
Long Covid, also known as a
post-Covid-19 condition, is the
term used to describe people
with symptoms that develop
and linger after they contract
Covid-19. Such symptoms can-
not be explained by an alterna-
tive diagnosis of other medical
conditions.

According to the World
Health Organisation (WHO),
the most common long Covid
symptoms are fatigue, breath-
lessness and issues with mental
focus. Symptoms usually devel-
op about three months after the
Covid-19 infection and persist
for two months or more. 

In October, the WHO called
for greater awareness of long
Covid because of its medium- to
long-term effects on the health
and wellness of patients. It said
that national authorities should
devote more resources to reha-
bilitation for patients, as well as
research into the condition. The
organisation noted that 10 to 20
per cent of people who contract
Covid-19 go on to develop long
Covid. 

It is still unclear what risk fac-
tors might predispose someone
to develop long Covid. WHO
data shows that long Covid can
develop regardless of a person’s
age, level of fitness, or the
variant of Covid-19 virus con-
tracted. However, there have
been more reports of women
getting long Covid than men.

Associate Professor Sophia
Archuleta, head and senior con-
sultant of National University
Hospital’s (NUH) division of in-
fectious diseases, department
of medicine, says symptoms of
long Covid persist and fluctuate
over time.

Long Covid has also de-
veloped in patients
who were rein-
fected with

Covid-19, she adds.
“In our Singapore context, we are

seeing fewer long Covid cases as
we have a highly vaccinated pop-
ulation. Vaccination is still the best
way to protect ourselves against all
Covid-related complications, in-
cluding long Covid.” 

Singapore does not have an offi-
cial tally of long Covid patients in
the country. Experts say it is diffi-
cult to quantify the number be-
cause there is no simple diagnostic
test for long Covid. The condition
is diagnosed when all other alter-
native explanations, such as asth-
ma or a heart condition, have been
excluded.

TREATMENT OPTIONS

There is no specific drug treatment
for long Covid. Treatment involves
addressing whatever symptoms
the patient has, such as breathless-
ness, fatigue, weakness or gastric
issues. 

A structured exercise regimen
can be beneficial to patients with
respiratory symptoms. Tan Tock
Seng Hospital and local start-up
Taggle Health are developing an
app for such structured exer-
cise programmes for people
with long Covid. Titled Mo-
veVid, it will be available in
2023.

WHO notes that long
Covid can significant-
ly reduce a patient’s
ability to work or
participate ac-
tively in so-
ciety. Men-
tal health

issues can also develop from the
distress this causes.

Singapore has long Covid clinics
at NUH, Ng Teng Fong Gene-
ral Hospital and the National Cen-
tre for Infectious Diseases (NCID).
Private clinic Asian Heart & Vascu-
lar Centre at Mount Elizabeth Hos-
pital offers a post-Covid-19 medical
evaluation with private clinic
Respiratory Medical Associates at
Mount Elizabeth Novena Hospital.
Both hospitals are under IHH
Healthcare Singapore.

Between five and 10 patients a
week are referred to the NCID
clinic, says Associate Professor
Barnaby Young, head of NCID’s
Singapore Infectious Disease
Clinical Research Network. 

The clinic advises patients on
strategies to manage their
symptoms. Rehabilitation and
physiotherapy have been
helpful for some of them.

Prof Young adds that re-
ducing workload
– thus cut-
ting back
on

long hours and stress – is often an
important part of long Covid man-
agement. “Almost all patients we
have seen in the clinic find that
their symptoms do improve with

time, and that

they are able to get back to a
normal life and be discharged.” 

What is long Covid and how is it treated?
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The MoveVid app,
together with a
wearable pulse
oximeter, offers a
guided exercise
programme that
helps rehabilitate
patients with long
Covid. It will be
available in 2023.
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His clinics refer patients to occu-
pational therapy, so they can rede-
sign their lives, and physiotherapy,
to rebuild strength and function-
ing. Patients also receive treatment
for symptoms or referrals to rele-
vant specialists. 

The clinics also explain long Co-
vid to employers and suggest mod-
ifications that can allow patients to
continue working.

Dr Lim says about 60 per cent of
long Covid patients recover within
a year. “Though long Covid may
not entail permanent disability,
some symptoms such as brain fog
and fatigue can incapacitate a pa-
tient and affect work performance

for some time. Instead of conceal-
ing or under-rating the condition,
it would be better for the patient to
inform the workplace and seek
medical advice. The long Covid
clinics have been communicating
with employers to seek their un-
derstanding and arrange necessary
job scope modifications.” 

Yet, patients are hesitant to talk
about their condition, in case they
are accused of malingering. Ms
Anne Soh, who organises arts and
culture events for a non-profit or-
ganisation, says that when she
tries to explain her condition,
some people think she is making it
up.

The 51-year-old, who has fatigue
and breathlessness, contracted Co-
vid-19 in February after being vac-

cinated. She thought she had re-
gained 80 per cent of her energy in
August, but then the fatigue wors-
ened.

To manage this, she now stops
whatever she is doing and takes a
break as soon as she detects early
signs of fatigue. “This way, I’ve
been able to avoid being forced to
rest for extended periods of two to
three days before regaining
strength.”

She started a private long Covid
support group with 11 members,
who share strategies and resources
to manage the condition. Some of
them struggle with depression, she
says, resulting from their lack of
ability to function at pre-Covid-19
levels.

While resting and not fatiguing
themselves are important for peo-
ple with long Covid, medical ex-
perts say it is also important to re-
sume activity and suitable exercise
programmes.

