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Long COVID is broadly defined as signs, symptoms and conditions 
that continue or develop after initial SARS-CoV-2 infection. The 

signs, symptoms, and conditions are present four weeks or more 

after the initial phase of infection. Long COVID is not one condition. 
It represents many potentially overlapping conditions, likely with 

different biological causes and different sets of risk factors and 

outcomes. Since there is no one diagnostic test for long COVID, 
healthcare providers reach a diagnosis by ruling out other conditions 
and/or illnesses, which can be a lengthy process. While the effects 
of long COVID vary from person to person, symptoms may include 

fatigue, cognitive impairment, nervous system dysfunction, lingering 

respiratory symptoms, headaches, dizziness, heart palpitations, organ 

damage and more. 

Despite growing awareness and an increased response to long 
COVID and its associated conditions, policymakers, researchers, and 

healthcare providers continue to grapple with understanding its long-
term impact. These conditions will certainly have implications for 
communities, healthcare systems, the economy, the workforce and 

the well-being of future generations. 

While there is still much to learn about long COVID, existing data 

suggest its impact on the labor force has been significant. According 

to the U.S. Government Accountability Office, long COVID has 
potentially affected up to 23 million Americans, reportedly keeping 

as many as 1 million people out of work. States, local governments, 

and their employers will benefit when they develop and implement 
policies and practices that help workers with long COVID stay at work 

or return to work when ready. 

The Potential Impacts and Costs 
of Long COVID 
Data from the National Health Interview Survey, a long-running 

public health survey, estimated that 6.9% of adults experienced long 

COVID in 2022, and more than 200 symptoms have been associated 

with long COVID. These symptoms vary from person to person in 

severity and length, making a potential long COVID diagnosis difficult. 
People are often unsure whether symptoms such as fatigue, chest 
pain, digestive issues, physical mobility problems, depression, and/or 

https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/healthplus-long-covid-report.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/sites/default/files/healthplus-long-covid-report.pdf
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105666
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105666
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/nhis/2022nhis.htm
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.eclinm.2021.101019
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anxiety should be attributed to long COVID or to a separate illness. Other studies have found the following: 

• Within six months following initial infection, one-third of COVID-19 patients experienced neurological 
or psychological symptoms such as anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder and psychosis. 

• Adults ages 35–49 (8.9%) were more likely than adults ages 18–34 (6.9%), 50–64 (7.6%), and 65 and 

older (4.1%) to ever have long COVID. 

• In addition to age, long COVID has had a varied impact on people across rural and metropolitan areas 
as well as race and socioeconomic status. 

A close look at labor force data suggests the U.S. faces a labor shortage: approximately 9 million jobs 
remained unfilled as of December 2023 with only approximately 5.8 million workers actively looking for 
work. This gap has left state and local governments, private companies, and small companies struggling 

and understaffed. Economists’ explanations for the labor shortage vary but include workers’ concerns 
about low wages, poor working conditions, difficulty accessing childcare and fear of contracting COVID-19. 

Research from Harvard Kennedy School has linked long COVID to decreased labor force participation and 

lost earnings. While the studies differ substantially in their methodologies and findings, a growing body of 
research suggests long COVID is a contributing factor to workforce shortages, with data showing that 45% 

of long COVID patients reduced their work hours due to chronic fatigue or cognitive impairment. 

A 2022 Kessler Foundation survey of nearly 3,800 managers reported 40% of their employees had lasting 

physical or mental effects after COVID-19 infection, with 58% of those managers saying the employees 
received workplace accommodations. Yet, lost wages for workers experiencing long COVID symptoms are 

still estimated to be between $170 billion and $230 billion annually. 

Long COVID and the ADA 
In 2021, the federal government issued guidance from the U.S. Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 
U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and the U.S. Department of Justice clarifying that long 

COVID could be considered a disability under Titles I (employment), II (state and local government), and III 
(public accommodations) of the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), the Rehabilitation Act of 1973, and 

Section 1557 of the Patient Protection and Affordable Care Act. 

If long COVID substantially limits one or more major life activities, employers covered by the ADA must 
provide reasonable accommodations absent undue hardship. An individual assessment is necessary 

to determine whether a person’s COVID-related conditions or symptoms substantially limit a major life 

activity. Given the time and complexity involved in reaching a long COVID diagnosis, it is worth noting 

that employers have the option of offering short-term accommodations pending fuller information and 

may even offer accommodations when someone does not meet the criteria of an ADA disability or have a 

definitive diagnosis of long COVID. 

Long COVID accommodations vary on a case-by-case basis, due to the many potential associated conditions. 
However, rest breaks, a plan of action during flare-ups, remote work and periods of intermittent leave 

to aid in treatment or recovery are common long COVID accommodations. If an employee’s productivity 

in their current position is severely compromised, an employer may also explore reskilling, or providing 

education and/or training to prepare the worker for a new position. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105666
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105666
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db480.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db480.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db480.pdf
https://www.cdc.gov/nchs/data/databriefs/db480.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/is-long-covid-worsening-the-labor-shortage/
https://www.bls.gov/jlt/
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/archives/empsit_02022024.htm
https://www.forbes.com/sites/christianweller/2023/02/09/amid-strong-labor-market-state-and-local-governments-struggle-to-hire/?sh=2e5e0cb93975
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/understanding-americas-labor-shortage
https://www.uschamber.com/workforce/understanding-americas-labor-shortage
https://www.hks.harvard.edu/centers/mrcbg/programs/growthpolicy/economic-cost-long-covid-update-david-cutler
https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105666
https://kesslerfoundation.org/employment-disability-survey-supervisor-perspectives-KFSurvey2022
https://www.brookings.edu/articles/new-data-shows-long-covid-is-keeping-as-many-as-4-million-people-out-of-work/
https://www.eeoc.gov/newsroom/eeoc-adds-new-section-clarifying-when-covid-19-may-be-disability-updating-technical
https://archive.ada.gov/long_covid_joint_guidance.pdf
https://www.ada.gov/
https://www.hhs.gov/civil-rights/for-individuals/section-1557/index.html
https://www.ada.gov/law-and-regs/ada/
https://www.dol.gov/sites/dolgov/files/ODEP/pdf/Working_with_Long_COVID.pdf
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Long COVID Policy Action 
At the federal level, steps are being taken to address long COVID. For example, the National Institutes of 
Health launched the $1.66 billion Researching COVID to Enhance Recovery Initiative, which combines data 

