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(Mis)managing cancer in the workplace
how employers respond to employee diagnoses
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What is cancer?
• 2.5 million people with cancer in the UK (4% connected to workplace exposure)
• 4 million estimated by 2030

• The uncontrolled division of abnormal cells
• An acute illness
• A long term condition
• A comorbid condition



Cancer and the workplace
• Extension to working life (state pension)
• Financial shortfall and sick leave
• Entitlements

• Sick pay (£89.35 per week)
• Equality Act (2010)
• Tribunal fees unlawful as of July this year



Methods
• County Durham

• Higher than national average cancer incidence and mortality 
• Includes deprived and affluent neighbourhoods
• Urban and rural
• Location of an employment specific advice and support service for people with cancer



Methods
• Site-specific recruitment
• Participants

• Employees with cancer (n=14)
• Line managers (n=7)
• Occupational health / human resources staff (n=3)
• Health care professionals (n=5)
• Macmillan Cancer Support staff (n=7)



Support received by employees
What did employees with cancer get?



Support received by employees
How did employees make sense of what they received?



Support received by employees
How did employees make sense of what they received?



Support received by employees
How did employees make sense of what they received?



Line managers calculating support
How did employers decide how to support their employees with cancer?
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Line managers calculating support
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The role of occupational health
What function did occupational health staff serve?
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Implications and summary
• Managers make discretional decisions about the support they offer employees with cancer

• These decisions have material implications for sick pay, redundancy pay and reasonable 

adjustments in the workplace (both positive and negative)

• Fundamentally unfair, and subjective – based on the ‘deservingness’ of employee

• Implication that occupational health are used to alleviate managerial accountability



• This research was conducted within the Institute of Health and Society, Newcastle 
University, was funded by the Economic and Social Research Council and received 
support in kind from Durham County Council and Macmillan Cancer Support. 

• References available on request
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