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and Other Rheumatic Conditions 

 

Karen: Welcome to Arthritis Answers podcast presented by the ENACT center at 

Boston University as part of our Interact with ENACT series. We are to bring you 

evidence based information related to arthritis and rehabilitation. Make sure to 

subscribe to our podcast to receive episodes as they’re produced. I’m Doctor 

Karen Jacobs, an occupational therapist, Professor in Occupational Therapy at 

Boston University and your host for this very interesting podcast about resources 

for employed people with arthritis and other rheumatic conditions. I’m delighted 

to be speaking with Dr. Saralynn Allaire. Saralynn is a professor of medicine at 

Boston University and the associate director of ENACT. 

Let’s get started. 

Saralynn, can rheumatic conditions like arthritis affect people’s ability to do 

employed work? 

Saralynn: Yes, definitely they can. And in fact 6.9 million American adults of 

working age say that they have a limitation in their ability to do employment work 

because of arthritis or some other rheumatic condition like lupus or fibromyalgia.  

Karen: That’s a staggering number. 

Saralynn: It’s a huge number. These are working age adults. Most of these people 

say that they have some limitation in the type or amount of work that they can 

do.  But there are certainly a substantial number of people who find that they are 

no longer able to work because of their arthritis or rheumatic condition. 

Karen: Well are there resources available to help people with arthritis that have 

some limitation in their ability to work? 

Saralynn: Definitely. The first major resource is the U.S. government and it 

actually offers several programs that people with arthritis can use, as well as a lot 



of information. And all the resources that the government offers are available on 

one website. That’s www.disability.gov . 

Karen: Thank you. That sounds like a wonderful resource. The listeners will 

definitely check that out. 

Saralynn: And a lot of the government programs have come about because of the 

federal law, The Americans with Disabilities Act, called the ADA for short. This 

particular law bans discrimination against people with disabilities or health 

conditions in the work place. It also requires employers to find accommodations 

for people with disabilities or workers with disabilities. And I just want to explain 

what reasonable accommodation is: any modification or adjustment to the work 

site or work environment that would help an employee perform their work well. 

Karen: Thank you for that definition but how would a person really know what 

type of accommodation to ask for? 

Saralynn: Well, that leads us to one of the important government programs and 

that is called the Job Accommodation Network called, JAN for short.  

Karen: It’s actually one of my favorite sites to go to! I go there quite often. 

Saralynn: Yes, being an occupational therapist I can understand that. This is really 

an excellent resource as you know. The staffers of JAN are expert at knowing 

accommodations. And a person or an employer can contact JAN and explain their 

condition and their work situation and the expert will help them determine what 

accommodations may well be useful. And you can find that on the disability.gov 

website. If you look on the left side of the homepage of the homepage, there is an 

employment topic link and that will direct you there, to JAN 

Karen: So besides JAN, are there other government funded resources out there 

for people? 

Saralynn: Definitely. Another one of them is something called the ADA national 

network. Again ADA is Americans with Disabilities Act. I really like this resource 

and find it useful for people. People or employers can use it and it can help them 

determine first of all, are they eligible for the American with Disabilities Act. Just 

http://www.disability.gov/


because you have arthritis or lupus does not mean you are eligible for it. Because 

their definition of disabilities is not based on a diagnosis of lupus for example but 

it is based more on how that lupus affects your activities. This staff at this 

organization can help you determine whether you are likely to be eligible for the 

ADA and also help you determine whether the accommodation you are thinking 

of is reasonable for the employer. Let me give you an example. A nurse with 

rheumatoid arthritis worked for a homecare agency and she asked to care for 

only child patients as an accommodation because they were a lot easier for her to 

lift. And the organization, the ADA’s national network staff asked her to find out 

certain information about her company and together they were able to 

determine that because of the number of nurses that they employed and the 

number of patients that they had, that this was likely to be considered a 

reasonable accommodation for that particular company. So that’s two programs: 

The ADA National Network and JAN. And then a third program is the State 

Vocational and Rehabilitation Program. This program provides career counseling 

and job training for people with disabilities. Again you can find information about 

the program through the www.disability.gov  website by clicking on the 

government tab 

Karen: Are there some voluntary organizations like the Arthritis Foundation that 

might have resources? 

Saralynn: Yes the voluntary agencies generally have very helpful information. The 

arthritis foundation for example has a free brochure called arthritis in the work 

place. It covers a lot of different topics and a particular topic that it covers is when 

and how to tell people at work about your arthritis. The brochure can be ordered 

through the Arthritis Foundation website which is www.arthritis.org.  I found it a 

little complicated to get to get to that particular brochure so you may want to call 

their toll free number to get some help. The National Multiple Sclerosis society 

actually has some useful information. They have much more extensive 

information available and it is directed to people with multiple sclerosis but much 

of it is applicable to people with other chronic illnesses as well. And one brochure 

that they have that I like in particular is called The When When Approach to 

Reasonable Accommodation.  And if a person is considering asking for 
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accommodation, I really suggest that they read that information first. And all the 

information offered by the MS society can be viewed online, and their website is 

www.nationalmssociety.org. 

Karen: Thank you. And I think what we will try to do is have those links on our 

website as well, to help people. 

Saralynn: Yes. And actually, they are already there. 

Karen: Oh that’s great! 

Saralynn: On the ENACT homepage, if you look on the left side, there is a link with 

programs and resources and all the information I’ve given today is there, as well 

as a good deal of other information. 

Karen: That’s great. So ENACT is really a great resource for our listeners and we’re 

updating it on a regular basis. 

Saralynn: That’s correct. 

Karen: Are there any other resources that you’d like to mention? 

Saralynn: Well, there can be local resources. For example, in Eastern 

Massachusetts, the Easter Seal Society offers computer evaluation for people 

with disabilities and health conditions. For example, they can help people find out 

what kind of hardware and software they might need to enable them to use 

computers more easily. The way to find out about local resources is again through 

that disability.gov website.  There’s something you click on called State Resources 

and another good way is through the public or state vocational rehabilitation 

program. The counselors there are generally aware of all the resources in their 

local area. 

Karen: Saralynn, you gave us so many good resources to help people who are 

employed with arthritis be able to be successful on the job. Saralynn thank you so 

much for this very interesting podcast and thank you, all our listeners for being 

with us. If you’d like to give us feedback, ask questions or tell us about topics that 

you’re interested in, please send an email to enact@bu.edu. On our website that 

http://www.nationalmssociety.org/
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is www.bu.edu/enact as Saralynn mentioned, we have lots of information about 

the center and a list of online resources. Until our next podcast, stay active! 
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