Intro to Managing Through Cancer

It is natural to have empathy or concern for someone with cancer, however, what your employee is looking for is tangible help and support. As a Manager, you'll play a pivotal role. Here's how to begin. 

When cancer strikes it turns many lives upside down––from the person who is diagnosed to those in a position to support them.  For the person with cancer, it is a time of tremendous uncertainty and turmoil in many aspects of their lives, especially their careers. As their work Manager, you may be seen as an authority on the situation, regardless of your experience or comfort level. An employee may confide in you and ask questions about city protocol, or solicit your personal advice about whom else they should tell. It may come naturally to have empathy and concern for the employee; however it is not always clear how to translate those feelings into the tangible help and direct support that the employee will need.

What Is the Manager's Role in Managing Through Cancer?

The Manager stands at the intersection of agency’s commitments and employee need as a member of his or her team struggles against cancer. While managers and supervisors may have little preparation for facing the many demands of managing through cancer, they cannot avoid the responsibility. They are the gatekeepers on many issues that make dealing with cancer considerably easier or harder for their employees. Among the matters they face are:

· Adjusting work schedules over the course of treatment 

· Setting and managing the expectations of co-workers 

· Enabling effective flexible schedules 

· Working out appropriate forms of communication 

· Dealing throughout with the morale of the person and the team

Indeed, the role of the manager in managing an individual and a work group through cancer is one of endless balancing: 

· Striking the balance between work and time off as treatment progresses 

· Seeking a balance between city procedures and employee need 

· Finding a balance between too little and too much communication 

· Balancing the impact of the employee's time off on the team's workload 

· Maintaining one's commitment to all aspects of the manager's ongoing role

Done well, the work of effectively managing an employee through cancer can prove invaluable to the employee, inspiring to the team and positive for the agency. And for the effective manager, managing through cancer can prove personally rewarding as well.  

What to Expect When an Employee Has Cancer (Basics)

Experts estimate that 1.3 million new cases of cancer will be diagnosed this year in the United States. For each of these people, the process of diagnosis, treatment, and recovery will be unique. There are many different kinds of cancer - over 100 types have been identified - and the outcome of treatment depends on the type of cancer, its location, its stage, and the employee's overall general health.

Although cancer can be life-threatening, advances in early detection and treatment have improved survival rates for people with common cancers such as breast, prostate and colon cancer. Physicians also point to many hopeful signs in the search for cancer cures:

· A patient who is diagnosed with colon cancer in its early stages, for instance, has very good chances of being cured by surgery alone. 

· The cure rate for early testicular cancer is over 90 percent due to successful chemotherapy treatments. 

· Some cancers, such as acute lymphocytic leukemia in children, and Hodgkin's disease, are considered completely curable.

Even with more advanced cancers, new treatments are helping people live longer after diagnosis than ever before. As a result, many cancer specialists (oncologists) now view most cancer as a chronic rather than an acute illness.

Still, coping with cancer presents a challenge to any employee. Most people with early cancer do not feel (or look) sick in the usual sense, so their initial diagnosis may come to them as a shock. For instance, a routine blood test done as part of an annual health exam may reveal a high white blood cell count, indicating possible leukemia. During her yearly mammogram, an employee may be told that a tiny, painless lump in her breast - which she probably cannot feel - requires a biopsy. Furthermore, obtaining a definitive diagnosis and treatment plan can often take days to weeks. The employee must wait for test results, undergo repeat tests, or schedule appointments with several specialists, all of which can increase his or her anxiety. Understanding time frames for common diagnostic tests, treatments and expected recovery times can help you and your employee with cancer successfully manage this difficult period.

Understanding Cancer
The word "cancer” describes a process rather than one single illness. Inside certain cells, an alteration in the DNA code sends a message telling cells to keep growing beyond their normal life cycles. In general, cancer is a slow-growing disease. Tumors start at the microscopic level, growing for years before they become noticeable. 

Cancers are named according to the part of the body in which the tumor originates. Detailed information about the types, causes, and treatment of cancer is available at the American Cancer Society's website: www.cancer.org, and at the website of the National Cancer Institute: www.nci.nih.gov.

Diagnostic Time Frames
Whether your employee visits their physician because of symptoms they are having, or simply schedules a routine checkup, diagnosis of cancer brings normal routines to a screeching halt. Worry may be a constant companion as your worker schedules diagnostic procedures and then has to wait for results. These tests range from a brief and simple blood test to a colonoscopy. This latter procedure, performed to detect tumors in the colon, may require at least one and a half days time off -- one full day for the preparation, during which the employee must take very strong laxatives, and then a half day for the procedure, when the person is usually given intravenous sedation to assure they are comfortable during the procedure.

