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Abstract of the symposium
In companies, attention to the trials of life that employees go through is fuelling a more human and 
caring culture. This is both a progress and a risk. Indeed, ordinary life provides everyone with 
experiential knowledge, appropriate to the familiar course of things. But when an extra-ordinary 
experience bursts in, such as that of cancer, experiential knowledge is not always available. Raw 
testimony and emotion may take all the place in the representations and practices.
Moreover, in the case of work with or after cancer, knowledge based on experience is all the more 
difficult to produce and mobilize because it is in competition with scholar knowledge, reputed to be 
"objective", on what the disease allows one to do or not, on aptitude or inaptitude.
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The experimentation "supporting the initiative and production of experiential knowledge on work with or
after cancer" was carried out as part of the open innovation project "work and breast cancer in 
companies" led by the association Le Nouvel Institut from 2019 to 2022: companies, researchers and 
institutional actors were brought together in a collaborative research-action. The experiment on 
experiential knowledge is based on the premise that employees know their work, how it is organized, 
what their illness allows or does not allow in this work, and what conditions are necessary for them to 
work while performing and remain healthy. It questions the conditions for rebalancing the distribution 
of knowledge mobilized to improve work situations in which employees who have (had) cancer are 
involved. Experiments were carried out in four companies and discussed on several occasions with a 
dozen companies.

The two contributions proposed in this symposium are based first on the initiative "Cancer & Work: 
Acting Together" led at Sanofi and second, on the translation of around 100 narratives of experience, 
translated into 30 « stylized narratives” as supports for multi-actor reflections to develop organizational
innovations. 

Main implications
Taking into account experiential knowledge of working with or after cancer can fuel a wave of 
organizational innovations and peer to peer organizational propositions.

Number of presentations

2

Presentation 1
The open innovation project "work and breast cancer in companies" began with a on the ground 
immersion in companies that volunteered to explore the situations of maintaining or returning to work 
after cancer in their real environment, and to confront those who, because of the irruption of the 
disease in their lives or in those of their colleagues, have been led to redefine what health is and what 
being able to work does to health.  
 
This project was therefore an opportunity to conduct a large number of interviews on the experience of 
women who have (had) breast cancer and that of the people with whom they work or who manage 
them, on the way things happened around their work during and/or after the cessation. These narratives 
of experience were content analyzed to produce "stylized narratives," a combination of several 
interviews together that, despite their differences, "tell the same story”. The use of stylized narratives is 
useful in preserving the anonymity of individuals and allows us to simplify reality by moving from cases 
of individuals to categories of experiences that help us to see what reality is made of without getting 
trapped in typologies that are too simplistic or too detailed. They draw possible worlds of return to 
work. They draw our attention to dimensions that are often underestimated: work organization, activity 
management tools, performance management practices, etc. 
From a hundred or so narratives of experiences, we have composed about thirty "stylized narratives", 
which fall into three different types: stories that describe worlds cobbled together, those that convey an 
experience in which the formal dimensions (health and law) were pillars and finally, stories of 
"prevented return to work". 
The contribution aims to give an account of these three types, in order to highlight the fields of 
possibility in terms of experimentation with new provisions, but also possible openings for changing 
legal framework, company’s policies and practices. 
 
The use of experience narratives, because of their capacity to reveal the key resource of knowledge of 
experience of working with or after cancer, presents a new proposal for intervention in companies.

Presentation 2
Hélène Bonnet, works as a searcher at Sanofi since 18 years when she lives the cancer care path and 
returns to work after a 9 months sickleave. Astonished by the difficulty of return to work, she decides
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 to understand what makes the situations favorable or not for return to work. With a short team of 
collaborators concerned by cancer, she engages Sanofi France to sign the chart “cancer and 
employment” of the French National Institute of Cancer, and to implement a program “Cancer & Work : 
Acting together” based on an internal network made of peers and experts. 

This contribution is based on a double approach: auto-ethnography and multi-actor evaluation of an 
organizational innovation.Based on the experience of employees affected by cancer, the program is 
specifically intended to support better management of the impacts of the disease within the company 
from the announcement of the illness, during the employee’s absence and upon return (months or even 
years).
A network of 27 “antennes” has been set up at sites located in France. Consisting of 6 skills, the 
“antennes” include occupational medicine, social services, HR and employee volunteers who have been 
ill, caregivers and managers. The 150 members of the network sign a confidentiality agreement and are 
trained in “cancer and work” support based on a counseling approach. This national network is 
connected to allow for the regular exchange of feedback and best practices between staff. 
The goal is to offer spaces for dialog with employees and to allow them to benefit from the 
experiences of people who have lived with the same challenges or who have had to, for example for 
managers and HR, think about how to deal with them in the organization of their work. 
250 employees have benefited from this program and 100% of them (internal survey) would recommend 
the experience to their colleagues. 
We propose to present our approach that includes cooperation with pioneering partners on recovery, 
return to work and peer to peer support, the operating mode of the network, and some modelling 
situations showing how we both support people and equipment managers and their teams to combine 
the employee’s need for flexibility and collective performance requirements. 

Source of funding of the study
Institut National du Cancer 
Association de Gestion du Fonds pour l'Insertion des Personnes Handicapées 
Collective subscription of 12 companies

Potential conflict of interests
None
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