Managing work and employment with a life-limiting condition
Summary
After being diagnosed with a life-limiting illness, it is a good idea to take some time off work to consider your
options.
Talk with your family and think about how you need to prepare for what lies ahead.
Have an open and honest discussion with your manager or the human resources department about your
situation. Get their advice on the best way to talk to your colleagues and how to restructure your
responsibilities.
If you have to care for someone with a life-limiting illness, organise a time to meet with your manager or
human resources representative and talk about how your new role may affect your ability to work.

When you or a family member is diagnosed with a life-limiting illness, it can be difficult to decide what to do about
work. Most families will be quite overwhelmed by the news and need some time to adjust and think about their
priorities.
It is a good idea to take some time off work to consider your options. Talk with your family and think about how
you need to prepare for what lies ahead. How much time you can take off work at short notice will depend on your
role and your employer’s sickness or carer benefits.

Advantages and disadvantages of continuing to work
Most people who are diagnosed with a life-limiting illness choose to leave work so they can spend their remaining
time with their families and friends. However, depending on your family and financial situation, the type of illness
you have and your emotional response to being ill, you may need or want to stay working for longer.
After being diagnosed with a life-limiting illness, you may feel a lack of control and a loss of independence or any
chance of a normal life. For some people, work can play a positive role in providing a continued sense of identity,
independence and ongoing financial security for their family.
If your partner or another member of your family is diagnosed with a life-limiting illness and they have to stop
working, you may be the only money earner in the household, which means juggling your role as carer with your
job.

Talking about your illness at work
It can be hard to know how to talk about your life-limiting illness with your colleagues. You may want to keep your
health situation private at first, but if you need regular time off or your appearance begins to change, you may
need to consider talking about your illness.
Everyone will have a different response to news about your illness, depending on their personality, life experience
and cultural background. Some people make be shocked or very upset, and this may be difficult to handle at first.
However, it is important that you do what feels right for you and give people time to get used to the new situation.
Talk to your manager or human resources representative if you are not sure about the best approach to take.

Issues you may face if you keep working
The personal experience of illness becomes a public one when work colleagues are informed. Your illness will
affect not only you but also the people that you work with. This is the same if your carer continues to work.
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If you decide to remain in your job, it is a good idea to keep in mind some of the common issues that arise when
someone with a life-limiting illness continues to work. You will be aware of the way your illness is affecting you, but
it is important to remember that everyone in your workplace will respond in different ways. Your work colleagues
may be unsure of how to respond, which can lead to communication problems. Some people will avoid talking
about important issues, while ignorance may cause people to feel awkward and distance themselves from you.
And some colleagues will know exactly what to say and how to be supportive of your situation.
The seriousness of your illness needs to be acknowledged and talked about. This may avoid emotional stress
within the workplace and for you.

Getting support to stay in your job
It is a good idea to have an open and honest discussion with your manager or the human resources department
about your situation if you decide to stay in the workforce. Questions you will need to ask include:
How do I tell my colleagues about my illness?
How do I educate my colleagues about my illness?
Can I rearrange my workspace to suit my changing needs?
Is it possible for me to work more flexible hours?
Can I reorganise my work schedule and share the workload?
Are there counselling and support services for me and my colleagues?
How will I arrange my attendance at staff meetings or functions?
Is it possible to have extra rest breaks?
What is the best way to ensure a smooth transition when it is time to leave?

Getting support in the workplace while being a carer
If you are going to be caring for a loved one with a life-limiting illness while continuing to work, you will need
support from your work colleagues.
Organise a time to meet with your manager or human resources representative and talk about how your role of
carer may affect your ability to work. Discuss what arrangements you might need to make and get their thoughts
on how to maintain a good work/life balance.
Some useful questions to ask include:
What is the best way to tell my colleagues that someone I am caring for is ill?
How can my colleagues learn more about my role of carer?
Is it possible for me to work more flexible hours?
How will I arrange my attendance at staff meetings or functions?
Are there counselling services on offer through work?
There is also a wide range of carer support services available across Victoria. By getting support from your
colleagues and seeking help through community services, you will be able to find the right balance for you and your
family.

Where to get help
Your manager
Your human resources representative
Your doctor
Your palliative care provider
Palliative Care Victoria, call (03) 9662 9644
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This page has been produced in consultation with and approved by:
Better Health Channel - (need new cp)

Content on this website is provided for information purposes only. Information about a therapy, service,
product or treatment does not in any way endorse or support such therapy, service, product or treatment and
is not intended to replace advice from your doctor or other registered health professional. The information and
materials contained on this website are not intended to constitute a comprehensive guide concerning all
aspects of the therapy, product or treatment described on the website. All users are urged to always seek
advice from a registered health care professional for diagnosis and answers to their medical questions and to
ascertain whether the particular therapy, service, product or treatment described on the website is suitable in
their circumstances. The State of Victoria and the Department of Health & Human Services shall not bear any
liability for reliance by any user on the materials contained on this website.
For the latest updates and more information, visit www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au
Copyright © 1999/2019 State of Victoria. Reproduced from the Better Health Channel
(www.betterhealth.vic.gov.au) at no cost with permission of the Victorian Minister for Health. Unauthorised
reproduction and other uses comprised in the copyright are prohibited without permission.
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