[image: image1.jpg]Groupe de travail canadien sur le VIH et la réinsertion sociale





COMMUNICATING ABOUT EPISODIC DISABILITIES IN THE WORKPLACE
Information Sheet for Employers

This information sheet provides an overview of episodic disabilities and leading communication practices with employees living with episodic disabilities in the workplace. The information presented is relevant both for managers and co-workers to improve their understanding of episodic disabilities, communicating about episodic disabilities, and enhancing overall workplace culture. 
What is an “episodic disability”?

Episodic disabilities are long-term conditions that are characterized by periods of good health interrupted by periods of illness or disability. These periods may vary in severity, length and predictability from one person to another. Some common examples of episodic disabilities include multiple sclerosis, arthritis, diabetes, HIV/AIDS, some forms of cancer and mental illness.

Unlike permanent disabilities, episodic disabilities are periodic — the episodes of illness come and go, and may vary in length and degree — but because they are also unpredictable, they can often be more difficult to manage with regard to employment. 



Communicating About Episodic Disabilities in the Workplace

Words are powerful. They can influence and reinforce perceptions of people with episodic disabilities in the workplace. The words we choose to use can create either a positive or negative working environment. 
Here are some general tips to follow: 

· Say “episodic disability” not “handicap”

· Put people first. “Person living with an episodic disability” puts the focus on the person, not the episodic disability
· For specific disabilities, say “person living with epilepsy” or “person who uses a wheelchair”

· Avoid using statements that make it seem like a person with an episodic disability should be pitied, such as “victim of”, “suffers with”, or “stricken with” a particular illness or episodic disability

· If you’re not familiar with the episodic disability, avoid making assumptions. Ask for an explanation of the episodic disability. Wait until the person describes their situation to you. Many types of episodic disabilities have similar characteristics and sometimes those living with episodic disabilities may not look sick. 

· In addition, two people living with the same episodic disability may experience their illnesses very differently. The experiences of living with a particular form of episodic disability will vary from person to person. 

Developing a Positive Language Workplace Culture

Some employees will wish to speak more openly about their episodic disability and others will remain more private on the nature and scope of the disability. Allow the employee to speak about the disability to the degree that is comfortable for them. General questions such as “How are you?” will often open up a dialogue and are non-judgmental in tone.  
An episodic disability is a part of the employee’s life. As with other employees in both informal and formal situations, create a balance in conversations by also talking about other areas of the employee’s life.  

Communicate with employees living with episodic disabilities in the same respectful language that is used with other employees.  

Working to build the trust of the employee by “walking the talk” when it comes to creating an organization that is inclusive will enhance communications with employees living with episodic disabilities.  

In circumstances where there is uncertainty about how to pose a question, be open with the employee and let them know that there is some uncertainty about how to open up the dialogue. Provide some general context on the topic at hand and let the employee guide you on what types of questions are comfortable for them. In situations of uncertainty or miscommunication, many people living with episodic disabilities are quite forgiving when it is clear that the speaker is sincere and well meaning with the inquiry.  

Practice will bring improvements in communication. Try and keep trying to communicate effectively.  
Good communication will help encourage employees to approach management early when an issue arises.  

Remember that effective communication practices make for healthier workplaces. 



For additional information on episodic disabilities and employment topics please visit www.hivandrehab.ca or contact info@hivandrehab.ca.    
Copies of this information sheet are available on CWGHR’s website at www.hivandrehab.ca. Reproduction is encouraged, but copies may not be sold, and “Canadian Working Group on HIV and Rehabilitation (CWGHR)” must be cited as the source of the information.
© Canadian Working Group on HIV and Rehabilitation (CWGHR), February 2011.
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