
 

 

Employment in the Time of COVID-19 

By Catherine Mello 

 

The COVID-19 pandemic has caused disruption in employment for many 

people across the county and concerns about the long-term effects on the 

economy and job opportunities for people with brain injury.   Both 

employers and the employee find themselves trying to navigate new and 

uncharted territory.  Not only does this cause financial concerns and 

uncertainty about the future, but it also disrupts the routines and schedules 

that are important for people with brain injury to stay organized and reduce 

anxiety.  Jeff Rehfeld shared his experience dealing with the uncertainties 

of COVID-19 as it effected his employment and finances.  “I was anxious,” 

says Jeff. “At first I freaked out, and then I reached out to my support 

system.” 

Jeff Rehfeld sustained a severe brain injury in 2010 as a result of a motor 

vehicle accident.  He has worked incredibly hard to build his post brain 

injury life in a way that reflects his priorities and values.  He has worked 

part-time since 2012 and was able to move from residential service under 

the Brain Injury Waiver into his own housing.  He has been sober for 10 

years and is now using his experience to help others struggling with 

substance abuse.  He hopes to someday turn this newfound passion for 

working with others into a career.  The COVID-19 pandemic caused 

upheaval in Jeff’s routines and the stability of his financial situation when 

his employer had to temporarily close due to the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Jeff works at a gym which was mandated to be closed during the state of 

emergency.  There is no telework option for his job.  He was promised pay 

for his regular hours for two weeks and then he would be furloughed until 

the gym was able to reopen.  He knew that he could continue to get his 

social security benefits, but he was counting on the income that he earned 

from work to pay his bills.  He contacted the Brain Injury Association of 

Maryland (BIAMD) for help with understanding the new rules for 

unemployment since he was not able to work.  Jeff wanted to make sure 

that he followed all the rules that applied. At first, there was no clear 

guidance that addressed eligibility for the enhanced unemployment benefits 

under the CARES Act for a person receiving social security benefits.  He 



 

 

was very concerned about owing payments back if later it was determined 

that he was not eligible.  The BIAMD was able to reach out to our partners 

at Maryland Department of Disabilities who had received clarification about 

how the new unemployment funding applied to people receiving social 

security benefits.   

Jeff was able to apply for benefits and was told that he was eligible, 

however he did not receive a payment for two months.  “In the midst of 

waiting, I believed in a higher power and patience persevered over freaking 

out,” Jeff stated.   “I am making $600 more dollars per week than I was at 

my job.  That was a blessing.”  Jeff is now in training learning the new 

cleaning procedures that are being implemented.  Making changes to tasks 

and routines is challenging for Jeff.   He is looking forward to returning to 

his pre-COVID work schedule, but the procedures that he had learned well 

with repetition have now changed.   

Jeff’s experience shows some of the challenges that people living with a 

brain injury face as they navigate employment during the COVID-19 

pandemic.  As businesses are starting to open, employers are planning 

their procedures for trying to keep both their employees and the public safe 

as they conduct their business.  New procedures may have more steps 

than before and there may be more rules that employees will be required to 

follow.   Work shifts and locations may be staggered, reducing 

opportunities to ask for assistance if a question arises.  People living with 

brain  injuries who would have difficulty adjusting their job in this new 

environment may need to request a reasonable accommodation to include 

strategies what will help them learn and perform their job duties.  They can 

also reach out to the Division of Rehabilitation Services (DORS) for 

additional support.   

For those who have been laid off and need assistance finding a new job, 

many of the vocational service providers are still planning how they can 

restart services to support people in their job search.  Neuropsychological 

and vocational assessments are often important tools for helping people 

with brain injury identify their strengths, challenges, and potential strategies 

that can help them in their job search. The neuropsychologist and 

vocational evaluators are trying to plan how they can resume assessment 

safely and maintain fidelity of the assessments that they use.   These 

https://www.dol.gov/odep/topics/accommodations.htm
https://dors.maryland.gov/Pages/default.aspx


 

 

assessors are considering strategies to provide assessments virtually as 

well how to safely do the assessments in person. 

Many providers who assist with job development and job coaching have 

suspended services during the COVID-19 pandemic.  These vocational 

service provider staff often work with many people during a day both in an 

office setting or out in the community. This creates concerns for both staff 

and people getting services from the organization being exposed to 

COVID-19. DORS has relaxed rules and allowed for the service to be 

provided via phone or video. While this approach may work for some 

people with brain injury, it does not meet the needs of everyone who wants 

to pursue employment.  Providers are considering how they can innovate to 

balance the need for services and the health and safety risks.  

Though the COVID-19 pandemic has presented many challenges for 

people with brain injury who are trying to obtain or maintain employment, 

there are new opportunities.  Many industries are showing upward trends in 

hiring after many layoffs in March and April 2020.  With more people 

working from home instead of coming into offices, there may be more 

opportunities for self-employment or contract-based employment for people 

who have difficulty with transportation or the physical environment in an 

office setting.  More training and classes to improve job skills have moved 

online and some are offered for reduced cost or for free.      

 

Additional Resources: 

Internet Essentials - Provides low cost internet and low cost computers to 

qualifying applicants.  

https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf
https://www.bls.gov/news.release/pdf/empsit.pdf
https://www.internetessentials.com/

