
The Realities of Chronic Illness 

ONSET 
As you strive to grasp the meaning of your chronic illness you may experience a 
growing fear and suffering. This will include physical pain, changes is your ability 
to think, mood swings, physical limitations and frustrations, denial, and grief. 

REJECTION 
Everyone with chronic illness experiences some form of rejection by other people, 
especially people they care about. WHY?..people are uncomfortable with the 
change the illness brings to the relationship for a variety of reasons. 

LOSS OF SENSE OF SELF 
A reality of chronic illness is that once you have a chronic illness, you seem to lose 
your former self, the person you believed you used to be before the illness. 
Coupled with not being able to do the things you use to it seems that you have to 
give up all you former plans for the future. It is important to realize that you are 
the same self with a permanent addition of a chronic illness.  

ROLE CHANGES 
A chronic illness can drastically change how well you can fulfill your roles—as 
partner, worker, friend, parent, neighbor….can’t do your old job anymore, too tired 
to go to the  movies with friends, have no energy to continue to be that team 
mom….. 

IDENTITY CONFUSION 
The life changes you may experience my not be drastically different, however, the 
person you used to be is different. This may cause grief and anxiety…if you are not 
who you use to be then who are you, who will you become? 

CULTURAL STIGMATIZATION 
Sometimes friends, co-workers, family members may begin to not understand you 
because they believe misinformation they may have heard or read in the media. 
Medical personal may disbelieve conditions that are unfamiliar to them. They may 
be sympathetic, however, they treat you problem as something “in your head” 
caused my emotional stress. The shame chronic illness may cause you can be one 
of the most difficult aspects of your condition. 

NO “NORMAL DEVELOPMENT” 
The chronic illness sometimes prevents from proceeding through your stages of 
life with a “normal” expectation. How you will be able to proceed through the 
stages of life is plagued with uncertainty. You are wrestling with loneliness, loss, 
envy, and anger because you have and will be deprived of a “normal” life. 
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DISBELIEF AND SUSPICION 
People will disbelieve your symptoms, after all you do not look sick. Primarily due 
to ignorance, people in your life will misunderstand you and not believe you. Some 
people might question whether you’re really ill. 

CLINICALLY INDUCED TRAUMA 
The majority of health care professionals are caring, well trained individuals. 
However, in some instances they can unintentionally traumatize a patient. The 
traumatization occurs when a patient is not believed or understood.  

The above listed realities can all be a source of emotional pain for the chronically 
ill person. To recognize and understand how these realities have impacted your life 
can give you better comprehension of where you have been and a more realistic 
grasp of expectations for the future. One can chose to embrace these realities and 
remain a victim or adjust life around these realities, reframing, reshaping and 
moving forward as a result of personal growth discovering who you will become 
outside the illness. 

Another helpful perspective is to realize the your illness in not something isolated 
and separate. The dynamics of the illness is better understood from the 
perspective of a system approach. Three systems to consider are: 

❖ Body-mind integrated system 
All illnesses have physical and psychological aspects. Treating the body and 
mind simultaneously can empower the patient to adjust to life in the most 
optimal manner. 
❖ Patient as part of family, community, workplace systems 
No one is simply a body-mind system, we are all part of a family and a network 
of relationships. Any illness is going to impact not only your world but will also 
impact the world itself. 
❖ Clinician as part of a patient-family system 
Health care professionals will also affect you and your other systems, as well 
you will have an impact on you health care professional.  

All of the systems in which you are a part, can reduce, magnify or sometimes 
create symptoms in you and in those around you. As you begin this endeavor to 
strengthen your psychological health through information and support, strive to 
have an awareness of how your world impacts you and how you impact your 
world.  

Source: The Chronic Illness Workbook by Patricia A. Fennell
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PAIN FEELINGS COPING BEHAVIOR
Unloved Blaming Others
Unworthy Raging 
Insignificant Angry
Alone Sarcastic
Worthless Arrogant
Devalued Fault Finding
Defective Aggressive
Inadequate Threatening
Rejected Discouraging
Unacceptable Holding Grudges
Hopeless Retaliatory
Unwanted, Withdrawing to punish others
Abandoned Shaming Self
Unappreciated Being Depressed
Discouraged Negative
Disrespected Anxious
Unsafe
Insecure Whiney/Needy
Unsure Manipulate
Used Self Harm
Guilty Withdraw to pout
Fearful Controlling
Powerless Perfectionistic 
Out-of-Control Performance Driven
Controlled Defensive
Vulnerable Critical
Disconnected Demanding
Unknown Intellectualize
Betrayed Nagging
Invalidated Pursue Need to be Right
Unable to Measure Up to Expectations Lecturing

Withdraw to defend self
Escape
Numb out
Addictive activity

! ! ! ! ! ! ! ! Selfish actions
Impulsive
Dramatic
Irresponsible
Avoidant
 Secretive
Minimize Issues
Withdraw to Avoid Others and
Situations

Resource: Restoration Therapy by Terry Hargrave

Cathy T. Burns MA, LPC                                                                        cathytburns@gmail.com



 
Truth Identity New Actions
Lovable Loving
Worthy Encouraging
Significant Supportive 
Not Alone Accepting 
Prized Inclusive
Valuable Kind 
Precious Gentle
Adequate Patient
Approved Forgiving
Wanted Listen to understand
Respected Curious
Free Positive
Appreciated Humble 
Hopeful Respectful 
Encouraged Nurturing
Safe Settled
Secure Self-aware
Sure Joyful
Fulfilled Hopeful
Capable Good
Able Optimistic
Powerful Open 
In Control                                                                                                   Balanced in Giving/Taking
Free Known
Protected Engaging
Connected              Accepting of Imperfection
Known Responsible
Intimate Reliable
Competent Self-Controlled 
Validated Connected 
Successful Intimate

Faithful
Problem Solving
Forthcoming
Responsible
Reliable
Self-Controlled
Connected
Intimate
Faithful
Problem Solving
Forthcoming

Resource: Restoration Therapy by Terry Hargrave

Cathy T. Burns MA, LPC                                                                   cathytburns@gmail.com



The Serenity Prayer 

God grant me the serenity to accept the things I cannot change.  
courage to change the things I can 

 and wisdom to know the difference. 

Living one day at a time. 
Enjoying one moment at a time. 

Accepting hardships as the pathway to peace. 
Taking, as He did, this sinful world as it is, not as I would have it. 
Trusting that He will make all things right if I surrender to His Will. 

That I may be reasonably happy in this life and 
 supremely happy with Him Forever in the next. 

Amen.                       
--Reinhold Niebuhr 

In loving memory of 
Fr Bertram Griffin – 1 

 Trust in the LORD with all your heart  
and lean not on your own understanding; 

in all your ways acknowledge him, 
and he will direct your paths. 

                                                                              Proverbs 3, 5-6932-2000  
Requiescat in Pace 


