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Cancer survivors (CS) struggle in retaining employment compared to the cancer free population. 
However, how this is influenced by rehabilitation has been less investigated, although there are 
indications that patients are unsatisfied with access to rehabilitation . This paper investigates return to 
work among cancer survivors, and how use of specialist health care rehabilitation affects employment. 
Methods
We employ a prospective study, with Norwegian register data, including patients aged 30-55 years 
diagnosed with a new cancer in 2009-2011 (N=7735). All patients were in employment at the time of 
diagnoses. Each cancer patients were matched to two cancer free controls (N=15470). Cases and 
controls were matched on age, gender, educational level and employment status at diagnoses. Logistic 
regression was used to estimate the odds of returning to work up to 5 years after diagnoses. 
Results
Employment rates of CSs decrease over time, and faster than among cancer free controls. Among CS 
who had not been to rehabilitation the share in employment was 93.5%, 88.7% and 87.0% after 1, 3 and 5
years, respectively. Corresponding employment rates among CS who had been to rehabilitation were 
lower, at 88.4%, 78.9% and 77.1%, respectively. After adjusting for socio-demografics the odds of 
employment were significantly lower among CS, but changed little over time. ORs for employment 
among CS without rehabilitation were .70 (CI: .62-.79) after one year and .70 (CI: .60-.83) after 5 years. 
Corresponding ORs for employment among CS with rehabilitation were .37 (CI: .31-.47) and .35 (CI: 
.26-.48). Female CS had an initial disadvantage which was reduced over time and was insignificant 5 
years post diagnoses. 
Conclusions
CS face a persistent risk of dropping out from employment. Use of rehabilitation services does not 
mitigate this risk, suggesting that rehabilitation is reserved for the weakest patients. Female CS had an 
initial disadvantage, which dissipated over time.

Main implications
Continued need for facilitating the return to work among CS. It remains unclear whether increased 
access to rehabilitation services among cancer survivors will be a means to this end.
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