operative

- 30yrs + experience

- Printing company

- North West

- 250+ employees

- Established OH physio service

- Known to OH Physio

- Long-standing bilateral 
shoulder pain/stiffness/OA

- Intermittent neck and upper 
back MSDs

- Self-manages well with 
occasional self-referral into 
physio

- No episodes of LT absence

Case Study

Employee



Job Role

- 3 shift pattern (E, L, N)

- Majority of shift on feet

- 10 – 15,000 steps per shift

- Intermittent heavier manual 
handling

- Tasks ‘Naturally Variant’

- Regular use of steps up/down 
machine

Case Study



Covid episode

- Contracted Covid Jan 2021

- Unwell, off work

- Hospitalised for 3 days

- Referred to physio in March 
due to a flare-up in MSDs… 
NOT due to Covid

- Shortness of breath on 
exertion

- “worsening” = ? Deconditioning

- Muscular aches and pains

- “Weakness” in legs

- Flare-up of MSDs
- ? Due to rest and 

reduced/avoidance of physical 
activity

- Fatigue/lethargy +

Case Study

Symptoms



Rehabilitation

- Home:
- Start small and basic

- Education and advice around 
what we know about the 
recovery process

- Reassurance!
• Employee anxious

• Believed “rest is best”

- Walking + Stairs

- Activity diary

- Fatigue score

- Individualised progression:
- Had to keep it basic

- Different walks

- Shopping

- Garden

- Pacing

- Avoid “boom and bust”

- Staying positive
• Low mood

• “fed up”

- Very keen to RTW

Case Study



Return to Work

- Phased RTW agreed rather than 
alternative role

- Reduced hours with gradual 
build up

- Target driven progressions

- Support from colleagues

- Support the apprentice

- Regular short ‘check-ins’

- No night shifts

- 8 weeks of gradually increasing 
hours from 3 to 8 per shift

- ‘Doubled-up’ for 10 weeks

- Weeks 11-16 independent, but 
no night shifts.

- Nights shifts re-introduced at 
week 17 (10hr shifts)

- First week on nights supported

- Modify physical activity / rehab 
exercises accordingly

Case Study

Progressions



The Set Back

- 7 weeks in

- Swapped shift

- More hours, without the 
planned colleague support

- Caused flare-up of MSD

- Physically struggled

- Didn’t highlight issues

-Why!?!?!?

Case Study



Outcome

- Successful return to full 
duties, hours and shifts

- 4 month period of phased 
RTW

- No absence since

- Maintaining physical activity

- No plans to retire

- …yet!

- Still married!

Case Study



Learning Points

- Support and flexibility of Operations Manager, Lime Manager and HR 
key to successful RTW

- Educating the employee, managers and HR about the challenges of 
Long-Covid rehab, and that physio can help!

- Early intervention key

- Prompt and honest communication from the employee to manager 
and physio

- Gradual progressions throughout the progress

- Highlighting the positives and ‘wins’ 

Case Study



Long Covid Clinic

325 referrals in the past year & 105 patients been through virtual rehab programme

Quality of Life (EQ5D)
72% improved

Mood (PHQ-9/HADS)
100% improved

Anxiety (GAD-7/HADS)
100% improved

Fatigue (Chalder Fatigue Scale)
92% improved

Breathlessness (Nijmegan Questionnaire)
63% improved



Resources: For employees

Your Covid Recovery https://www.yourcovidrecovery.nhs.uk/your-road-to-

recovery/returning-to-work/

The Society of Occupational Medicine https://www.som.org.uk/work-and-health and 

https://www.som.org.uk/covid-19-return-work-guide-recovering-workers

Vocational Rehabilitation Association - Return to Work after COVID - Support for 

individuals - Return To Work after COVID – Support for Individuals

Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development: Returning to the workplace | CIPD

NHS Health at Work https://www.nhshealthatwork.co.uk

MIND: Coronavirus and work | Mind, the mental health charity - help for mental 

ACPOHE: ACPOHE Recovering From COVID-19_ RTW Guidance_0.pdf (csp.org.uk)

https://www.yourcovidrecovery.nhs.uk/your-road-to-recovery/returning-to-work/
https://www.som.org.uk/work-and-health
https://www.som.org.uk/covid-19-return-work-guide-recovering-workers
https://vrassociationuk.com/return-to-work-after-covid/
https://www.cipd.co.uk/knowledge/coronavirus/returning-workplace
https://www.nhshealthatwork.co.uk/
https://www.mind.org.uk/workplace/coronavirus-and-work/
https://acpohe.csp.org.uk/system/files/documents/2020-10/ACPOHE%20Recovering%20From%20COVID-19_%20RTW%20Guidance_0.pdf


Resources: For Employers

Link Resource Author/Organisation

Teaching videos on guidance for return to work with 

ongoing COVID-19 symptoms 

Returning to work with ongoing COVID-19 

symptoms: Guidance for employee and 

managers 

University Hospitals of Derby 

and Burton NHS Foundation 

Trust

Employee Assistance Programme Association: 