Some of these tests are designed to stage the cancer, or determine its extent of growth and whether it has spread. Results will help the oncologist determine the best treatment approach. Other common tests for diagnosis and staging of cancer:

· Biopsy: this test entails removal of tumor tissue and microscopic examination to see if it contains cancerous cells. The test is usually done in the office or outpatient setting, and usually requires less than half a day. 

· Bronchoscopy: a visual examination of the lungs using a flexible tube. The employee will not be able to drive home afterwards, since an anesthetic is used to sedate during the procedure. 

· Magnetic resonance imaging (MRI): the person lies on a table which enters a tubular (or a newer open) structure containing powerful magnets used to produce an internal picture of the body's tissues. Contrast dyes are sometimes injected to aid in visualizing abnormal tissue, which takes up the dye differently from normal tissue. 

· Positron emission tomography (PET) scans: the person inhales or is injected with a low-dose radioactive sugar that allows detection by a computer of the metabolic activity of different organs. This produces a color image. 

Treatments and Recovery
The goal of cancer treatment is to eliminate the disease. To do this, oncologists employ a range of treatments, including surgery, chemotherapy, radiation treatment and newer vaccines as well as biologic and targeted therapies. Often surgery is the first step, to remove the tumor and any surrounding tissue that may be affected. To make sure that cancer cells do not move through the bloodstream to affect other parts of the body, chemotherapy or radiation may follow. For cancers of the blood and lymph system, such as Hodgkin's disease, chemotherapy alone has become the standard of treatment. For some cancers, the person may receive chemotherapy or radiation treatments to shrink the tumor before surgery is performed. 

Recovery from surgery can range from one to four weeks, depending upon the extent of the procedure. Removal of an early melanoma skin cancer and surrounding tissue may require a few days' recovery, while abdominal surgery to remove a section of the colon can necessitate a month of recovery before the employee feels fit to return to work.

Chemotherapy treatments can also be time-consuming, both during their administration and in dealing with both early and delayed side effects. A typical course of chemotherapy for breast cancer lasts eight months. Depending upon the recommended treatment, the employee may receive treatments once a week or every other week. They may or may not experience fatigue and nausea, two of the most common side effects of chemotherapy. More aggressive treatments produce hair loss as well. Scheduling treatments at the end of the week can be helpful, as this gives the employee the weekend during which to recover from the side effects. 

Recovering from each round of chemotherapy takes a little longer as the treatments go on, since the body becomes less able to "bounce back” from the toxic regimen. Still, some people tolerate chemotherapy well and continue to work right through the treatment period. Depending upon the type of cancer, your employee may continue to take additional medications to prevent the cancer from returning. This is especially true with breast cancer which is hormone-dependent. Anti-estrogens are typically given for at least five years following the end of treatment.

Nearly two-thirds of all new cancer patients can expect to live at least five years or more beyond their diagnoses. Most recurrences, when the tumor comes back or spreads to another part of the body, happen within the first two years. Cancer survivors who reach important markers, such as a two-year, five-year or ten-year anniversary without a recurrence are understandably relieved. As time goes by, the threat of recurrence diminishes and employees begin to feel less anxious and distracted. Nevertheless, the process of dealing with their cancer definitely takes an emotional toll, one which the employee will continue to process even as they return to full functioning. 

Communication

As a manager, your initial response when an employee comes to you with a cancer diagnosis can set the stage for the entire process. Yet most managers don't know what to say -- either from a personal or business perspective. The information in the following sections below offers help on how to navigate through those initial conversations. 

How to Respond to the News

If your employee approaches you regarding their illness, it’s natural to feel uncertain about how to best respond. However it’s important for you to know what to say – and what not to say. Here are some general guidelines that should help make your conversations with your employee easier and more productive.

As an employer, you have the right to know about disabilities that will affect your employee’s performance. But be aware of employee privacy rights. HR or the city attorney should be able to guide you on the limitations of state and federal privacy mandates. If in doubt, err on the side of caution. Even if you have a personal relationship with the employee, think twice about asking about specifics.

Setting the stage
Remember, opening a line of strong, meaningful communication usually requires a comfortable environment, which can be difficult to achieve in a large agency setting. Try some strategies for setting the stage for a thoughtful, relaxed exchange.

Pick the place: Don’t try to catch a moment on the fly, in the office hallway or lunchroom. Situations like these don’t afford the privacy and focus you’ll need to approach the matter professionally. Find a private place where you can sit comfortably and talk without distraction or interruptions, if possible.

Get in your right mind: Take a few moments to prepare. Review what your HR and legal counsel has advised and be prepared to do far more listening than asking. You’ll learn more of what you need to know by listening – and won’t have to worry about violating privacy with tricky questions.

