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ne morning, Burnaby resident
Susan Burnell woke up struggling to
breathe.
She’d been a smoker since age 15,
and now, in her mid-70s, it had taken its toll.
She frequently strained to catch her breath.
Climbing the stairs of her apartment building
was exhausting. Some days, even vacuuming was
too much effort.
In 2014, her doctor diagnosed her with
chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD).
COPD is an inflammatory lung disease caused by
long-term exposure to cigarette smoke or other
lung irritants. Symptoms include coughing, excess
mucus and difficulty breathing. While COPD isn’t
reversible, it is treatable, and Susan had always been
able to manage on her own – until that morning last
year when she found herself fighting for air.
Panicked, she called 9-1-1. She was taken by ambulance
to Burnaby Hospital and treated with oxygen, steroids and
antibiotics for a chest infection. Just a few months later, it
happened again.
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“When I can’t breathe I just go into a panic
attack and it makes it worse,” Burnell says.
But that was the last time her chronic condition
filled her with fear. Since then, Susan joined a
chronic disease self-management program that has
transformed her health, and her life.

Paying it Forward

A secret weapon

Been there, done that, share the story

Self-management programs are fast becoming
patients’ secret weapons for shrinking the impact
of their chronic diseases – the most common
of which are heart disease, diabetes, respiratory
diseases and cancer. Research shows selfmanagement – when patients are empowered to
become active partners in their own care – can
significantly improve their health. And yet, there is
still confusion over what it really means.
“Self-management is different than patient
education,” explains Patrick McGowan, a Ladnerbased University of Victoria professor who directs
the Self Management BC program. “Patient
education is [when] you tell the patient, ‘This is
what you have and this is what you have to do.’ In
self-management, you learn skills: how to problem
solve, how to make action plans for adopting
healthy diet and exercise behaviours, and how
to make complicated medical decisions. Because
more and more, health providers are asking
patients, ‘Well, here are your options. What do you
want to do?’ Those are hard decisions, and selfmanagement helps you with that.”
Self Management BC is a free province-wide
program that has trained more than 35,000
BC residents and health care providers in selfmanagement techniques since 2000. The six-week
courses are delivered in-person or online and cover
topics such as coping with cancer, chronic pain,
diabetes and other chronic diseases. There are
groups tailored to English, Punjabi and Mandarin
and Cantonese speakers as well as to First Nations
audiences, taught by peers who have completed
the program. More than 100 of these courses
are offered in Fraser Health each year, and selfmanagement techniques are integrated into many
existing patient services.
Participants leave these courses with new
knowledge to cope with symptoms that are
common to many chronic diseases: lack of sleep,
problems with medication, hypertension, pain,
communication with health professionals, loss of
physical ability, anger, depression and fear.
“People gain the confidence to manage their
conditions,” says McGowan, a public health and
social policy professor based at UVic’s Institute
on Aging & Lifelong Health. “They are more
proactive, they learn to problem solve. They aren’t
helpless people coming to their doctor anymore
saying, ‘Take care of me, I don’t know what to do.’”

In 2009, Cheryl Johnson, then 51, was suffering with the
pain of severe rheumatoid arthritis as well as fibromyalgia
and osteoarthritis in her neck and spine. Once she was
prescribed anti-inflammatory medication and referred to
a rehabilitation self-management program at the Mary
Pack Arthritis Centre, her life shifted. She says she thrived
in the program with the
support of her team, which
comprised a rheumatologist,
doctor, physiotherapist,
occupational therapist,
social worker and nurses.
During the self-management
program, she learned
strategies for dealing with
her pain and disease flare
ups, and used action plans
to change her lifestyle.

Cheryl enjoys better times.

“You have to educate
yourself on your particular
disease and what works for
you. Self-management has
become a lifestyle choice
for me.”

Feeling healthy again, she wanted to give back by sharing
her knowledge with others. The Arthritis Society, B.C.
Yukon Division, soon signed her to their speaker’s bureau
as an arthritis self-management program leader. When she
saw an advertisement for self-management trainers with
the University of Victoria’s Self Management BC program
in 2012, she jumped at it. Today, she has led over a dozen
of these sessions for patients struggling with chronic
pain, chronic disease, and diabetes in the region. Her
participants range in age from 19 to 95, with conditions as
varied as Parkinson’s, cancer, and multiple sclerosis.
“It’s life changing and empowering,” she says of the selfmanagement courses. “I learned not only how to be an
advocate for myself but for others. My mission statement
is to show others it is possible to live well, have fun and
be productive even in the face of adversity. You learn your
limitations, but you also learn to live with those limitations.
You learn to adapt.”
Read this story with additional content on our Newsroom:
news.fraserhealth.ca/News/October-2016/Takecharge-of-your-own-health.aspx
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After taking the courses, McGowan says, “people also report they
are exercising more, and report less fatigue, less stress, less pain,
less disability and fewer physical limitations. Plus, they say they are
happier.”
Studies have shown that a combination of patient education,
skill-building, and support can make lasting improvements to how
people cope with their chronic disease. A key Stanford University
study revealed that people who take chronic disease self-management
courses showed improved health, even two years later. They also
made fewer trips to the hospital for urgent care, even when their
condition worsened.

