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Chronic Illness is a challenge that you can meet… 
  
We’re here to tell you that living with a chronic illness and succeeding in 

your career are not mutually exclusive. We’ve coached hundreds of 

people, like you, who fear that illness might someday hurt their career.  

  

Our experiences from living with chronic 

illnesses – and working with organizations 

both large and small – has taught us about 

the unique pressures you face every day 

trying to manage unpredictable health while 

needing to be at the top of your game.  

  

This booklet focuses on the 7 factors that influence career success when 

you are navigating the tricky waters of career and chronic illness.  

  

  

  

  

  

  

  

cicoach.com is committed to giving people who live with chronic 

illness the services, resources and products they need to deliver 

their best in demanding environments. 
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Over 125 million people live with a chronic illness and the numbers are 

increasing. Over the past 15 years, there have been significant advances 

in the treatment of many chronic illnesses (CI). According to the National 

Organization on Disability, only 32% of Americans with disabilities, aged 

18 to 64, are working but two thirds of those unemployed would rather 

be working. This is not only a staggering loss to our economy, but also to 

the lives of individuals who are affected by chronic illnesses. 

  

My Intention: 

I set out to discover the crucial factors that can make it possible for 

people with chronic illness to function successfully in the workplace. 

 

About the Sample Group: 

• Total number (all currently residing in the United States):40 

• Currently working: 36 

• Currently unemployed looking for work:  4 

• Of those working, currently self-employed:  3 

• Have taken a “disability leave” at some time: 6 

• Age range: 22 to 55 

• Gender/ethnic breakdown: 28 Females/ 12 Males; 1 African 

American, 1 Asian American, 38 Caucasian. 

• Diseases include: multiple sclerosis, Diabetes, osteo arthritis, 

depression, ulcerative colitis, Crohn’s Disease, scleroderma, 

thoracic outlet syndrome, rheumatoid arthritis, fibromyalgia, 
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hypertropic cardiomyopathy, epilepsy, cancer 

• Chronic Conditions include: back/neck pain, tremor, eyesight 

damage, carpal tunnel syndrome 

• Live with more than one CI: 8 

• Live with at least one invisible CI: all 

• Live with visible and invisible CI: 3 

• Have lived with diagnosis for more than two years: 36 

• Have lived with CI since childhood: 2 

• Workplaces include: university professor, senior executive, 

physician, administrative assistant, retail store worker, lawyer, 

clinical social worker, healthcare worker, software manager, small 

business owner, financial consultant, and many others. 

• Currently unemployed seeking employment: 4 

 

The Take Away: 

 

Specifically, my findings show that regardless of the disease prognosis, 

disease course or treatment availability, the single most important factor 

that determines whether a chronically ill person can stay employed is 

whether that person can manage to do his or her job at a satisfying level. 

 

Author’s Note:  This research was done on a relatively small, self-selected 

sample (volunteers responded to my posting).   I do not assert that the 

findings are necessarily true for all who live with a CI.
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THE 7 FACTORS THAT AFFECT SUCCESS IN THE WORKPLACE: 

1. Career choice at age of diagnosis. 

People who are diagnosed with CI under age 25 seem to be in the best 

position to make career choices with their health strengths and 

limitations in mind.  One person described making choices that are 

needlessly limiting so this is something to take into account and adjust 

for.  A healthy balance serves well here. Those between the ages of 25 

- 40 struggle with the discrepancy between their self-perception as 

young and healthy and the symptoms that limit them. It can be 

difficult to adjust this self-perception but when they do, these people 

are better able to make appropriate decisions. Those who develop an 

illness after age 40 have generally invested time, energy and 

resources on one career path. It is difficult to make career changes 

that might require a setback in salary or role to enhance the quality of 

their work life based on health factors.  On the other hand, two factors 

make it relatively easier for them to do so: health becomes an 

increasingly common theme among their peer group and they and 

their peers become increasingly focused on quality of life issues as 

they age.  These commonalities with others in their age group seem to 

make it easier to make adjustments. 
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2. Working for others versus self-employment.  

Those who work for themselves express pleasure in the flexibility of 

self employment and appreciate not answering to a boss about their 

illness. On the other hand, the normal risks of self-employment (the 

lack of a team to fall back on, a possible loss of income when you 

cannot work and the higher cost in healthcare benefits) are an even 

greater drawback when you live with unpredictable and sometimes 

disabling CI. Furthermore, self employment can often bring isolation 

and this can be particularly difficult when your health limits your 

ability to socialize normally. 

  

3. Developing workplace support and allies. 

All of the people with whom I spoke have disclosed their CI to 

someone at work and reported that they found that disclosure eased 

difficult situations. Several described how a senior executive had 

reached out and supported them when they were not well or needed a 

temporary change and this gave them the courage they needed to 

continue through tough times. Others described colleagues who 

routinely pitched in when changes in workload or responsibilities 

became necessary because of their medical needs. Several noted that 

those who had helped them had been touched by CI in their own lives.  
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4. Recognizing and dealing with harmful misperceptions about 

chronic disease. 

When colleagues have incorrect information about an illness, it creates 

difficult and distracting communications problems. Relatively unknown 

diseases, such as scleroderma or thoracic outlet syndrome, are often 

met with either disbelief or confusion that it is something else. Even 

those who live with more “well known” diseases, such as multiple 

sclerosis or diabetes, report that colleagues have made incorrect 

assumptions about what they can or can’t do  or what they should or 

shouldn’t be doing based on false information.  Respondents find this 

is a challenge with people whom they barely know as well as close 

associates and it can be draining.  Several commented that this on-

going communication challenge has contributed to an intermittent 

desire to leave the workforce altogether.  