Focus: Make sure you and you’re employee are fully focused on the conversation at hand. That means putting aside any and all other activities and, if possible, avoiding interruptions and phone calls. And if your employee doesn’t seem up to talking, reschedule.

Active listening
Cancer patients often say the most important thing others can do for them is to truly listen. It’s also the best way for you to gather information without having to worry about what you can and cannot ask. A good listener encourages the person to elaborate and continue without you having to prompt for specifics. A technique called Active Listening is a very concrete, pro-active form of listening and responding that aims to put the focus on the speaker. Here are some tips for practicing active listening:

· Focus on your employee. Pay close attention to what they are telling you. Don’t interrupt. 

· Acknowledge his or her points. You don’t have to agree or disagree with what they are telling you. Just encourage them to continue by nodding, saying “yes,” and letting him or her know you’re listening. 

· Respond thoroughly and clearly. When your employee asks questions, answer specifically and thoroughly, and then let them continue on with the conversation at their own pace. 

· Reassure and reinforce. Don’t interpret; just reiterate what is being said. You can also reinforce your employee’s trust by letting him or her know how much his or her confidences mean to you. 

· Summarize. At the end of the conversation, review some of the key points or concerns your employee made. The purpose is to make sure both of you feel at ease and have a clear understanding of the situation at hand. 

Five Things Your Employee Wants to Hear

You and your employee are in a unique situation, but there are a few choices, neutral phrases that you can say to help keep communication open and state your position as pro-active and involved management. 
1. I'm sorry that you’re going through this.

2. If you need to talk, I’m here for you.

3. We’ll figure out what we need to do about your work duties - together.

4. Tell me what we can do to make your workload more manageable.

5. Let’s talk regularly to see how you’re doing.

Words of Comfort: What to Say and What Not to Say

There are no “specifics” for discussing cancer with your employee. However, there are some general guidelines you can follow to make sure your words provide comfort, and are considerate and careful. 

What to Say
How to Talk about a Cancer Diagnosis: While you probably want to steer clear of asking specific questions about your employee’s illness, treatment and recovery, don’t hesitate to ask for clarification on information they give you. Approach the topic in a way that makes it clear you’re as concerned about his or her wellbeing as workload.

Sample language:
“I’m not sure I understand what that means. Can you explain it to me?”
“What will the treatment involve for you?”

What to Say When You Don’t Know What to Say: As a manager, you may not be used to feeling at a loss for words.  Expressing your uncertainty doesn’t weaken your position as a manager; rather, it increases your “human-ness” to employees.

Sample language:
 “I’m not sure what to say.”
“I’m new to this experience, but I’ll work with you to figure out some solutions.”
“I really care about your wellbeing and this has thrown me for a loop”
“I’m feeling unsure how to approach this topic. Maybe you can help me out?”

How to Express Your Concern: Empathize, but avoid pity.

Sample language:
“It must be very scary for you.”
“This must be difficult to deal with.”

How to approach work issues. You want to handle matters delicately and not jump to conclusions, but it’s also part of your job to find out how your employee’s illness will affect his or her job performance. Start by reiterating that you’re a team and encourage your employee to make suggestions.

Sample language:
“I want you to know we’re going to approach this as a team and do whatever we can to support you.”
“We want to keep your stress to a minimum.”
“Let’s take a look at what’s on your plate and how you think we should handle it.”
“What are your suggestions for making things easier for you?”
“What do you feel capable of handling right now?”
“It’s important to me that you feel comfortable with whatever arrangements we make.”

How to keep communications open: Strong communication is an ongoing process. As is treatment for cancer – which means your employee’s feelings, energy and attitude may change over time. There’s always the possibility that the physical and emotional tolls of cancer and its treatment will begin to show in your employee’s performance. If you see changes, address them directly:

Sample language: 
“How do you feel about the plans we made? Are our arrangements still working for you?”
“I know this is a very difficult time. You don’t seem like yourself. Let’s talk about how I can help you.”
 

What Not to Say
Don’t give advice. Just listen.

Don’t try to cheer him or her up. Although you may mean well, telling your employee to cheer up may minimize his or her feelings. Avoid clichés, such as “things could be worse” and “time heals all.” It’s natural to want to bring comfort by saying things like, “Everything will get better” or “things will work out” but you don’t know if that’s true.

Don’t discount feelings. If they say they're scared, worried or anxious, don’t tell them not to be. Most of all, don’t say that you understand how they feel. Unless you’ve been through cancer, you don’t.

Don’t make judgments. Your employee may look haggard, but don’t jump to conclusions. Even if you’re alarmed and concerned about performance, simply express your concern until you have the time to observe and assess the situation.

Don’t share stories. Everyone knows someone who’s had cancer but, sharing such information shifts focus away from the employee and threatens to minimize what he or they have to say.

