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COVID-19's dramatic impact
on the disability landscape

By Liz R. Scott, PhD

There is no doubt that COVID-19 is a
Global concern and focus. COVID-19 has
been identified as a disease that likely
leads to permanent or long-lasting
disability.

Researchers and laypeople have indicated a forthcoming
Mental Health Tsunami that will have ripples for many
years to come.! The feelings of fear of contracting COVID-
19 has led to a reduction in hospital visits for other
medical reasons. Data shows in the United States alone,
cardiac symptom visits have reduced by 38 percent and
in Spain by 40 percent.? Cardiologists are concerned that
some people are dying at home because they are too
afraid to go to the hospital. This lack of seeking medical
care is not restricted to cardiac but extends to conditions
such as strokes, appendicitis, and other urgent conditions.? Without urgent treatment, there could
be harmful or profound impacts on health status. Doctors and Specialist visits plus surgeries have
been delayed, prolonging suffering and extending the duration of disabilities.* The number of
Mental Health Short Term Disability cases is increasing, and the number of claims progressing to
Long Term Disability is also higher.> The importance of staying connected with the workplace has
never been more important for physical and psychological recovery.

Dr. Liz R. Scott is the CEO and Principal of
Organizational Solutions Inc., a leading
workplace absence management firm.
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Psychological Impact

When the COVID-19 outbreak started spreading across the world, thousands of people began
facing severe health issues. A decision was made to

stop all social and economic activities to prevent the
pandemic's spread.® The sudden loss of social ‘ ‘
connections has been reported to have negatively

impacted society. Previous research demonstrates The durations of

that social interactions are essential for mental disabilities has
health.” Handshakes are also known to contribute to

the feeling of social connection, and these are no been pro foundl \%
longer endorsed as a form of greeting.® It is also

known that the loss of social connections can evolve Impacte db y lack
into loneliFless. Lorlleliness has beefl recognilzed asa of access and
psychologically painful and damaging emotion that
can result in the feeling that social needs are not del ays in
adequately met.? In reflecting back to Maslow's
hierarchy of needs, social needs are one of the freatment
underpinnings of health.10 Studies further indicate
that sense of belonging is an important element in the
workplace, and in order to achieve a sense of
belonging, one must form relationships with work colleagues.'* COVID-19 has interfered with the
natural progression through the hierarchy of needs.!?

availability.

Addiction-risk is another aspect of health and well-being that has increased significantly with the
pandemic.’3 It is well known that traumatic events can precipitate societal shifts in addictive
behaviours such as alcohol consumption.* The COVID-19 pandemic is particularly concerning due
to the shift to work from home arrangements, which has heightened vulnerabilities and triggered
or exacerbated alcohol use disorders.!®

The psychological impact of quarantine is wide-ranging,
substantial, and can be long lasting.

This is not to suggest that quarantine should not be used; the psychological effects of not using
quarantine and allowing the disease to spread might be worse. The disease itself multiplied by
forced quarantine to combat COVID-19 applied by nationwide lockdowns can produce acute panic,
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anxiety, obsessive behaviours, hoarding, paranoia, depression, and post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD) in the long run.1® These have been fueled by an "infodemic" spread via different platforms
of social media. Mass fear of COVID-19, termed "coronaphobia,” has generated a plethora of
psychiatric manifestations within society.!”

Tan et al. (2020) conducted a systematic review of thirty-five articles. Mental health issues such as
anxiety, depression, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and sleep disorders have increased
significantly. Job insecurity, long periods of isolation, and uncertainty of the future worsen the
psychological condition, especially in younger people and those with a higher educational
background.!® Factors associated with the severity of psychiatric symptoms in the workforce were
marital status, physical symptom presence, poor physical health, and viewing return to work as a
health hazard.!?

After recovery from COVID-19,
there is a continuing risk of lung
disease, heart disease, frailty, and
mental health disorders.?? These
complications are likely to create
additional medical, psychological,
and economic burdens.?! When a
patient diagnosed with COVID-19
survives, it may be just the first
battle on the long road to
recovery. Although there is not
enough data to definitively
establish and characterize a post-
COVID-19 syndrome, potential
long-term consequences can be
inferred from emerging data and
prior experiences with other
serious respiratory illnesses and
post-intensive care syndrome.??
There is a large collection of
physical, cognitive, and
psychological disabilities that can
develop in those that survive a critical illness.?3

An “infodemic” spread of information via multiple platforms has
exacerbated our stress, panic and anxiety about the pandemic.
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Non-Psychological Conditions

There are many non-COVID-19 related health care consequences to consider. The lack of
treatment and care will continue to present concerns even after we emerge from COVID-19
restrictions. It has been documented that the diagnosing of circulatory system diseases has seen a
43.3% reduction, and type 2 diabetes diagnoses were down 49%.2* The number of first
prescriptions of associated medications was also lower than expected for the same time period.
The gap between observed and expected cancer diagnoses showed a 16% reduction.?> This is a
direct result of people not seeking care; there is no improvement in Global health mysteriously
associated with the pandemic.

