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Background, Method, Results and Conclusions
Background
The number of working-age people recovering from cancer is gradually on the rise. Yet, cancer 
survivors have higher rates of unemployment compared to other employees. Cancer survivors who 
return to work cope with symptoms of fatigue, distress, cognitive difficulties and physical limitations.  
This qualitative study aimed at understanding the meaning of work and return to work among cancer 
survivors during and after treatments, as this domain has been modestly studied so far.
Method 
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Participants were 27 Israeli cancer survivors that had been working  at the time of diagnosis: 11 were 
undergoing chemotherapy or radiotherapy and 16 were up-to-two years following the end of adjuvant 
treatment and either worked continuously or resumed work after treatment. In-depth semi-structured 
interviews were conducted and analyzed using thematic analysis.
Results
Two themes were revealed: 1) Work as a mode of coping with the illness reality; 2) Work as an 
affirmation of the person’s uniqueness and self-worth. The results suggest that specific aspects of 
work were viewed as antidotes to illness, thereby enhancing the balance between illness and health 
facets and acknowledging the person’s identity and self-esteem: routine versus chaos; distraction 
versus rumination; productivity versus idleness; being needed versus being dispensable. 
Conclusions
Participants from both groups highlighted work and the workplace as essential resources to survivors’ 
sense of unique value and belonging, as well as for rehabilitation and recovery, which solidified the 
healthy aspects of their identity, and impacted diverse dimensions of their existential well-being and 
competence. This, in turn, served to balance the forced reality of having to cope with serious illness, 
fears, and uncertainty regarding a full recovery.  

Main implications
Given the importance of work for cancer survivors’ quality of life, it is essential to  provide employed 
cancer patients and managers with programs that support  retaining or return-to-work, which are vital for 
patients, employers, and society.     
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