Don’t push to soothe or calm. Lags in conversation are natural and while we tend to feel uncomfortable, silence can be productive. Let your employee lead the conversation. When in doubt, say nothing…and let your employee take the lead.

Privacy Fundamentals: The Basics a Manager Needs to Know

When you find out an employee has cancer, one of your first concerns must be the employee's privacy. Federal law requires it.

The Legal Basis for Workers' Privacy and Protection
Protection for cancer patients who choose to disclose their condition is provided by federal laws such as the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), which applies to workplaces with 15 or more employees. In addition, a person's medical privacy has been strengthened since the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPAA) became fully effective April 14, 2003. These new rules guard the distribution of personal health information and impose penalties on doctors, hospitals, health plans and pharmacies for breaching that privacy.

Employers must be aware of the ADA provisions, which stipulate, among other things, that they may ask only job-related medical questions, insuring a cancer patient's privacy is maintained.

Another law, the Family and Medical Leave Act (FMLA) requires employers who are covered (those with 50 or more employers, public agencies, schools) to grant medical leave when necessary.

To brush up on all three laws:

· ADA details can be found at http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/adahom1.htm.
· The FMLA is detailed at http://www.dol.gov/esa/whd/fmla.
· HIPAA information is posted at http://www.hhs.gov/news/facts/privacy.html.

The HIPAA rule does not affect employers as employers, per se. Rather, HIPPA regulates what the government called "covered entities." So HIPAA covers health care providers such as physicians, healthcare clearing houses such as billing companies and health plans. The health plan is the covered entity, not the employer. But even so, a company must make sure its health plan meets the stipulations of the HIPAA rule.

Besides becoming familiar with ADA, FMLA and HIPAA, it's also a good idea to seek out up-to-date legal information about a cancer patient's right to privacy from other sources, such as the Cancer Legal Resource Center of the Western Law Center for Disabilities Rights, http://wlcdr.everybody.org/special-programs/cancer.html, which sponsors a joint program with the Loyola Law Center in Los Angeles.

Discovering and Respecting Your Worker's Privacy Wishes
Once armed with legal information, you can gently find out how much privacy your worker wants.

The reaction of a worker with cancer varies dramatically. The desire for privacy can be pervasive or nonexistent. In one case, a woman told no one of her cancer diagnosis. But it became obvious when she began wearing a wig. Finally, the woman opened up and shared the news with workers felt comfortable sharing with.

In another case, a woman who worked as a senior vice president in a large hospital wore her radiation therapy as a badge of honor. She told everyone about her cancer. If she didn't feel well, she'd take a nap on a cot she had brought in to her office.

Most of your workers will probably fall somewhere between these two extremes. Don't try to guess which way your employee will react. The worker who is outgoing and typically tells you the personal details of their life--more information than you want, sometimes—may just turn out to be the cancer patient who clams up and doesn't want anyone to know specifics.

Factors that play a role
Of course, other factors play a role in how much privacy a worker may want and need, such as the severity of the diagnosis, the stage of the cancer, how much treatment is needed, along with expected absences from work.

Whether an employee decides to disclose a cancer diagnosis—and how much other detail to share—hinges on business and personal factors, such as how long they have been with the city, their personality, how severe the cancer is and other factors. If they fear others will blame their cancer on their behaviors, such as smoking, a worker will understandably be less likely to share.

Guarding privacy when you first hear the news of your worker's cancer is a wise first step. It speaks volumes about your respect for the worker and, just as importantly, can pave the way for a successful outcome, experts say.

Respecting Privacy

The news that your employee has cancer is never easy to hear, however they deliver it. Instead of asking a barrage of questions, remember that privacy is mandated by federal laws, and you're required to protect your worker's right to it.

First, determine the level of privacy your worker wants. Do they want no one but you to know, do they want to tell the entire agency or do they fall somewhere in between?

Then, create a strategy that will meet their privacy needs.

When an Employee Requests Privacy
The less said the better, obviously. The best strategy is to tell your other workers about the absence or needs of the coworker with cancer, without giving unnecessary details.

Try: "Miss Jones is experiencing a personal problem."

Other tips:

· Don't say it is a health issue. You can tell workers he or she will be in intermittently or not in, and discuss how the workload will be covered. Put the focus on the workload, not the worker's medical problems. 

· Develop a long-term strategy to keep things quiet.  To some degree people are going to find out within an office. So you might talk about this possibility with your employee, and come up with a strategy if word does start to get around. Take your cue from the employee. He or she might want to talk one-on-one to employees. Or, they might want to write down details in a memo. 

· Let your employee decide how to communicate the news. And let them tell coworkers. Stay out of it unless your help is requested. 