There has been an increase in Short Term and Long Term Disability cases. The durations of
disabilities has been profoundly impacted by lack of access and delays in treatment availability.
The lockdown resulted in the closure of face-to-face counselling or physiotherapy; while some
have successfully transitioned to virtual and online modalities, the efficacy of treatment has not
been proven.2® These challenges have led to an extraordinary increase in overall durations
associated with disability claims.?”

How does disability management fit into the COVID-19 challenge?

The desire of companies to create a work environment that motivates employees to consistently
meet customer expectations continues to be a priority and has escalated in importance
throughout the pandemic. Corporations can integrate proven disability management strategies
right into their healthy organization goals. Well-designed disability management programs show a
savings by reducing lost days and lowering the resultant costs.

In studies going back to the beginning of the disability management era, it has been found that
even casual contact with the employee decreases absence by 30%. Of course, disability
management has grown in sophistication, but the underlying principle of maintaining the work
connection has not changed.?® The impact of maintaining the workplace connection between the
employee and employer has become even more important in light of the COVID-19 pandemic.

When an employee becomes absent, there is a clear necessity to identify the true nature of the
disability and how it can best be resolved. A key component of disability management emphasizes
that it is vastly important to ensure employees get into the right treatment, as this can increase
the likelihood of prompt recovery.2° Sometimes, it is difficult for employees to advocate for
themselves in a compromised health state; a supportive case manager can assist in making certain
the employee is in receipt of appropriate care.3?
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Positive Impact of Work

Overall, individuals reported that employment provided significant benefits in their recovery from
mental illness and that work played a central role in their lives and identities.3!

The issue of return to work planning has been amplified throughout COVID-19.32 The overlay of
mental health concerns, in particular, anxiety associated with working in an enclosed
environment in proximity to others, is a concern that needs to be addressed in the return to work
plan.33 In the return to work field, researchers will need to add this concern to the list of items to
explore in return to work planning. If the employee is returning to a work from home scenario,
there are also multiple mental health issues created by lack of social interaction to consider.3*

As the Tsunami approaches and the ripples anticipated, it is clear that disability plans will
experience an unprecedented increase. It is also clear that compassion and understanding will
need to be considerations in planning a return from disability. The mental health and additional
disability implications are far-reaching and will require ongoing research and planning.

31 Dunn et al, 2018

32 Ornell et al., 2020

33 Ornell et al., 2020

34 MacEachen et al., 2020; Tan et al., 2020

Page 6 of 9



References

Andersen, M. F., Nielsen, K., & Brinkmann, S. (2014). How do workers with common mental
disorders experience a multidisciplinary return-to-work intervention? A qualitative study. Journal
of Occupational Rehabilitation, 24(4), 709-24.

D’Souza, J., & Gurin, M. (2016). The universal significance of Maslow’s concept of self-actualization.
The Humanistic Psychologist, 44(2), 210-214. https://doi.org/10.1037 /hum0000027

Dubey, S., Biswas, P., Ghosh, R., Chatterjee, S., Dubey, M. ]., Chatterjee, S., Lahiri, D., & Lavie, C. J.
(2020). Psychosocial impact of COVID-19. Diabetes & Metabolic Syndrome: Clinical Research &
Reviews, 14(5), 779-788. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.dsx.2020.05.035

Dunn, E. C., Wewiorski, N. ]., & Rogers, E. S. (2010). A qualitative investigation of individual and
contextual factors associated with vocational recovery among people with serious mental illness.
American Journal of Orthopsychiatry, 80(2), 185-194. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1939-
0025.2010.01022.x

Durand, M., Nastasia, ., Coutu, M., & Bernier, M. (2017). Practices of return-to-work coordinators
working in large organizations. Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 27(1), 137-147.
d0i:10.1007/s10926-016-9640-7

Garcia, S., Albaghdadi, M. S., Meraj, P. M., Schmidyt, C., Garberich, R,, Jaffer, F. A., Dixon, S., Rade, ]. ].,
Tannenbaum, M., Chambers, J., Huang, P. P., & Henry, T. D. (2020). Reduction in ST-Segment
Elevation Cardiac Catheterization Laboratory Activations in the United States During COVID-19
Pandemic. Journal of the American College of Cardiology, 75(22), 2871-2872.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jacc.2020.04.011

Giorgi, G., Lecca, L. I, Alessio, F., Finstad, G. L., Bondanini, G., Lullj, L. G., Arcangeli, G., & Mucci, N.
(2020). COVID-19-Related Mental Health Effects in the Workplace: A Narrative Review.
International Journal of Environmental Research and Public Health, 17(21), 7857.
https://doi.org/10.3390/ijerph17217857

Hu, J., & Liden, R. C. (2015). Making a Difference in the Teamwork: Linking Team Prosocial
Motivation to Team Processes and Effectiveness. Academy of Management Journal, 58(4), 1102-
1127. https://doi.org/10.5465/am;.2012.1142

