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Increasing numbers of people are returning to 
work after cancer diagnosis and treatment.
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Objectives
- To identify what employers can do to facilitate return to work and what 

is best or good practice in dealing with OSH issues for cancer survivors 
returning to work

- To develop guidance to support employers to implement appropriate 
adjustments

Funded by

- Each year almost 120,000 people of working age are diagnosed with cancer
- 63,000 people with cancer want to work but are unable to do so because 

they do not have the right support
- Nearly 30 per cent of men and 40 per cent of women returning to work after 

cancer identified that they needed more practical support from OH services in 
the short- and long-term

Macmillan Cancer Support, www.macmillan.org.uk/about-us/what-we-do/how-we-work/
work-and-cancer, Accessed April 2016
UNUM, www.unum.co.uk/media/partnerships, Accessed April 2016
Taskila T, Lindbohm M, Martikainen R, Lehto U, Hakanen J and Hietanen P. Cancer survivors’ 
received and needed social support from their work place and the occupational health services. 
Supportive Care in Cancer 2006,4 (5): 427–435

Method
Systematic review of 609 publications and a further 40 papers, covering safety and health considerations,  
workplace changes, adjustments and mechanisms of support, implications of cancer and cancer treatment,  
evidence of best practice.

Organisational case studies in eight organisations through structured interviews.

Findings
- Physical demands and fatigue have a negative impact on those returning to work, and on the time taken 

to return to work
- Following return to work, accident risk, mental fatigue, memory deficits, poor concentration, job content 

and job demands have a negative effect on the return-to-work process  
- The majority of organisations don’t have return-to-work policies for cancer
- The use of a critical illness policy or workplace cancer policy is a central part of the return-to-work process

Key findings
Individualised risk assessments should cover:
- the physical demands of the work against the limitations of the returning 

(or continuing) employee
- the impact of fatigue on work tasks
- the psychological demands of the work
- risks of infection
- the journey to work
- breaks in the working day
- inclusion of emergency planning if necessary.

Good practice recommendations from case studies
- Ensure a risk assessment is carried out for work tasks when an employee 

returns to work, and for those who continue to work through treatment
- Ensure that this is reviewed when necessary to reflect changes in capability 

during treatment and recovery
- To try and reduce the impact of fatigue (flexible approach to working 

hours, working from home)
- Maintaining contact between the workplace and the employee (formal 

and informal meetings)
- Discuss to plan the return to work 
- Have a plan and policy in place for returning to work
- Follow guidance in relation to a graduated return to work
- Identify risk reduction measures, including the journey to work, work tasks 

and interactions with the public (or infection sources)
- Manage the workload to reduce any pressure points

An extension of the research will involve further development of IOSH’s 
Occupational Health Toolkit
- Support for employers returning to work
- Advice for employers and employees
- Good practice in rehabilitation and return to work
www.iosh.co.uk/ohtoolkit

UK number of people (2013)1

400,000

350,000

300,000

250,000

200,000

150,000

100,000

50,000

0

N
u

m
b

er
 o

f 
p

eo
p

le

Cases Deaths

50 per cent survive 
cancer for 10 or more 
years (2010–2011, 
England and Wales)1

Cancer survival in the 
UK has doubled in 
the last 40 years from 
24 to 50 per cent2

1 Cancer Research UK, www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-professional/cancer-statistics#heading-Zero, Accessed April 2016
2 Cancer Research UK, www.cancerresearchuk.org/health-professional/cancer-statisticssurvival, Accessed April 2016
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