· If the employee has requested that the diagnosis be private, resist the urge to tell anyone else in the agency. If you need more suggestions on how to keep the condition private, see the American Cancer Society's page on "What Supervisors Can Do". Among other suggestions, the Society recommends always speaking to the employee in a private area. 

· Reassure your employee that you'll keep the secret.  Simply say, "I will respect your privacy." And then follow through. 

When an Employee Wants to Share the News
Some employees will want to tell their news as soon as possible to coworkers.  They may do so for practical reasons, such as a rough chemotherapy session is coming up, and they need to brief a coworker on an upcoming presentation so the coworker can take over.

They may need to share for emotional reasons, just to get some morale support.

Others may decide, after initially telling only a few people, that it's better to tell others directly, rather than letting the news seep out and perhaps sound worse than it is.

Some tips:

· Never discuss any aspect of the medical condition without the employee's permission and knowledge, even if he or she wishes to be open about it. 

· Get a sense of how important this is by thinking about how you would feel if you just found out you had cancer, and your boss was discussing it with colleagues. 

· Develop a plan to spread the news. Talk to your employee about how they would like to share the news—what venue might be best. A staff meeting may be ideal. But if your worker is not comfortable with that setting, have other alternatives to suggest. Maybe they want to do it one-on-one. Maybe they want to send a memo and then be available for questions, informally, at their desk. 

· Keep the information basic and the details simple. At a staff meeting, the discussion might go like this: "I just wanted to take a minute to share with you that Jane is experiencing medical problems. She may be experiencing fatigue." You might talk about the possibility that work assignments may need to be altered, and that you will keep everyone informed. 

· Anticipate that your other employees will have questions and figure out in advance, with your employee, how to handle them. If the employee with cancer is comfortable doing so, you might say, "If you have other questions, Jane will be around later to talk." 

· Consult an outside expert if needed such as your Office of Employee Assistance. If you feel ill-equipped to communicate the cancer news to your other workers, you might consider first consulting, with your employee, an outside expert like your Office of Employee Assistance.  

· Anticipate that for employees who decide to share, the loss of privacy may be accompanied by a surprising and heart-warming show of empathetic support. At this point, most families have been touched by cancer. So they may be overwhelmingly willing to pitch in and help out—making the situation easier for everyone. 

Manager/Employee Responsibilities in Managing Through Cancer

	PRINCIPLE
	EMPLOYEE RESPONSIBILITIES
	MANAGER RESPONSIBILITIES

	Respecting Privacy
	The employee will decide whether or not to disclose that s/he has cancer and can expect the manager to honor a request for confidentiality.
	The manager will keep strictly confidential any information about an employee with cancer, unless the employee requests that this information be shared.

	Continuing Employment
	The employee can be assured that his/her job is not at risk of termination because of a diagnosis or treatment of cancer.
	The manager will do everything possible to keep the employee working in the same or a similar position, if that is the request.

	Compensating Fully
	The employee who chooses to continue a regular schedule will use all available options to contribute as fully as possible throughout the treatment and recovery process.
	The manager will work with the employee and the team to make sure that work gets accomplished and the employee with cancer is provided with full compensation to the greatest extent possible.

	Troubleshooting Insurance
	The employee should ask HR for assistance in dealing with medical insurance coverage and claims management.
	HR will intervene on insurance coverage issues and offer assistance with insurance reimbursement where possible.

	Supporting Managers
	The employee will discuss needs for schedule accommodations with his or her manager.
	The manager will work with HR to structure work and paid-time-off arrangements.

	Providing Flexibility
 
	The employee will propose changes in how, when and where work gets done.
	The manager will support proposed changes in how, when and where work gets done, and will try to approve reasonable requests.

	Continuing to Develop
 
	The employee will encourage the manager to consider appropriate professional development opportunities.
	The manager will ensure the employee's continued access to professional development opportunities.

	Connecting to Resources
	The employee will talk to the manager or HR about connecting to resources on cancer and its treatment.
	The manager will work with HR to provide information on cancer and working/managing through treatment.


Implementation

As a manager, how can you be supportive of an employee who has cancer while at the same time maintaining the productivity of your team and complying with anti-discrimination laws? The prospect may seem intimidating, but there are many creative ways to accomplish all three goals. Here are some ideas to get you started, from allowing an employee to have more flexible work time or reducing their hours to adjusting their assignments or redesigning their work area.  Please check with Career Service Authority or the agency’s HR department to make sure these options are acceptable.
Flex-Time Work Options

Flex-time allows an employee with cancer to continue working full time while:

• Varying the start and end times of their work day and/or

• Taking time out during the work day to make appointments and making the time up by working either earlier or later in the day.