Advice for employers

Advice for employers including a list of 

providers for workplaces with no access to 

EAP

EAPA

Vocational Rehabilitation Association – Advice for 

employers

Advice for employers including a list of 

practitioners for workplaces with no access 

to OH departments

VRA

https://www.som.org.uk/sites/som.org.uk/files/COVI

D-19_return_to_work_guide_for_managers.pdf

Return to Work Guide for Managers Society of Occupational 

Medicine

https://www.fom.ac.uk/wp-

content/uploads/longCOVID_guidance_managers_

04_small.pdf

Guidance for Managers and Employers on 

facilitating return to work of employees with 

Long Covid

Faculty of Occupational 

Medicine of the Royal College 

of Physicians

https://www.longcovid.org/resources/employers Peer support and campaigning in the UK 

for recognition, rehabilitation and research 

into treatments since May 2020.

Long Covid.Org Charity

https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLfPD5ilcfEbit6R2OgezYD9YeNvnniSyb
https://www.eapa.org.uk/
https://vrassociationuk.com/return-to-work-after-covid/
https://www.som.org.uk/sites/som.org.uk/files/COVID-19_return_to_work_guide_for_managers.pdf
https://www.fom.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/longCOVID_guidance_managers_04_small.pdf
https://www.longcovid.org/resources/employers


Resources: for Healthcare Professionals

FOM - Guidance for Healthcare 
Professionals on Return to Work 

for Patients with Long Covid 
longCOVID_guidance_03 

(fom.ac.uk)

https://www.fom.ac.uk/wp-content/uploads/longCOVID_guidance_04.pdf


Podcasts

- Managing Covid related symptoms during sickness absence:
https://youtu.be/3fHeLbDo40U

- Return to work rehabilitation:
https://youtu.be/29KcxHJb4qU

- Managing ongoing covid related symptoms in the workplace:
https://youtu.be/JNUBmWJgFms

- AHP Leader: Vocational Rehabilitation and Return to Work Planning
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YlBMLIvf4Tc

- Return to Work Podcast
https://longcovid.physio/podcast

https://mail.srft.nhs.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=eZ_Hn0yT-K3gIZIB-updNwBrWilkg2KzsruKYt1j3J09WmgGwQTZCA..&URL=http://smtp2.srft.nhs.uk:32224/?dmVyPTEuMDAxJiYxMGVlODA0OWZhZGRlYTQzNz02MDgwMUEwM180MDgxOV83NzU0XzEmJjRmZTM3ZTExNmY2MzFkYz0xMjIyJiZ1cmw9aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZ5b3V0dSUyRWJlJTJGM2ZIZUxiRG80MFU%3d
https://mail.srft.nhs.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=Vk4A-CXCyJp3b5efpWwEKNbW1yaJnXSwJuC2sTKwcaI9WmgGwQTZCA..&URL=http://smtp2.srft.nhs.uk:32224/?dmVyPTEuMDAxJiYxMGVlODA0OWZhZGRlYTQzNz02MDgwMUEwM180MDgxOV83NzU0XzEmJjRmZTM3ZTExNmY2MzFkYz0xMjIyJiZ1cmw9aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZ5b3V0dSUyRWJlJTJGMjlLY3hISmI0cVU%3d
https://mail.srft.nhs.uk/owa/redir.aspx?C=hZdr4WYc55_FU5JSwJ0TamqXb1vOH3q80OQHFe0FUiY9WmgGwQTZCA..&URL=http://smtp2.srft.nhs.uk:32224/?dmVyPTEuMDAxJiYxMGVlODA0OWZhZGRlYTQzNz02MDgwMUEwM180MDgxOV83NzU0XzEmJjRmZTM3ZTExNmY2MzFkYz0xMjIyJiZ1cmw9aHR0cHMlM0ElMkYlMkZ5b3V0dSUyRWJlJTJGSk5VQm1XSmdGbXM%3d
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YlBMLIvf4Tc
https://longcovid.physio/podcast


Take Home Messages

1.Person-Led / Shared Decision Making

2.Be aware of all 3 types of energy

3.Consider the 3 P’s

4.Be conservative and flexible with RTW

5. Offer wellbeing & lifestyle support

6.Use the resources available!
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Thank you for Listening!

paul.shawcross@acpohe.org.uk

@paulshawcrossPT

rob@acpohe.org.uk

@robkellyphysio



Further Courses

- ACPOHE Courses

https://acpohe.csp.org.uk/content/acpohe-courses

- Technical Membership Details

https://acpohe.csp.org.uk/content/technical-membership

- Registered Membership Details 

https://acpohe.csp.org.uk/content/registered-membership

- Work and Health Learning and Development Hub Coming Soon

https://acpohe.csp.org.uk/content/acpohe-courses
https://acpohe.csp.org.uk/content/technical-membership
https://acpohe.csp.org.uk/content/registered-membership

