Talking Points

Behavioral Health and Long COVID

Disclaimer

These talking points were requested by Policy to Action Initiative May 2024 meeting participants and is
intended as a helpful aid to participants who wish to communicate with members, clients, and others.
However, these materials have not been formally reviewed or cleared by SAMHSA/HHS.

Overall message

There is growing attention on the detrimental, and sometimes devastating, effects of Long COVID and
the process of recovery. However, less focus has been on the behavioral health impacts, encompassing
both mental health and substance use disorders. It is important that health care providers, patients and
family members, policy makers, and communities recognize the behavioral health impacts of Long
COVID and prioritize behavioral health services and support for affected individuals to instill hope.

Long COVID definition

1. The National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine defines Long COVID as: “an
infection-associated chronic condition that occurs after SARS-CoV-2 infection and is present for
at least 3 months as a continuous, relapsing and remitting, or progressive disease state that
affects one or more organ systems.”

2. Long COVID is not one condition. It represents many potentially overlapping conditions, likely
resulting from different biological mechanisms and different sets of risk factors that produce
different outcomes.

Types of behavioral health symptoms related to Long COVID

1. Behavioral health conditions associated with Long COVID may include fatigue, sleep
disturbances, depression, anxiety, psychosis, cognitive impairment, obsessive-compulsive
disorder, posttraumatic stress disorder and increased likelihood of initial onset of substance use
disorders.

2. Long COVID can have devastating effects on behavioral health due to chronic illness (both
physical and mental), social isolation, financial insecurity, caregiver burnout, and grief.

Behavioral health and its relationship to Long COVID

1. There is no single test for diagnosing Long COVID and no existing treatment specifically for
Long COVID. In addition, it may be difficult to determine if a person’s behavioral health
challenges are due to Long COVID, broader pandemic challenges, pre-existing conditions, or a
combination of these.

2. For example, symptoms often associated with depression such as sleep disturbances, fatigue,
changes in appetite and concentration also are associated with Long COVID.
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https://nap.nationalacademies.org/resource/27768/One_pager_Long_COVID_Definition.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/product/overview-impacts-long-covid-behavioral-health/pep23-01-00-001
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/pep23-06-05-007.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/pep23-06-05-007.pdf

3. It can also be difficult to specifically attribute someone’s depression or anxiety to the effects of
the virus itself. COVID-19 may result in prolonged isolation or physical symptoms like fatigue
that can lead to or exacerbate behavioral health problems.

4. Regardless of the specific underlying cause of the behavioral health symptoms of Long COVID,
assessment and treatment of these symptoms are essential.

Populations more susceptible to behavioral health implications related to Long
COVID

1. Social determinants of health can further contribute to the negative impact of COVID-19 and
Long COVID, especially for certain groups, including:

e Racial and ethnic minority populations

e Those with limited access to health care

e Those with pre-existing behavioral health conditions

e Individuals with physical and intellectual disabilities

e Individuals who are lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, queer and intersex (LGBTQI+)

2. Social determinants of health definition: Social determinants of health (SDOH) are the
conditions in the environments where people are born, live, learn, work, play, worship, and age
that affect a wide range of health, functioning, and quality-of-life outcomes and risks. SDOH
cover 5 domains: economic stability, education access and quality, health care access and
quality, neighborhood and built environment, and social and community context. SDOHs impact
the burden that COVID-19 has had on certain populations.

3. The likelihood of developing psychiatric and neurological symptoms following COVID-19 is
greater among individuals with pre-existing medical conditions, those who experience severe
COVID-19, and individuals who are hospitalized due to COVID-19. Certain populations have
higher rates of pre-existing conditions and have higher rates of hospitalization from COVID-19.
More research is needed to understand the prevalence of Long COVID and its mental health
symptoms and conditions among racial and ethnic minorities, people with disabilities, and
populations that identify as LGBTQI+.

4. Social determinants of health that contribute to Long COVID inequities include:

e Economic stability: unemployment

e Health care access and quality: access to health care, rates of uninsurance, living in
medically underserved areas

e Neighborhood/built environment: high density, congregate settings, lack of reliable
transportation, jobs with higher exposure to COVID-19

Available treatment

1. Best practices for treating the behavioral health symptoms of Long COVID continue to emerge
but following evidence-based and evidence-informed methods developed to treat conditions with
similar symptoms, along with a trauma-informed approach, is advised.
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https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/pep23-06-05-007.pdf
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/pep23-06-05-007.pdf
https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health
https://health.gov/healthypeople/priority-areas/social-determinants-health
https://store.samhsa.gov/sites/default/files/pep23-06-05-007.pdf
https://www.samhsa.gov/resource/ebp/practical-guide-implementing-trauma-informed-approach

2. Primary care and behavioral health providers can utilize existing behavioral health treatments

such as:

e Individual and group psychotherapy

e Peer support

e Neurorehabilitation

e Substance use disorder screenings, referrals, and treatment
e Physical medicine and rehabilitation services

e Occupational therapy

e Mindfulness

e Pharmacotherapy

Current research

1.

2.

The National Institutes of Health (NIH) Researching COVID to Enhance Recovery (RECOVER)
Initiative started in 2021 and involves extensive studies to understand, treat, and prevent Long
COVID. They have recruited thousands of participants nationwide and are conducting phase-2
clinical trials on various treatments and interventions related to cognitive dysfunction, including
brain fog, memory problems, difficulty with attention and problem-solving.

The Office of Long COVID Research and Practice was established within the Department of
Health and Human Services’ (HHS) Office of the Assistant Secretary for Health (OASH) to
coordinate the federal response, focusing on research and reducing disparities in Long COVID
impacts.

Conclusion

1.

The behavioral health impacts of Long COVID present a substantial public health challenge, but
through collaborative efforts and informed action, we can make a difference.

Raising awareness about the impact Long COVID can have on behavioral health, as well as
available treatment and ongoing research can lead to better support and care for those affected.
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https://recovercovid.org/
https://recovercovid.org/
https://www.hhs.gov/longcovid/index.html