How to create a workable plan
At some stages in an employee's treatment and recovery they might want to work full time but need the flexibility afforded by ad hoc flex-time. How flexible the arrangement is can be decided by the two of you based on the needs of both the employee and the job. Here are some possible plans:

• During the diagnosis and treatment selection phases of dealing with cancer, an employee might have numerous doctor's appointments, mammograms, biopsies and lab tests that have to be done during the regular work day. If they choose to work full time in the office during these phases and it works for the job, you can let them arrange their work time around their appointments without having to find others to do some of the work they previously were doing. The amount of flexibility might be modest – an occasional change of schedule on the day of an appointment. Or it might be an ongoing change on a daily basis for a number of weeks.

• An employee who is the caregiver of someone with cancer might choose flex time to work around that person's diagnosis and treatment schedule. This would allow the caregiver to be with the person with cancer during doctor's and lab visits or radiation sessions and still be working full time.

• An employee whose job isn't suited to flex-time might temporarily want to switch to some kind of work that would allow them to flex their hours.

Frequently Asked Questions about Employees with Cancer Working Flex-time
Q. Does an employee working flex-time have to work the same schedule each day and each week?
A. Even if the arrangement were not ad hoc, the answer to that question would depend on the nature of the job. Ideally the employee will be afforded the maximum amount of flexibility necessary to accommodate their diagnosis, treatment and recovery schedule. At the same time, you'll want to make sure that their work gets done. If you are able to arrange coverage on an ad hoc basis scheduled around their needs, the employee won't have to work the same schedule each day and each week. If the coworker providing the coverage needs a more consistent schedule, complete flexibility may not be possible.

Q. Can an employee working ad hoc flex-time work more than eight hours in a day or forty hours in a week?
A. You'll want to pay attention to relevant state and federal labor laws. If an employee is exempt from these laws (an “exempt” employee), can vary the length of their work day and work week without any difficulty if it meets the needs of the business. If they are a “non-exempt” employee, they may be able to work over eight hours in a day but not forty hours in a week without there being overtime implications. You might want to consult with Career Service Authority or Human Resources about this.

Q. Won't an employee on ad hoc flex-time inevitably be working unsupervised and therefore unproductively?
A. Clear performance measures are the cornerstone of any successful flexible work arrangement. Most managers cannot watch their employees work all the time – flexible hours foster an environment of “managing for results” and of self-sufficient and self-managing employees.

Telecommuting (Work-At-Home)

Ad hoc telecommuting allows an employee with cancer to be productive while dealing with the challenges of their illness by accomplishing part or all of their work from home on a temporary basis. Check with Career Service Authority or Human Resources to see if there is any precedent for making accommodations for people who are unable to work a “regular” schedule in the office because of illness or injury. Note: Given the nature of cancer, the arrangements you set up may need to be modified to accommodate fluctuations in the employee's treatment progress.

Part-Time Work Arrangements

An ad hoc part time work arrangement allows an employee with cancer to reduce workload and hours during all or part of treatment and recovery.

•  It will be up to you to assess the staffing needs and workflow of your work group. Then, together with your employee you should make sure there is adequate coverage for:

•  The time(s) of day when customers typically need the employee the most,

•  Regular scheduled meeting times,

•  The two of you can discuss how the work the employee has been doing will be accomplished while they are working part-time.

•  What work will they be doing on a part-time schedule?

•  How will the rest of the job be accomplished?

•  Delegated to other employees?

•  Outsourced in some way?

•  Decision that it be postponed or not done at all?

•  Job sharing?

Working Effectively With Your Human Resources Department and Career Service Authority
After finding out that one of your employees has cancer, you may feel overwhelmed and worry about handling it competently alone.  This is the time to turn to your human resources department or Career Service Authority.

Many managers shy away from HR, perhaps a little intimidated by that department's familiarity with legislation and workers' rights. But the department should be looked on—and called upon—as a valuable resource whenever you are uncertain about whether you are making the right decision or handling issues fairly and legally for your worker with cancer. HR can also serve as an effective bridge between you and an employee with cancer, and you and other employees.
 

How HR Can Help on Legislative Issues
Human resource departments are up to date on legislation, including The Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), the Family Medical Leave Act (FMLA) and the Health Insurance Portability and Accountability Act of 1996 (HIPAA), all of which often come into play for a worker with cancer or whose loved one has cancer.

You might first read over full text of the legislation, but don't feel like you have to be an expert. This is where HR comes in.

The ADA law is found at its homepage, http://www.usdoj.gov/crt/ada/adahom1.htm.
The FMLA is detailed at http://www.dol.gov/esa/whd/fmla.
HIPAA information is posted at http://www.hhs.gov/news/facts/privacy.html.

But then you should feel free to go to HR with specific questions. That's their job!


How HR Can Help on Benefits Issues
HR is also accustomed to dealing with city insurance and the lingo of coverage. Ask for help when these issues come up. HR will know not only about health insurance coverage and options, but also about city policy. They have basic information about sick leave benefits, short-term disability programs and other coverages.

