Building Self-Efficacy in Long-COVID:
Findings from a Virtual Rehabilitation Program

Torreiter S, So P, Weiser N, Bellicoso D

Interprofessional Practice Based Research Small Grants Program, Unity Health Toronto

BACKGROUND

A subset of those infected by the SARS-CoV-2 virus are left with persisting symptoms
that can reduce independence, function, and quality of life. Those with symptoms

persisting over three months post-infection may be considered to have Long COVID.
1

Long COVID is now understood to be a chronic condition, similar to other post-
infectious illnesses.! Chronic conditions can be invisible and poorly understood, and
many patients are left to manage their symptoms on their own. For those living with
chronic conditions, rehabilitation programs that are designed with a focus on self-
management principles can increase self-efficacy, or sense of agency over one's
situation, by mitigating symptoms and impacts of the condition.?3

As there is no cure for Long COVID symptoms?, a group therapeutic education
program was developed to help patients manage their symptoms and improve their
quality of life.

OBIJECTIVES

To determine the impact of a virtual group therapeutic education
program on patients’ perceived ability to manage their Long COVID
symptoms.

To identify recommendations for future programming for individuals
living with Long COVID

METHODS

Recruitment:

/7 past participants were invited via email to partake in the study
35 participants responded expressing interest
15 participants completed interviews

Data Collection:
Semi-structured interviews via Zoom

Data Analysis:
Thematic coding and analysis

DEMOGRAPHICS

@

10 Female Attended PCC Rehab
3 Males Program June 2022 —
2 Non-specified August 2023

AGE

37 to 85 years old
Mean =52.7 yrs old

THEMES

Increased Confidence in Symptom Management

Overall, participants reported increased confidence in their
ability to manage their symptoms, giving them a greater
sense of control

“I just had more confidence that | was on the right path. |
just had more confidence. | felt better about what | was
doing and the program encouraged me to take care of
myself in a positive, productive way.” (Participant 7)

Value of Peer Support and Shared Experiences

Connecting with peers emerged as a powerful source of
emotional support and relief for participants. These
interactions reduce feelings of isolation and offered
practical coping strategies

“"Because you sit and you listen to everyone’s experience and
you know that you’re not the only one. And there’s so many
similarities. Like the isolation, the loneliness.” (Participant

Practical Skills for Self-Management

Participants valued the concrete tools and strategies, like
time management and pacing, that the program provided
to better manage their Long COVID symptoms.

“I implemented just about everything they suggested at one
point or another. The strategies around managing energy
levels, you know just taking a big chore, doing one big chore
here and there and managing my time. That seems to help a
bit. The other thing is the meditation and breathing, that
helps. | am coping better with everything I’'m going
through.” (Participant 3)

Ability to Advocate and Set Boundaries

Participants had a noticeable increase in assertiveness and
self-confidence when advocating for themselves in their
workplaces and healthcare settings

“I felt more confident in talking to my workplace about it and
how it affects me.” (Participant 2)

Emotional Acceptance and Coping

There was a mindset shift throughout the program from
denial and frustration towards acceptance of their current
level of function; new limitations were not seen as failures
but part of recovery

“Part of it is emotional, coming to terms with | have this
condition, it is a disability, and | may never get back, and
coming to terms with the fact that | may never go back to the
way | was before and that’s ok.” (Participant 2)
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DISCUSSION

Programs that provide practical strategies can result in meaningful and functional
improvement. For conditions similar to Long COVID, where fatigue is a central
persisting symptom, strategies relating to energy management and pacing may be
particularly beneficial.

Program participants found the program validating, empowering and practical,
identifying peer support as a key contributor to these results. This provides
program development directions not only for Long COVID but for chronic post
infectious conditions more broadly.

The virtual format emerged as a factor in enhancing accessibility, freeing up time
and energy for family and work rather than commuting to the rehab centre. A
virtual program also mitigated the fear of reinfection, which some participants
continued to experience.

Participants’ recommendations for enhancing future programs included extending
peer support beyond the end of the program, offering individual consultations
with clinicians, and increasing access to the program to more individuals.

Limitations of the study:

A small sample size (n=15) is appropriate for qualitative research, but may
limit diversity of perspectives

* Self-selection bias — individuals who chose to participate may have stronger
opinions or distinct perspectives, potentially skewing results

e Site-specific context — experiences are influenced by this specific Long COVID
program, and may differ in other settings

* Limited transferability — findings from a single hospital site may not be
applicable in other settings , populations or healthcare systems
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