Cardiologist Edgar Tay from
Asian Heart & Vascular Centre at
Mount Elizabeth Hospital has seen
about one patient a week for post-
Covid-19 symptoms. His clinic of-
fers a post-Covid-19 medical eval-
uation with private clinic Respira-
tory Medical Associates at Mount
Elizabeth Novena Hospital.

One of his patients, a middle-
aged woman, was unable to sleep
or work because of persistent
coughing, breathlessness and
chest pain. Her symptoms had to
be tackled by a cardiologist, a res-
piratory physician and a neurolo-
gist. Following that, she started a
low-intensity exercise programme,
which has helped her symptoms
improve and enabled her to return
to work.

Many long Covid patients appear
to benefit from such structured ex-
ercise programmes, Dr Tay says.

Tan Tock Seng Hospital and local

start-up Taggle Health are devel-
oping an app for such structured
exercise programmes for people
with long Covid. Called MoveVid, it
is expected to be available in the
first quarter of 2023, after the com-
pletion of an ongoing pilot study
that aims to recruit at least 10 pa-
tients. 

Awareness of long Covid and
support for sufferers are growing,
albeit somewhat late for people
like Ms Nicholas.

She went to the accident and
emergency (A&E) department

three times in 2022 – in March,
July and October – when symp-
toms such as chest pains and
breathlessness became too diffi-
cult to bear. In July, she asked an
A&E physician about help for long
Covid, but the doctor did not know
where to direct her.

When she went to a polyclinic for
a referral to a cardiologist, the doc-
tor there told her “there’s no such
thing as long Covid”, she recalls.

“He said: ‘You’re probably just
having a panic attack.’ And I was
just like: ‘I know how a panic attack
feels, and this is not it.’”

Ms Nicholas lives with her par-
ents, who are in their 60s. Her
mother, who is retired, also con-
tracted Covid-19 in February, but
did not develop long Covid. Her fa-
ther works in healthcare.

Through word of mouth, she fi-
nally found a long Covid clinic in a
public hospital in end-August. It
was a watershed moment, meeting
a medical specialist who under-
stood what she was going through
and could offer some help.

“He said to me: ‘I think you’re fi-
nally at the right place.’ It just took
a weight off my shoulders, even
though I knew I was still ill.”

In her efforts to manage the
symptoms, Ms Nicholas has given
up caffeine, alcohol and socialising
with friends as much as she used
to. She cancelled her planned holi-
day in South Korea because she
was worried about how the cold
and physical exertion would affect
her.

She says: “I’m keeping positive
and reminding myself that I don’t
have to be in a hurry to experience
the world. Travel and socialising
will be waiting for me once I’m
ready, in my own time and at my
own pace.”

Recovery not
a straight
road for 
long Covid
sufferers
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Though long Covid
may not entail

permanent disability,
some symptoms such

as brain fog and
fatigue can

incapacitate a patient
and affect work
performance for

some time. Instead of
concealing or

under-rating the
condition, it would be
better for the patient

to inform the
workplace and seek

medical advice.

”DR LIM JEONG HOON, senior
consultant at National University

Hospital’s division of rehabilitation
medicine, department of medicine
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NOTICES

APPLE EYE CENTRE
Dr. Yeo Kim Teck

Cataract, Glaucoma, Retinal Surgery, Diabetic Eye Screening and
Laser, Myopia Management, General Eye Screening and treatment

290 Orchard Road #11-01 The Paragon Medical Centre
Tel: 6235 7000/ 8333 1101

SINGAPORE SPORTS AND ORTHOPAEDIC CLINIC
Specialist Orthopaedic Surgeon and Consultant
with special interest in Knee and Shoulder pain and Arthroscopy,
Total Knee replacement, Neck & Back pain, Spine and Disc problem,
Elbow, Foot & Ankle Problem

#02-10/11 and #03-07 Gleneagles Medical Centre,
6 Napier Road, Singapore 258499. Biz Whatsapp: 9137 7787

SPECIALIST PAIN INTERNATIONAL CLINIC
Dr Nicholas Chua Hai Liang, MBBS, MMed, Ph.D

Special interests in complex spine pain, headaches, facial pain,
nerve pain and severe cancer pain.

Mount Elizabeth Novena Specialist Medical Centre
38 Irrawaddy Road, #07-22/ 23, Singapore 329563
Tel: (65) 6339 1880/ 8511 2119

Mount Alvernia Hospital, Medical Centre Blk. D, #08-59
820 Thomson Road, Singapore 574623
Tel: 6254 5289

SIOWNEUROLOGY
HEADACHE & PAIN CENTRE
Neurology andPain Specialist
Treatment for Headaches andChronic PainDisorders (Migraine, TensionHeadache, Neck Pain,
Fibromyalgia, Neuropathic andMyofascial Pain)
Also for Strokes, Parkinson’sDisease,Dementia, Epilepsy, SleepDisorders,Muscle&NerveDisorders.

Dr. GOH EYE SPECIALIST
Adj. Assoc. Prof Goh Kong Yong

Cataracts, Lasers, Glaucoma, Diabetic Retinopathy, Retinal Disorders,
Double Vision, Floaters, Child Myopia, Blur Vision, Dry Eyes

Mount Elizabeth Novena Hospital #07-37
38, Irrawaddy Road, Singapore 329563
Tel: 6684 4140/ 9644 4830 (24 hr)

specialist specialist specialist


