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For individuals with chronic disease, there is a growing interest in “self-management” programs that 
emphasize the individual’s central role in managing their illness.  A recent randomized clinical trial 
demonstrated the potential of self-management to improve health status and reduce health care 
utilization in these individuals.  
 
Nobody wants to have a chronic long-term illness.  Unfortunately, most of us will experience two or 
more of these conditions at some point in our lives.  How can one have an illness and live a healthy 
life at the same time?  To answer this, we need to look at the consequences of most chronic diseases.  
These diseases, be they heart disease, diabetes, emphysema or any one of a host of others, because 
most people to lose physical conditioning and experience fatigue. Health is the soundness of body 
and mind, and a healthy life is one that seeks that soundness.   
 
Most of us think of our lives as a path. This path may have twists, obstacles and surprises.  Having a 
chronic health problem changes the nature of the path.  These changes bring about limitations, 
frustrations, and uncertainty about the future; it may make more of those twists and turns, or 
obstacles and surprises bigger or more frequent.  
 
There are many ways to respond to these changes, and how we do leads us in different directions.  
We can choose to do nothing and gradually lose the ability to do the things we want, or we can work 
on improving or maintaining our overall fitness in order to maintain or regain some of our former 
pleasures. 
 
No matter what we do, we are managing our chronic health problem.  Our choice is whether or not 
to be a passive manager or an active manager.  If the choice is to actively manage, then we must be 
willing to take on three sets of self-management tasks. 
 

• Take care of your health problem 
(Do things such as:  taking your medication, exercising, going to your health care providers, 
and changing your diet.) 
   
Keeping informed about your status-asking questions, reading, and when necessary, carrying 
information from one provider to another. 

 
Take part in planning your treatment program by monitoring and reporting on your 
condition, and sharing your preferences and goals with the physician.  

 



• Carry out your normal activities  
(this includes: chores, employment, and social life, doing the things in life that are 
important. This may mean changing the way we do things.  For example, using a garden 
stool on wheels or having prepared dinners in the freezer for times you are not feeling up to 
cooking.) 

 
• Manage your emotional changes  

(There will be changes brought about by your illness, such as anger, uncertainty about the 
future, changed expectations and goals, and sometimes depression.  Changes can also 
happen in your relationship with family and friends.) 

 
 
Self-management education and training is a key step in improving health outcomes and quality 
of life.  It focuses on self-care behaviors, such as healthy eating, being active and monitoring 
your health risk factors.  It is a collaboration process in which health education helps people 
with a chronic disease gain knowledge, problem solve and develop coping skills needed to 
successfully self-mange their disease and its related conditions. 
 
For more information on Chronic Disease Self-Management contact Stanford University at 
http://patienteducation.stanford.edu or Central Michigan District Health Department/Health 
Education Division at www.cmdhd.org . 
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