across more than 200 research sites. In addition, the U.S. Department of Justice and U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services issued guidance stating that the condition may be a disability under the ADA. 
HHS also launched the Office of Long COVID and will stand up a long COVID federal advisory committee 

this year. In March 2023, Congress introduced the Care for Long COVID Act (H.R. 1616), which addresses 
research on and improves access to supportive services for people with long COVID. 

Currently, at least six states, including Alabama, Massachusetts, Minnesota, New Hampshire, New Jersey, 
and New York, have introduced legislation regarding the impacts of long COVID. In May 2023, Alabama 

appropriated funding (SB87) for a study on the impacts of long COVID. 

Also in May 2023, Minnesota passed SF 2995, which established a program to conduct community 

assessments and epidemiologic investigations to monitor and address the impacts of long COVID and 

its related conditions. This program provides information and resources for communities and patients, 
informs health professionals about risks and detection, and promotes evidence-based practices around 

long COVID and related conditions. 

In 2022, Colorado created the role of Senior Policy Advisor on Long COVID and Post Viral Illness in the 

Office of Saving People Money on Healthcare. In its first year, the policy advisor focused on collecting data 

and developing recommendations on Colorado’s response to and preparedness for the short and long 

term impacts of long COVID. 

To further assist employers with providing reasonable accommodations, Minnesota’s Department of 
Employment and Economic Development created the Employer Reasonable Accommodation Fund (ERAF) 
(2023 Minn. Laws, Chap. 53, Art. 15, Sec. 31, Subd. 9). Small to mid-sized Minnesota employers can request 
reimbursement for expenses related to providing reasonable accommodations for job applicants and 

employees with disabilities, including those with long COVID. In addition to processing reimbursements, 
the ERAF coordinator is available for technical assistance and consultation at no cost to employers. 

New York introduced SB S898 during the 2023 legislative session. SB S898 directs the New York Department 
of Labor to study the impact of long COVID on employees and the labor market and issue a report of its 
findings and recommendations to the governor and legislature. 

In 2023, Massachusetts introduced HB 2147, establishing a commission to identify the socioeconomic, 
medical, public health, mental health, social, and fiscal needs related to the state’s surveillance, care, and 

treatment of people with long COVID. Both bills are still pending. 

https://www.gao.gov/products/gao-22-105666
https://www.nih.gov/about-nih/who-we-are/nih-director/statements/nih-bolster-recover-long-covid-research-efforts-through-infusion-515-million
https://archive.ada.gov/long_covid_joint_guidance.pdf
https://archive.ada.gov/long_covid_joint_guidance.pdf
https://www.hhs.gov/about/news/2023/07/31/hhs-announces-formation-office-long-covid-research-practice-launch-long-covid-clinical-trials-through-recover-initiative.html
https://www.federalregister.gov/documents/2023/11/17/2023-24586/announcement-of-intent-to-establish-federal-advisory-committee-on-long-covid
https://www.congress.gov/bill/118th-congress/house-bill/1616?q=%7B%22search%22%3A%5B%22Elementary+and+secondary+education%22%5D%7D&s=1&r=40
https://gcc02.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%3A%2F%2Flegiscan.com%2FAL%2Ftext%2FSB87%2Fid%2F2800082%2FAlabama-2023-SB87-Engrossed.pdf&data=05%7C02%7CTrombley.Robert.F%40dol.gov%7C4403945037064c1365c808dc3c91260b%7C75a6305472044e0c9126adab971d4aca%7C0%7C0%7C638451842264968729%7CUnknown%7CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%3D%7C0%7C%7C%7C&sdata=fCwTJVPmX%2Bq8Dorttr9mlg8WdywwYRxjvxFc6MKZlJo%3D&reserved=0
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/193/H2147
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?f=SF2995&b=senate&y=2023&ssn=0
https://gencourt.state.nh.us/bill_status/legacy/bs2016/billText.aspx?id=711&txtFormat=html&sy=2023
https://custom.statenet.com/public/resources.cgi?id=ID:bill:NJ2022000S1247&ciq=ncsl&client_md=6851cc6c80ad8c82477d1705c0f3fc2d&mode=current_text
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S898
https://legiscan.com/AL/drafts/SB87/2023
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/bills/bill.php?f=SF2995&b=senate&y=2023&ssn=0
https://civhc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Long-COVID-Report-2022-by-Colorado-OSPMHC-01032023-Final.pdf
https://civhc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Long-COVID-Report-2022-by-Colorado-OSPMHC-01032023-Final.pdf
https://civhc.org/wp-content/uploads/2023/01/Long-COVID-Report-2022-by-Colorado-OSPMHC-01032023-Final.pdf
https://www.revisor.mn.gov/laws/2023/0/Session+Law/Chapter/53/
https://www.nysenate.gov/legislation/bills/2023/S898
https://malegislature.gov/Bills/193/H2147
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