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EPISODIC DISABILITIES AND INSURANCE
Information Sheet for Employers

This information sheet provides an overview of episodic disabilities and how to best support the employees living with episodic disabilities who may access insurance programs for short term disability or long term disability. It also identifies ways in which employers can be more aware of and sensitive to the challenges to stable income access, and how they can help minimize them — all in an effort to collectively build a healthier, more diverse and more productive workplace.

What is an “episodic disability”?

An episodic disability is a long-term condition that is 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. For example, a person with multiple sclerosis may not be able to work more than two days in a row, due to fatigue. A person living with HIV may have to wait for the side effects from medications to wear off before being able to work, making regular office hours challenging.

Not everyone living with an episodic disability experiences illness-related episodes that impact on their employment. But for those who do, the levels of accommodation required to help them sustain employment can range from none to significant, with most cases falling somewhere in the moderate range. Flexible hours, working from home and internal mobility (e.g., transfer or reassignment) are just some examples of accommodation that can facilitate improved employment options for and lead to better performance by employees living with an episodic disability.


What’s the reality for employees living with an episodic disability?

Employees living with an episodic disability often deal with a number of issues that can impact on their work life. There are challenges to active employment participation faced by employees living with an episodic disability, including varying definitions used in legislation, by health care and insurance providers, and government benefit programs, creating barriers to accessing and coordinating supports.

Due to the unpredictable and changing needs associated with an episodic disability, treatment and personal goals can be difficult to plan. Systemic and practical barriers can prevent timely access to stable income supports whether on short or long term disability.
Employers can talk with Insurers to develop flexible plans that meet the needs of people who have been diagnosed with episodic disabilities to ensure that the employee does not feel pressured to return to work before the employee’s health will allow and before an appropriate return to work plan is developed which involves all parties.  

1. Leading practices in episodic disability and insurance:
 

i. Involve insurers in training courses related to accommodating people with episodic disabilities to increase their awareness and knowledge on managing episodic disabilities 
ii. Engage support groups, employees living with episodic disabilities to work with Insurers to inform the organizational insurance plan
iii. Ensure only bona fide occupational requirements are defined in position descriptions

iv. Assess the value of developing more flexible plans and associated benefits for everyone by implementing pilot projects

v. Develop corporate communication plans related to pilot programs, updated assessments and future action plans: what is being considered, why, who is involved, when - the time frame, where – pilot programs, progress, assessments process, etc.
vi. Review plans on an ongoing basis and make modifications as necessary

2. Communicate success stories: let everyone know how success was achieved.  Communicate the challenges and how they were addressed to achieve the successes with managing changes to benefit plans:

i. Employees living with episodic disabilities need to provide information and participate in the accommodation discussions with the insurer's case manager, the employer and the union if applicable   

3. Modifying Short Term Disability plans:

i. Identify how the plans can be adjusted to accommodate periods of good health being interrupted by periods of illness or disability

ii. Build flexibility into plans to ensure fair and equitable treatment for ALL employees requiring income support

iii. Initiate a number of pilot projects to identify issues to be resolved.  Issues may relate to fairness and equity in the accommodation plans, cost assessments, alterations to policies, processes and procedures 

iv. Identify procedures that define how modified plans will be initiated, developed, implemented, and evaluated 
v. Changes may need to be gradually integrated due to cost

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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