How HR Can Help on Interpersonal Issues
Employees with cancer may prefer to confide in someone in HR rather than their direct supervisor. HR doesn't give assignments or evaluate performance—they are a neutral party, and your employee may need that.

How HR Can Help on Referrals
HR staffers are accustomed to working with ill employees and their families. They know how to quickly and effectively tap other resources—such as the Office of Employee Assistance, if an employee is having trouble coping, for instance, with terminal illness or one of his or her family members is.
 

When You Should Lean on HR
Sometimes, you need the more neutral eye or judgment of someone in HR, who doesn't have to work with the employee with cancer on a day to day basis, and can be more impartial. Here are some examples of when to call in HR.

· Your other employees may "hit the wall."  They may suddenly be unable to cope with the idea that one of their colleagues is so seriously ill (or has taken a turn for the worse). Ask HR to tap the Office of Employee Assistance, who can host brown bag lunch seminars or something similar. It would give people a chance to ask questions, talk about how they are feeling, and get some information about how to cope. 

· Other employees may suddenly protest. They may feel the accommodations made to the sick employee aren't fair, that you've gone too far as a manager—even though you are confident you have not.  Someone from human resources might be just the person to reassure the others employees that the same kindnesses would be extended to them. 

· You've hit the wall.  As a manager, you've undoubtedly got leadership skills and plenty of energy reserve for when the going gets tough. But dealing with an employee with cancer can get extraordinarily tough—and quite emotional, even if you think you're a tough-as-nails type who can leave your problems at the office. If you're feeling in despair, go or call the Office of Employee Assistance to talk out your frustrations.  The phone number is 720-913-3200. You can't help your team pull through if you're down in the dumps. 

What You Shouldn't Expect from HR
· Don't expect HR to initiate or conduct discussions that you should be having with your worker—for instance, information about workloads, schedules, time off. 

· Don't expect HR to bend rules for your employee when it comes to health insurance or legislation. 
Best Practices

There's no need to recreate the wheel when supporting an employee with cancer. This section offers proven ways to provide help both day-to-day, as well during special circumstances.

Other Temporary Work Solutions

Sometimes flexible work arrangements are not what an employee with cancer needs. Instead the employee might need an adjustment in the kinds of assignments (e.g., work that is not deadline-driven), a transfer to a slightly different position (e.g., one that has fewer physical requirements and is less tiring), a reassignment of work to others or a redesigned work area (e.g., a work station closer to the door or elevator or a different kind of chair.)

What is most important is that you listen to what the employee is saying and try to create an environment that is supportive and flexible. The goal is to allow the employee to keep contributing to the work of the organization to the best of his or her ability. Ideally the employee will feel supported while the business needs of the organization are met. An individual manager's creative solution to a difficult situation can make an employee with cancer feel appreciation and increased loyalty. 

Day-to-Day Support 
As a manager, it's important that your worker with cancer feel your support.
With some workers, you will know they feel your support because of their expressions of gratitude. With others, you may have to ask to get some feedback: Are you doing all you can for the person? 

Simple kindnesses that don't require much effort or funds--if any--are often the best remembered: 

· Tell your worker they can use your private office for phone calls to their doctor. Getting the results of tests isn't easy. A worker may be ecstatic if it's good news but may be tearful if it's bad. Either way, it's best to hear such news in private. 

· Find a private room with a cot or create one. Then let your employee know about it. Ideally, it should be an inviting atmosphere, not a closet sized room or a room in a frantically busy area such as the medical office. For little money, you can add a few live plants to make the room relaxing. Just knowing the cot and room are available can ease a worker's anxieties. 

· Keep the worker feeling "in the loop." Ideally, you've arranged for someone to send the worker newsletters or newsy emails while they have been off on medical leave. And you, as a manager, ideally have managed to stay in touch by phone or email once a week, the standard advice offered by HR experts. If not, figure out a way to get the worker up to speed on what's been happening at the office during their absence, experts suggest. You might call a brief meeting or do a one-on-one session, expressing your gratitude that they’re back and letting them know that everyone's glad to see them, then fill them in. 

· On a day-to-day basis, be sure to respect your worker's wishes about discussions of the medical problem. Some employees will come back eager to share their war story and triumph over cancer. Others will be close-lipped and just want to get on with a normal work life. A lot of people want their privacy respected. They don't want to be looked at like they are 'walking cancer' or contagious.  If you can't read your worker--whether they want to divulge details or be discreet--ask. 

· Communicate the worker's wishes with the rest of the staff. Talk to your other employees so they can make it a smooth transition. If you have a worker who doesn't want to be asked about their medical status, be sure to tell other employees that. Make it plain and simple, such as: "This person doesn't want to be asked every day, 'How are you doing?'" 