Jiang, D. H., & McCoy, R. G. (2020). Planning for the Post-COVID Syndrome: How Payers Can
Mitigate Long-Term Complications of the Pandemic. Journal of General Internal Medicine, 35(10),
3036-3039. https://doi.org/10.1007 /s11606-020-06042-3

Kniffin, K. M., Narayanan, ]., Anseel, F., Antonakis, ]., Ashford, S. P., Bakker, A. B.,, Bamberger, P.,
Bapuji, H., Bhave, D. P., Choi, V. K,, Creary, S. ]., Demerouti, E., Flynn, F. ]., Gelfand, M. ]., Greer, L. L.,
Johns, G., Kesebir, S., Klein, P. G., Lee, S. Y., ... Vugt, M. van. (2021). COVID-19 and the workplace:
Implications, issues, and insights for future research and action. American Psychologist, 76(1), 63—
77. https://doi.org/10.1037/amp0000716

Kristman, V. L., Shaw, W. S., Reguly, P., Williams-Whitt, K., Soklaridis, S., & Loisel, P. (2017).
Supervisor and organizational factors associated with supervisor support of job accommodations

Page 7 of 9



for low back injured workers. Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 27(1), 115-127.
doi:10.1007/s10926-016-9638-1

MacEachen, E., McDonald, E., Neiterman, E., McKnight, E., MalachowskKi, C., Crouch, M.,
Varatharajan, S., Dali, N., & Giau, E. (2020). Return to work for mental ill-health: A scoping review
exploring the impact and role of return-to-work coordinators. Journal of Occupational
Rehabilitation. https://doi.org/10.1007 /s10926-020-09873-3

Negrini, A., Corbiere, M., Lecomte, T., Coutu, M., Nieuwenhuijsen, K., St-Arnaud, L., ... Berbiche, D.
(2018). How can supervisors contribute to the return to work of employees who have experienced
depression? Journal of Occupational Rehabilitation, 28(2), 279-288. d0i:10.1007 /s10926-017-
9715-0

Ornell, F,, Schuch, J. B,, Sordi, A. 0., & Kessler, F. H. P. (2020). “Pandemic fear” and COVID-19:
Mental health burden and strategies. Brazilian Journal of Psychiatry, 42(3), 232-235.
https://doi.org/10.1590/1516-4446-2020-0008

Pandey, M. (2020). The Impact of Pandemic COVID -19 in Workplace. European Journal of Business
and Management. https://doi.org/10.7176 /EJBM/12-15-02

Tan, W., Hao, F., McIntyre, R. S, Jiang, L., Jiang, X., Zhang, L., Zhao, X., Zou, Y., Hu, Y., Luo, X., Zhang,
Z., Lai, A., Ho, R, Tran, B., Ho, C., & Tam, W. (2020). Is returning to work during the COVID-19
pandemic stressful? A study on immediate mental health status and psychoneuroimmunity
prevention measures of Chinese workforce. Brain, Behavior, and Immunity, 87, 84-92.
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.bbi.2020.04.055

Torjesen, 1. (2020). Covid-19: Mental health services must be boosted to deal with “tsunami” of
cases after lockdown. BMJ, m1994. https://doi.org/10.1136/bmj.m1994

Victor, M., Lau, B., & Ruud, T. (2018). Predictors of return to work among patients in treatment for
common mental disorders: A pre-post study. BMC Public Health, 18(1), 27.
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12889-017-4581-4

Williams, R., Jenkins, D. A., Ashcroft, D. M., Brown, B., Campbell, S., Carr, M. ]., Cheraghi-sohi, S.,
Kapur, N., Thomas, 0., Webb, R. T., & Peek, N. (2020). Diagnosis of physical and mental health

conditions in primary care during the COVID-19 pandemic: A retrospective cohort study. The

Lancet Public Health, 5(10), e543-e550. https://doi.org/10.1016/S2468-2667(20)30201-2

Page 8 of 9



About the Author

Liz R. Scott PhD, is the CEO of Organizational Solutions, (Iscott@orgsoln.com) a successful
disability management company that has been recognized for award-winning cost reduction
results, “best practice” program designs, and the ability to solve a complex variety of
organizational health and disability concerns.

An internationally respected and consulted thought-leader, professor, public speaker and author
in the field, Dr. Liz Scott has been honored several times as a finalist in the Ernst and Young
Entrepreneur of the Year Awards. She is the co-author of a book called “Comprehensive Disability
Management” and, as well as leading the successful Organizational Solutions Inc., teaches at McGill
and Guelph Universities.

Contact Organizational Solutions Inc, to find out more on our Short Term
Disability management services, Workers’ Compensation Claims
Management and other solutions to bring employees back to work, swiftly,
safely and sustainably.

ORGANIZATIONAL SOLUTIONS INC.
SOLUTIONS ORGANISATIONNELLES INC.

1-866-674-7656 | E: info@orgsoln.com.

Or visit www.orgsoln.com
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