
Copyright © Towers Watson Limited 2020. All rights reserved  

COVID-19 and life after 

intensive care 

 Monitoring equipment - used to measure 

important bodily functions, such as heart rate, blood 

pressure and the level of oxygen in the blood. 

 Intravenous therapy (IV) lines and pumps - tubes 

inserted into a vein (intravenously) to provide fluids, 

nutrition and medication. 

 Feeding tubes - tubes placed in the nose, through 

a small cut made in the tummy or into a vein if a 

person is unable to eat normally. 

 Drains and catheters - drains are tubes used to 

remove any build-up of bodily fluid, including urine. 

 Hemofiltration - supports the kidneys. 

COVID-19 affects all patients differently. We are 

increasingly understanding that COVID-19 is a 

multisystem disease. It affects the cardiovascular 

system and the nervous system, as well as the 

respiratory system. The effects can be anything from 

breathlessness, to multiple organ failure in the worst 

affected patients. Every individual experience and the 

level of care they’ve received in hospital or intensive 

care will have been different, but either way can have 

lasting damage on a patient’s health. 

Recovering from intensive care 

Some people may leave the ICU after a few days. 

Others may need to stay there for months. 

Once a person no longer needs intensive care, they 

can be transferred to a different ward to continue their 

recovery before eventually going home. 

There is often little or no awareness from the general 

public about the aftermath of critical illness for patients 

and their families. The experience of critical care can 

be traumatic. 

Long periods on mechanical ventilation can lead to a 

very long rehabilitation period. Some patients have to 

learn basic life skills again; breathing, swallowing, 

talking and walking. 

What is intensive care? What is intensive care? 

Intensive care units (ICUs) are specialist hospital 

wards that provide treatment and monitoring for 

people who are critically ill. 

ICUs are also sometimes called critical care units 

(CCUs) or intensive therapy units (ITUs). 

Patients on an ICU will be looked after closely by a 

team of specially trained healthcare professionals and 

will be connected to lifesaving equipment and 

machinery. There is usually one nurse for every 

patient, providing one to one care, although this can 

differ depending on the stability of the patient. 

When is intensive care required? 

Intensive care is needed if someone is critically ill and 

requires intensive treatment and close monitoring. 

Common reasons for needing ICU 

 A serious accident or injury. 

 Major surgery - this can either be a planned part of 

your recovery or an emergency measure if there are 

complications. 

 Critical short term (acute) illnesses – such as a 

heart attack or stroke. 

 Infection – such as sepsis or severe pneumonia. 

 COVID-19. 

Most people in an ICU have a failure of one or more 

organs. For example, due to the coronavirus, they may 

be unable to breathe on their own. The equipment and 

machinery available are used to monitor and support 

bodily functions and organs when a patient is unable to 

support themselves. 

Equipment that may by used 

 Mechanical ventilator – a machine that helps 

breathing through a tube that is placed in the 

mouth, nose or through a small cut in the throat 

(tracheostomy). 

https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/heart-attack/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/stroke/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/sepsis/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/pneumonia/
https://www.nhs.uk/conditions/tracheostomy/


A multidisciplinary team will be involved in the 

rehabilitation period which consists of: 

 ICU consultants 

 Other specialised consultants 

 Nurses 

 Occupational therapists 

 Speech and language therapists 

 Physiotherapists 

 Dieticians 

 Psychologists 

The rehabilitation period alone can be quite 

overwhelming for patients and can have a significant 

affect on their self-esteem and overall mental health 

due to: 

 Frustration 

 Loss of independence 

 Loss of control over their lives and decisions 

 The realisation of how critically ill they have been 

Returning to normality / work 

Long term effects of COVID-19 even on normally fit 

and well patients can include: 

 Long term damage to the lungs 

 Long term damage to the heart 

 Emotional / psychological trauma 
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More information and support 

ICU steps – a charity and support group for ICU patients and their loved ones that produces a detailed intensive care guide 

(PDF, 962kb) 

Intensive Care Society – a professional body that provides information about intensive care for patients and relatives 

healthtalk.org – information about patient experiences of intensive care 

HealthUnlocked intensive care forum – a forum for ICU patients and their loved ones 

Society of Critical Care Medicine - post-intensive care syndrome 

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/revealed-long-term-severe-effects-covid-19-can-go-months/ 

Long term effects of an ICU stay may include: 

 Weakness and stiffness 

 Extreme tiredness (fatigue) and lack of energy 

 Loss of appetite and weight loss 

 Sleep problems 

 Depression, anxiety or post-traumatic stress disorder 

(PTSD) 

 Delirium and confusion 

 Cognitive issues - unable to think clearly / 

forgetfulness 

 Physical disabilities 

These problems can last several months, and can be 

referred to as PICS (post-intensive care syndrome). 

PICS comprises of health problems that remain after 

critical illness. They are present when the patient is in 

the ICU and may persist after the patient returns home. 

These problems may also affect the family. 

Things to consider from an HR / 

managerial perspective 

 Occupational health involvement and a prolonged 

phased return for those affected by COVID-19 (with 

or without critical care intervention) 

 Flexibility / time off work for appointments 

 Counselling 

 Frequent breaks / special circumstances 

 Individualised risk assessments – environmental and 

workload adjustments, and frequent reassessments. 

Find out how our Occupational Health team or Healthcare Concierge nurses can support your employees back to 

health. Call us on 0800 4880 989, or email enquirieshealthbenefits@willistowerswatson.com 

http://www.icusteps.org/
http://icusteps.org/assets/files/IntensiveCareGuide.pdf
http://icusteps.org/assets/files/IntensiveCareGuide.pdf
http://www.ics.ac.uk/
http://www.ics.ac.uk/ICS/patients-and-relatives.aspx
http://www.healthtalk.org/
http://www.healthtalk.org/peoples-experiences/intensive-care/intensive-care-experiences-family-friends/topics
https://healthunlocked.com/intensive-care
https://www.sccm.org/MyICUCare/THRIVE/Post-intensive-Care-Syndrome#:~:text=Post%2Dintensive%20care%20syndrome%2C%20or%20PICS%2C%20is%20made%20up,and%20may%20affect%20the%20family
https://www.telegraph.co.uk/global-health/science-and-disease/revealed-long-term-severe-effects-covid-19-can-go-months/
mailto:enquirieshealthbenefits@willistowerswatson.com