· Provide an outlet when they need to talk. Acknowledging that a worker with cancer has an ongoing need to talk to someone is vital. A worker may not be comfortable talking to you, so be prepared to hook them up with someone in HR. 

Helping Your Employee Return to Work

Even if the worker's absence for medical treatment was brief, return to work can be an adjustment for the worker and coworkers. Some workers will be gung-ho to get back to their routine, while others will likely be apprehensive, nervous about facing coworkers and unsure if they're up to the tasks. 

To make it less of an ordeal, communicate with the worker before the scheduled return date. 

Look at the job the worker does and consider what accommodations are needed. Discuss the needed accommodations both with the worker and HR and, if necessary, other workers that might be affected. 

There was a worker, out for medical leave, who had a long commute. He wasn't able to handle a full work day and the commute, so they arranged for him to work from home one day a week. 

Frequently, there is a need to phase in work hours. 

Among the questions to ask are: 

· What do we need to do ahead of time to make it a smooth return? 
· If the worker needs to rest during the day, can we accommodate that? The time to order a cot or lounger is before the return to work date, of course. 
· If the worker needs other accommodations, what do we need to do to make them happen? 
Don't neglect the nuts-and-bolts of your worker's return.  Make sure their computer is accessible, and the database is ready. If a password needs to be changed or updated, get it done as soon as possible. If the worker needs an updated badge or parking pass to enter the building, get it done before the return so the first day is as hassle-free as possible. 

Focus on phasing back into "normal." Even in the best case scenario, the first week back is typically very stressful for a worker returning from medical leave. 

Realize that it's often a fine line, between accommodating a worker's special needs and alienating them and other workers. "Don't treat the person differently, or act as if they are unable to perform as they did in the past. And if you have a heavy workload, don't assume they don't want to pitch in just as much as they did before. 

When the employee returns, they may be so excited about getting back into a normal routine that they overdo it, in fact. Make sure the employee gets away from the desk and has a break. 

Remember you don't have to do everything alone. Experts say managers should remember to call on their HR department, who have dealt with return to work issues before and can advise managers on the legal and other aspects. 

How to keep things moving smoothly. After the first week or so, you might schedule a meeting with your worker, to get feedback and find out if the current schedule and workload is acceptable. 

If you have questions about policies and procedures, be sure to check in with someone in your HR department.

Dealing with the Possibility of Death

Bringing up the possibility of death, especially with the sick employee, is never easy. When dealing with an employee with cancer, HR experts say you need to take the lead from your worker. If they want to discuss it, do so. If not, respect their wishes. 

Speaking about the possibility of a coworker's death ahead of time to other employees is usually a bad idea.  When it happens, that is the time you talk about it. 

Bottom line: No one's ready. No matter how lengthy the illness, your staff will find it difficult to accept a coworker's death if it does happen. No one's prepared for an employee's death.  No matter how prepared someone is for death, when it actually happens, it's still more of a surprise (to the loved ones and coworkers left behind) than expected. 

Coworkers react in very different ways. Not everyone will get over their grief in the same time frame and people will react in different ways. 

A worker died, a manager said he was not going to the memorial service, instead devoting the time to planning a company function scheduled to go on later in the day, and some employees got very upset. 

On another occasion, one of the workers died on the job, the manager cleaned off his desktop so the receptionist sitting in plain view of his desk wouldn't be as upset. His well-meaning action, however, was criticized by other workers, who viewed it as disrespectful. 

The best approach is when death of a worker is imminent or has just occurred, get employees together, acknowledge that everyone grieves differently and at a different pace, and to ask what is needed in the way of help. Employee Assistance Counselors can assist with this.  You can always call the Office of Employee Assistance to conduct a critical incident debriefing.  
As a manager, if you can help workers who want to attend the memorial service or funeral of the deceased worker, which is a plus. 

Accept individual differences. Everyone reacts differently. There's no cookbook formula for figuring out who's having a hard time coping with an employee death and a warning that appearances and behavior can be deceiving. 

If you feel overwhelmed, remember you can turn to HR, who in turn can offer the Office of Employee Assistance Program to help. Perhaps your workers--or you--need to talk to an Employee Assistance professional about grief and its purpose. 
React in a positive way. Grief doesn't resolve overnight. But what often helps comfort people is for coworkers as a group, led by you as their manager, to come up with a way to remember the late coworker. For instance, workers might decide to plant a tree on behalf of the deceased worker. 

Or, they might decide on a plaque that would name the person, give a few details about their work and have it in the lobby or someplace where it could be viewed. When new workers come in, the coworkers could explain who the worker was and why they decided on a plaque to memorialize them. 
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