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5 Ways to Support an
Employee With Cancer

By Rebecca V. Nellis

1.8 million new cases of cancer will be diagnosed in the
United States in 2018. Many of those new cancer patients
will be active members of the workforce. After their diagnosis,

According to the National Cancer Institute, more than

they will have to make important decisions about whether they

can work, how much they should work, what kind of workplace
accommodations they might need and how much information they
should disclose to their employer and coworkers. This is where
human resources staft can step in to play a critical role in helping
them navigate the various issues that come up while undergoing
treatment and continuing to work.

Maintaining one’s employment while receiving treatment for
cancer and going through recovery can be difficult, but research
shows that many cancer patients want to keep working. In 2017,
my organization, Cancer and Careers, commissioned the Harris
Poll to conduct a survey to understand the experiences of U.S.
cancer patients and survivors who were employed or unemployed
and looking for work when they were diagnosed. Sixty-five percent
of survey respondents agreed that working through treatment
helped them cope.

Holding onto a job after receiving a cancer diagnosis can be
overwhelming for employees who lack access to the proper
resources. Here are five actions you, as an HR professional, can
take to prepare to aid an employee who requests support and

guidance.

Know the Relevant Policies

First, do your homework ahead of time. Learn your organization’s
policies regarding leave and disability, and look into how the
organization responded when learning that other employees had
developed cancer or another serious illness. Knowing what has
been done—good and bad—in the past can guide your approach to
supporting a present employee.

You should be able to provide details about medical leave, short-
and long-term disability, flextime and leave banks as soon as you
are asked. Be ready, as well, to help an employee understand his or
her health insurance coverage and to help the employee connect
with an appropriate insurance company representative. In fact,
expect to spend a good deal of time helping the employee navigate
insurance issues.

Be Familiar With Applicable Laws

A number of federal laws protect cancer patients’ rights, including
the Americans with Disabilities Act (ADA), Family and Medical
Leave Act and HIPAA, or the Health Insurance Portability and
Accountability Act. State laws may also shield employees with
cancer from discrimination and guarantee their privacy.

Make sure you are fully up to date on rules and regulations under
each applicable law. The websites of the agencies that enforce the
laws are good places to find compliance guides and additional
information for employees and employers.

Discuss Disclosure

An employee who tells you about his or her cancer diagnosis may
not want everyone at work to know. Let the employee dictate what
gets shared with whom.

Some people will consider it essential to disclose their diagnosis
more widely. Others will want to maintain a higher degree of
privacy. Either way, it is critical for you to know and respect the
employee’s preference.

Consider Making Accommodations

The ADA requires state and local government agencies of any
size to make reasonable accommodations for qualified employees
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who request them in order to continue performing the essential
functions of their jobs. Reasonable accommodations can include
modifying schedules, redesigning workspaces or adjusting policies.
A simple example would be placing a printer near an employee’s
desk so he or she no longer needs to walk up and down stairs to
retrieve printed documents.

The decision to accommodate an employee with cancer should
start with a discussion aimed at identifying whether any changes
are needed. Even if the employee makes no specific requests, it may
be worthwhile to offer suggestions. Challenges do not appear all at
once, and accommodations—many of which cost nothing or very
little—can be key to keeping a valued employee on the job.

It is important to understand that while programs like the

Job Accommodation Network, which is operated by the U.S.
Department of Labor, offers general guidance, no set of common
accommodations exists. Every person responds to cancer treatment

and recovery differently. Also, workplaces and job responsibilities
differ widely.

Last, remain open to making modifications in an ongoing fashion.
An employee’s needs may evolve.

Equi%) Managers to Work With
Employees Who Have Cancer

Cancer and Careers is just one national nonprofit that empowers
and educates people with cancer to thrive in the workplace. We
have found that employees most appreciate practical tips and tools
for getting organized to ensure adequate time for treatment and
job duties, making decisions about disclosing a cancer diagnosis,
understanding their legal rights and managing treatment side
effects while at work.