Live longer, live healthier
This has huge implications, both for patients and our health care
system. Right now, chronic disease is Canada's most pressing health
care problem. The Public Health Agency of Canada’s Centre for
Chronic Disease Prevention estimates it costs us $80 billion each
year. Three out of five Canadians live with a chronic disease and four
out of five Canadians are at risk of developing one, according to the
Chronic Disease Prevention Alliance of Canada.
The good news is 40 per cent of cancers and 80 per cent of
heart disease, diabetes and respiratory diseases are preventable by
eliminating just four common risk factors. These are: poor nutrition,
lack of physical activity, smoking and overuse of alcohol, all of which
are in our power to control. Today, with the help of self-management
for existing conditions and the adoption of healthier lifestyle habits,
people with chronic diseases are living longer, healthier lives. There
are simple changes you can make to prevent your condition from
worsening, help you stay out of hospital, and enjoy the activities and
lifestyle you love for longer.
Heather Neumeier, a home health nurse in Abbotsford, says
teaching self-management is a core part of helping her clients cope
with their medical conditions. She coaches them on how to become
empowered decision-makers in partnership with their health care
providers and provides them with practical health tips so that they
can recognize symptoms and flare-ups of their condition, and take
action early to avoid trips to the hospital.
“I tell my clients that self-management is about your life, your
choices, your health goals and the outcomes you want,” Neumeier
says. “I help my clients become the master of their own health.”
Self-management has certainly helped Susan master her medical
condition.
After she returned home from her last emergency, Susan received
a phone call from Fraser Health’s BreatheWELL/COPD Services.
Within weeks a BreatheWELL respiratory therapist came to her
door and has been teaching her how to use her inhalers and special
breathing techniques to manage her COPD flare-ups.
She’s also been coached on quitting smoking: she’s down to about
10 cigarettes per day from her former pack-and-a-half-a-day habit.
Plus, she’s learned tips for better nutrition and simple exercises to
do at home to improve her fitness. Like thousands of other chronic
disease sufferers who have adopted self-management, Susan has taken
control of her condition and is hopeful about her future health.
“I know certain things to do now to help me calm down and
breathe,” she explains. “I have confidence now.”
Read this story on our Newsroom at news.fraserhealth.ca/News/
October-2016/Take-charge-of-your-own-health.aspx
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More info:
• Learn to cope with diabetes and access
referrals to our services: fraserhealth.
ca/health-info/health-topics/diabetes/
diabetes
• Learn about COPD and how to live with
this lung condition: fraserhealth.ca/
health-info/health-topics/copd
• Learn how to improve your heart health:
fraserhealth.ca/health-info/healthtopics/heart-health
• Download apps and digital tools to help
manage your health: fraserhealth.ca/
health-info/health-topics/digital-tools/

Web Wisdom
Learn to improve your chronic condition online:
• Self Management British Columbia:
Selfmanagementbc.ca
Free in-person, online and phone programs
in Fraser Health and across BC for people
with chronic conditions, their caregivers and
family. Topics include chronic pain, diabetes,
chronic disease and cancer. Courses are
available in Punjabi and Chinese languages,
with courses tailored to First Nations.
• BC Physical Activity Line:
Physicalactivityline.com (1-877-725-1149)
Free B.C. service can help you set up an
exercise plan that’s right for you. It offers
dozens of information sheets on managing
weight and cholesterol, as well as coping
with conditions such as diabetes, kidney and
heart disease.
• 8-1-1 HealthLinkBC:
Healthlinkbc.ca
Free provincial web and phone resource
has in-depth information on many chronic
diseases. Call to consult a nurse, dietitian or
pharmacist for self-management tips, and
to learn about educational classes in your
community.
• QuitNow Smoking Cessation:
Quitnow.ca
Quitting smoking cuts your risk of chronic
disease and can improve your health if you
already have one. This free program can
supply medications, education, and support
from quit coaches.