5. Dealing with the anxiety that arises because your health is 

unpredictable. 

There is always the nagging concern that you could become sick or 

your symptoms could worsen and you might be unable to fulfill your 

responsibilities. Regardless of how prepared you are, frustration and 

disappointment surrounding an unpredicted “flare up” of symptoms is 

inevitable. This can lead to feeling isolated and misunderstood. Many 

expressed that working in a flexible environment is extremely helpful 

but that, regardless of the external circumstances, there is always a 

sense of personal disappointment when you cannot meet expectations. 
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6. Maintaining employment induces a positive state of mind. 

Everyone, including those currently unemployed, expressed that 

working is far preferable to not working.  Several commented 

specifically on the emotional difficulties they faced when they weren’t 

working, including feeling worthless, anxiety about the future and 

more focus on their disease.  Many described specifically how living 

with CI has changed their ideas about why work is so important for 

them. On the other hand, all expressed their concern about their 

ability to stay employed for as long as they might like, in the capacity 

they desire. 

7. Finding a workplace with a supportive “culture.” 

Regardless of an individual’s attitude toward chronic illness, each 

person with whom I spoke referred to how important it is to feel 

comfortable taking care of your health needs at work.  And, only those 

who worked in very small work groups or were self-employed 

expressed that they were in an environment that truly made an 

individual’s health a top priority. 



 

 

 ©cicoach.com 2008 all rights reserved 9 

 

Big Lesson Learned:  

People who live with chronic illness/conditions face the same 

workplace challenges that healthy people face -- and more. Managing 

illness in the workplace, an environment that is generally unsupportive 

of an individual’s personal needs, requires one to be highly flexible, a 

characteristic that is very hard to achieve, especially as we get older. 

This is one of the greatest priorities and challenges that both the 

individuals and the workplace face in meeting the workplace needs of 

the chronically ill.  
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Q: What will coaching do for you? 

A: Coaching offers a unique opportunity to work with someone who knows, first-hand, the 

challenges that you are facing. I have coached hundreds of professionals, senior managers 

and leaders with chronic illness, and my commitment is to give you the resources and 

support you need to succeed. 

Q: How is working with Rosalind different from working with another coach? 

A: I am passionate about giving people living with chronic illness the support and tools they 

need to do more than survive, but to thrive, in their professional lives. As a recognized 

expert on chronic illness issues in the workplace, and because I also live with chronic 

illnesses of my own, I know what it takes to wake-up daily and confront the unique 

challenges that millions face trying to work successfully while managing their health. 

Q: What can you expect from this experience?  

A: Living with chronic illness and working with a coach are a powerful combination that 

yields positive change. At the minimum, you can expect to: 

Examine your chronic illness at work and what you can do about it. 

Explore new behaviors and develop new competencies. 

Cultivate strengths you already have. 

Develop new strengths and competencies for desired outcomes. 

Q: What can I expect in my relationship with my coach? 

A: Coaching is a relationship of equal partners. I bring many years of experience living with 

chronic illness, working in organizations and coaching individuals. As your coach, I will ask 

questions, create exercises and share my knowledge to help speed your development. While 

you have many years of experience developing your skills and knowledge, you probably 

have limited knowledge regarding your illness as it relates to your career. As a client, you 

will be ready to fully commit yourself to learning, testing and reevaluating what works for 

you with honesty and integrity to the process.  

Q: What happens in coaching? 

A: I coach on the phone which saves your time and physical energy, keeps the cost down 

and allows greater flexibility in our meeting times. Each session follows a similar format: we 

review your homework exercises, identify what you want to focus on today and your desired 

outcomes from the call, explore this issue and how it relates to the overarching theme and 

desired outcomes that you set, design practice homework.  

Q: How long does a coaching engagement last?  

A: On average, people work with me for 6 months but I’ve worked with clients for one 

month and others for years. I have found that it takes a minimum of three months for you 

to get comfortable and another three to implement change. Finally, our work together isn’t 

limited to our scheduled phone calls! Following each call, I will email you a summary of our 

meeting and I’m available between calls for emails or brief phone calls.  
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Rosalind Joffe, founder of the career coaching firm, 

cicoach.com, built this business based on her own 

experience living with multiple sclerosis and ulcerative 

colitis. For more than thirty years, Rosalind has made 

decisions from a unique perspective: living with 

chronic illness does not preclude living a full life and 

workplace success.  

cicoach.com is dedicated to helping professionals 

with chronic illness develop the competencies they need to be successful.  

  

Rosalind Joffe is a recognized national expert on chronic illness in the 

workplace. As a lea ding executive career coach, she has been quoted in The 

Wall Street Journal, The Boston Globe, ABC Radio, msnbc.com, WebMD, as 

well as a variety of regional and national media outlets. Rosalind has 

published in dozens of disease organization and health journals. She is a 

sought-after speaker and workshop leader for organizations that include the 

National Multiple Sclerosis Society, BiogenIdec, State Street Corporation, 

New Directions, Association of Career Professionals, HealthTalk.com, New 

England Arthritis Foundation and the Scleroderma Association. 

Rosalind holds a Masters in Education, is a certified Mediator, has completed 

training in Focusing Practice and the ICF accredited Corporate Coach 

University program. 

  

cicoach.com,llc The Resource for Professionals with Chronic Illness 

cicoach.com | e: mailto:rosalind@cicoach.com| t: 617 · 969 · 1930 

blog/eNewsletter: WorkingwithChronicIllness.com 

  