It is also critical to provide guidance and information to managers
whose team members develop cancer. Created by Anthem, Inc.,
Cancer and Careers, Pfizer and the US Business Leadership
Network, the free Workplace Transitions for People Touched by
Cancer toolkit can help fill in some of that knowledge gap.

Rebecca V. Nellis is the executive director of Cancer and Careers. An
expert on managing illness in the workplace, Nellis has worked with
thousands of employees, health care professionals and companies on
how to support the unique needs of cancer survivors in the workplace.
You can email her at rnellis@cew.org. — j\C,
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telework tends to increase employees’ job satisfaction, turnover
decreases.

A good time for an agency to launch a remote work plan is when
its building is undergoing renovations. Allowing employees to
telecommute removes the need to rent temporary space or move
workers into hot and stuffy onsite trailers. Even if employees are
required to return to the upgraded building, they should come
back happier.

Protecting the Environmental

Implementing a remote work plan reduces carbon emissions

from motor vehicles. Showing elected officials and citizens how
telework aligns with green initiatives is as simple as calculating
the reductions in road hours. That information can also be shared
with outside groups when doing things like applying for LEED
certification.

Implementation

While you, as a strategic HR professional, can lead the
implementation of your organization’s remote work plan,
ownership of the project should not rest solely on your shoulders.
A successful remote work plan requires internal and external
partnerships, work culture shifts and consideration of the impacts
on other operations.

Select Appropriate Remote Work Jobs

Focus on individual positions rather than departments or divisions
and build the remote work plan around the adaptability of a
position’s essential job functions rather than the individuals who
hold given positions.

As an example, telework is likely not an option for any skilled
tradespeople such as meter technicians and water main
maintenance workers. Administrative support personnel in the
public works department, however, most likely can do part or all
of their work remotely. Only once that is determined does it make
sense to ask if a particular employee is suited to working remotely.

Some organizations choose to only implement remote work plans
for at-will employees. Others work with unions to incorporate
flexibility into collective bargaining agreements.

Facilitate a Cultural Shift

Properly valuing and realizing the benefits of remote work requires
an organization to be results-oriented. Managers may need to be
trained to look at productivity and work product quality rather
than whether an employee is, say, the first one in and the last one
out each day.

Additionally, each teleworking position requires mechanisms for
holding the employee accountable. Goals for a remote worker
should be actionable and measurable so his or her manager can
objectively assess performance.
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Upgrade IT

Collaborate with the IT department to identify, acquire and put
in place all the computer, software, telecommunications and data
access and security solutions needed to support remote workers.
Also update mobile phone, laptop and tablet use policies. Make
sure that employees understand that the organization has the right
to access work-related emails and texts from work-issued and
personally owned devices. Similarly, information on both types of
devices are subject to Freedom of Information Action requests.

Publish Your Remote Work Policy

Include a general remote work policy in the employee handbook
and require all employees to sign a telecommuting agreement. The
policy should state both of the following:

B Participation is a benefit, not a right, and may be rescinded
upon noncompliance with the agreement.

B Employees are expected to be online and available during
normal business hours or during hours arranged with and
approved by a supervisor

Also update the organization’s code of conduct, personal time
off policy and disaster recovery plan to account for the realities of
remote workers.

Help Telecommuters Set Themselves Up for Success

Provide remote workers with checklists for selecting a dedicated
work area, acquiring all necessary equipment and supplies, and
keeping the work area safe, free from clutter and screened off from
distractions.

Tracking and Improvement

Implementing a remote work plan should help your organization
achieve strategic objectives and contribute to reaching community
goals. Make sure these things happen by identifying performance

metrics before you start authorizing remote work.

Things it pays to measure include the percentage of remote work
offers accepted, retention rates for remote workers and employee
engagement survey results from remote workers. Revisit the
metrics on a quarterly or annual basis, and collaborate with internal
and external partners to adjust the program as needed.

Allison LeMay is a senior consultant with Baker Tilly, where she
helps public sector clients achieve strategic goals by identifying tools,
creating processes and restructuring human resources functions.
You can reach LeMay at (312) 228-7230 or
Allison.LeMay@bakertilly.com. — j\c
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