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Many public health o�cials have taken heart in early evidence that suggests infections from 
the Omicron variant tend to cause less severe illness than other versions of the coronavirus. 
But another important question looms: whether infection with Omicron, including 
breakthrough cases in vaccinated people, can result in long Covid — the constellation of 
physical, neurological and cognitive symptoms that can last for months and impair people’s 
daily lives. It is too early for scientists to know much about the relationship between 
Omicron, vaccination and long Covid. Research from earlier in the pandemic does not yield 
de�nitive clues. Here is a sketch of what scientists have learned and the many questions still 
to be answered.

Early evid ence sug gests its e�ects are less severe
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How long might Omic ron symp toms per sist?
Because the Omic ron vari ant was �rst iden ti �ed in late Novem ber, it is too early to say how
long symp toms of infec tion can per sist. It is also unclear whether, like pre vi ous ver sions of
the virus, it can lead to the emer gence of prob lems like brain fog or extreme fatigue after the
infec tion has resolved. While recent reports sug gest that Omic ron may cause less severe ini -
tial ill ness than other vari ants, the basic symp toms of infec tion with Omic ron are sim ilar to
infec tion with other vari ants, sug gest ing that long-term e�ects could also be sim ilar. Milder
ini tial ill nesses do not neces sar ily mean that Omic ron is less likely to lead to long Covid, doc -
tors, research ers and patient-led groups cau tion. Stud ies from earlier waves of the pan demic
indic ate that many people who had mild or asymp to matic ini tial reac tions to coronavirus
infec tion went on to develop long Covid that per sisted for months.
Can vac cines pre vent long Covid?
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Maybe. Vac cines primar ily pre vent people from get ting ser i ously ill or dying from a
coronavirus infec tion. With some pre vi ous vari ants, vac cines seemed to reduce the like li hood
of infec tion itself— and not being infec ted is, of course, the best way to avoid long Covid. But
vac cines have not been as e�ect ive in pre vent ing infec tion with Omic ron, and break through
infec tions with this new vari ant are far more com mon. Stud ies look ing at vac cin ated people
and long Covid have so far mostly focused on data col lec ted before the emer gence of the Delta
vari ant. And the study res ults have been mixed. One large study, which was pub lished in the
journal The Lan cet Infec tious Dis eases, was based on reports to a phone app by more than 1.2
mil lion Brit ish adults who had received at least one dose of a coronavirus vac cine between
Decem ber 2020 and July 2021. It found that people who had received two vac cine doses and
got ten break through infec tions were about half as likely as people who had not been vac cin -
ated to report symp toms last ing at least 28 days after their infec tion. About 5% of those with
break through infec tions repor ted such linger ing symp toms, the study found, com pared with
11% of infec ted people in an unvac cin ated con trol group. Another large study, which was
pub lished without being peer-reviewed, found a sim il arly encour aging res ult. The study,
pro duced by Arca dia, a health care data �rm, and the Covid Patient Recov ery Alli ance, a col -
lab or a tion of lead ers with health expert ise in gov ern ment and the private sec tor, ana lysed
records of about 240,000 patients infec ted with the corona virus by May 2021. It found that
people who had received even one dose of a Covid vac cine before their infec tion were seven to
10 times less likely to report two or more symp toms of long Covid 12 to 20 weeks later. The
study, which was led by Michael Simon, Arca dia’s dir ector of data sci ence, and Dr Richard
Parker, the �rm’s chief med ical o�cer, also found that people who received their �rst vac -
cine dose after con tract ing the coronavirus were less likely to develop long Covid than those
who remained unvac cin ated, and the sooner they were vac cin ated after infec tion, the lower
the risk of longterm symp toms. But res ults from another study, also not yet peer-reviewed,
were more dis cour aging about the abil ity of vac cines to pre vent long Covid. The study was
con duc ted by research ers in Bri tain who ana lysed elec tronic med ical records of patients in
the United States. It com pared about 10,000 people who had received Covid vac cines with a
sim ilar num ber of people who had not been vac cin ated against the coronavirus but did have a
�u vac cine — an e�ort to limit the num ber of people in the study who might be con sidered
vac cine hes it ant or who gen er ally had less healthy beha viours, the research ers said. The
study found that hav ing a coronavirus vac cine before being infec ted did not reduce the risk of
most symp toms of long Covid. There was some sug ges tion from the data that vac cin ated
people might be at lower risk of long-term issues like abnor mal breath ing and cog nit ive
symp toms, the authors wrote, but those res ults were not stat ist ic ally con clus ive. The authors
said it was pos sible that because their data relied on elec tronic health records, the study
might have cap tured only patients with the most severe symp toms, rather than a wider range
of patients who did not seek med ical atten tion for their symp toms.
Can vac cines help if you already have long Covid?
When vac cines were �rst rolledout, beforethe emer gence of the more con ta gious Delta vari -
ant which pre ceded the even-more-con ta gious Omic ron vari ant, some patients with long
Covid were �nd ing that symp toms like brain fog, joint pain, short ness of breath and fatigue
improved after they were vac cin ated. Still, many people exper i enced no di� er ence in their
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symp toms after vac cin a tion and a small per cent age said they felt worse. A study by the O�ce
for National Stat ist ics in Bri tain found that in people ages 18-69 who repor ted their symp -
toms between Feb ru ary and Septem ber 2021, a �rst dose of a vac cine lowered the odds of
report ing long Covid symp toms by 13%. A second dose fur ther lowered the odds by 9%, the
study found. Some research ers say it might make sci enti�c sense that vac cines could help
some people with long Covid. The cause of long Covid is still unclear, and di� er ent symp toms
might have di� er ent under ly ing causes in di� er ent patients, experts say. Some lead ing the -
or ies are that the con di tion may be related to rem nants of the virus or its genetic mater ial
linger ing after the ini tial infec tion sub sides or to in�am ma tion or blood cir cu la tion prob lems
spurred by an over act ive immune response that is unable to shut down. Akiko Iwa saki, an
immun o lo gist at Yale, has said that vac cines may be able to provide last ing relief in people
whose symp toms are caused by vestiges of the virus if the anti bod ies gen er ated by the vac -
cines elim in ate those rem nants. But in people whose symp toms may be caused by a post-
viral response resem bling an autoim mune dis ease, she said, vac cines may help only tem por -
ar ily and prob lems like fatigue could ree m erge.
People who received their �rst vac cine dose after con tract ing the coronavirus were less likely
to develop long Covid than those who remained unvac cin ated




