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Work is important for people with cancer. As well as the financial and social benefits of being in 

work, there is strong evidence that good work has a positive impact on people’s health and 

recovery.1   

 

Macmillan research shows that 85% of people who are working when diagnosed say that work is 

important to them.2 However, people with cancer are currently 1.4 times more likely to be 

unemployed than the general population.3  Macmillan believes that with better work-focused health 

support, more supportive workplaces and a joint focus on what someone can do, not what they 

can’t do, more people with cancer could return to or remain in work if that is what they want. 

 

To bring this about we need a cultural shift in how we view work and recognise its positive link with 

health. Rather than treating just the clinical issue at hand, we need to treat the whole person so they 

can return - as far as possible - to the quality of life they had before they were diagnosed. Work is 

central to this. Supporting people to return to work should be a normal part of care - a health 

outcome. 

 

Of course, there are caveats to this. All work is not equal; bad quality work can negatively affect 

health.4 This is not about forcing people to work. This is about health professionals working in 

collaboration with the patient so that they can make the right work choices for themselves - in some 

cases this may be the decision to leave work.5  

 

It means embedding conversations about work from diagnosis and throughout treatment to make 

sure that patients are informed of the impact of the condition or its treatment, how this might affect 

them at work and how they might be able to manage this.  

 

It means enabling access to more specialist work and health services, such as the Macmillan Lothian 

Service, so that more patients can get the specialist, individualised support they need to return to or 

remain in good work.    

 

The health system is not alone in this - employers and policy makers have a huge part to play. But if 

patients do not receive support to manage the health impacts of their condition at the earliest 

opportunity, the challenges they face at work will be even harder. Ultimately, work is an outcome of 

care, whether we see it as one or not. 
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