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Always talk to the 
person – find out 
what they have 
difficulties doing. 

Focus on removing  
barriers, not on a  
person's disability 
or condition. 

Do not make 
assumptions on 
what a person can 
or cannot do.  

Different people  
need different types 
of adjustments, even  
when they have  
similar conditions.  

Be flexible - focus 
on what needs to 
be achieved, not on  
how to achieve it.  

Implement adjustments 
as early as possible in  
the recruitment process.  

Regularly review 
adjustments  
in place. 

Ensure that colleagues 
who have adjustments 
in place have access 
to the same career 
opportunities. 

Making adjustments – 
top tips
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Introduction
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This guide aims to give a general introduction to 
how cancer might impact someone at work and 
provide good practice tips on how to support them. 

Diagnosis, treatment and cultural perceptions of cancer may vary 
between countries. Similarly, legal requirements will also differ:  in 
some cancer may not be legally recognised as a disability whereas 
in other countries, people with this conditions may be protected by 
local legislation. 

Ensuring that you support your candidates and employees with 
cancer will help you create a more diverse workforce. It’s often the 
case that when a line manager is confident managing a person 
with cancer they become more effective managers for all 
employees.

Language

Talking about cancer

Language can be important in creating an open and inclusive 
workplace for people experiencing cancer. 

In this guide we use the term ‘cancer’ as it is widely understood. 
However, understanding can differ from country to country  
and some languages do not have a direct translation for the  
term ‘cancer’. 

Some people may use phrases such as ‘suffering with cancer’.  
In this guide we use the more neutral ‘employees with cancer’.  
It is recommended to always use the language that the person  
with cancer uses to describe themselves and to avoid placing 
‘labels’ on employees.
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Talking about disability 

In this guide, we use the term ‘disabilities’ as used by the United 
Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities (UN 
CRPD) [1] ratified by over 175 countries. The UN CRPD Article 1 provides 
a definition for ‘persons with disabilities’: 

“Persons with disabilities include those who have 
long-term physical, mental, intellectual or sensory 
impairments which in interaction with various barriers 
may hinder their full and effective participation in 
society on an equal basis with others.”

In practice, this could include people with a wide range of 
impairments or conditions such as dyslexia, diabetes or cancer, to 
name just a few.  

Talking about adjustments

Adjustments (in some countries referred to as ‘accommodations’) 
remove or reduce the effect of the barriers experienced by 
candidates and employees with disabilities. 

Examples of adjustments might include providing a ramp as an 
alternative to stairs or an electronic version of paper document so 
that an employee with a visual impairment can use screen reader 
software to access the information. Working hours and locations 
can be made flexible, and managers can agree different ways to 
communicate with their employees e.g. over the phone, via email, 
face-to-face or in writing. 

These are small changes that can remove barriers that stop 
someone from doing their job and can support good performance. 
In this guide, we refer to these types of changes as ‘adjustments’.

[1]	United Nations Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities:  
un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-
with-disabilities.html

https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
https://www.un.org/development/desa/disabilities/convention-on-the-rights-of-persons-with-disabilities.html
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What is cancer?
Cancer is a disease caused by normal cells changing so that they 
grow in an uncontrolled way. The uncontrolled growth creates a 
lump called a ‘tumour’. On its own, a tumour can make an individual 
quite ill, for example by pressing against nerves, blocking the 
digestive system or blood vessels, or by releasing hormones that 
can affect the normal workings of the body. If a tumour becomes 
malignant and spreads to other parts of the body, then this 
becomes more difficult to treat. This could make the person’s life 
prognosis uncertain. 

Cancer affects many people of all ages and it is the second leading 
cause of death globally [2]. It is estimated that 32.5 million people 
worldwide live with a cancer diagnosis and that current trends 
indicate that there will be 23.6 million new cases of cancer each 
year by 2030 [3]. 

In addition to the significant physical impact of cancer, there might 
also exist a psychological impact of a cancer diagnosis.

Different kind of cancers:

Carcinomas. About 85% of cancers are carcinomas. They start in the 
epithelium, which forms the covering of the body (skin) and the 
lining of the organs in the body. 

Leukaemia. Leukaemia affects the tissues where white blood cells 
(which fight infection in the body) are formed, i.e. the bone marrow 
and lymphatic system. Leukaemia and lymphoma are quite rare 
and make up about 6.5% of all cancers.

Lymphomas and myelomas. These two types of cancer affect the 
immune system. Lymphomas (5% of cases) and myelomas  
(1% of cases) 

[2] World Health Organization, who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/cancer 
[3] World Health Organization, who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/cancer 

http://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/cancer
http://www.who.int/news-room/fact-sheets/detail/cancer
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Brain and spinal cord cancers. About 3% of cases affect the 
nervous system formed in the brain and spinal cord. 

Sarcomas. Sarcomas represent less than 1% of all cancers, 
sarcomas affect the connective tissues such as bones and soft 
tissues, such as cartilage or muscle.

Effects of cancer and cancer treatments on  
a person
How cancer and cancer treatments affect a person will depend on:

ll The cancer: the type of cancer, where it is in the body, how fast it 
is growing and whether it has spread to other parts of the body.

Cancers may cause many different symptoms that may impact on 
an employee at work, for example: abnormal bleeding; 
tiredness; unexplained weight loss; and pain. A cancer diagnosis 
can also often impact on people’s mental health, with an 
increased risk of developing mental health conditions such as 
depression and anxiety. 

ll The treatment: the type(s) of treatments used, how long 
treatment is given for, and the side effects of treatment. Note that 
access to treatment will vary from one locality to another.

Cancer treatments can cause a variety of side effects. These may 
include being more prone to infection, fatigue (extreme tiredness), 
sickness, mouth problems (for example, sore or dry mouth), 
digestive problems (for example, loss of appetite, diarrhoea),  
nerve damage (for example, tingling or numbness in fingers  
or toes) and hair loss. 

Cancer can affect the life prognosis of a person, particularly  
when no treatment is available, when it cannot stop the  
cancer’s progression or when an individual’s body does not 
respond to treatment. 
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Every person’s response to treatment is different. Employers should 
not compare or expect employees who have cancer to have the 
same symptoms or experiences. 

ll Other health problems: how cancer treatments affect a person 
will depend on whether the person has other significant health 
problems for example heart problems, chest problems,  
or diabetes.

For many people who have cancer there may be times during their 
illness and / or treatment when they feel tired and unwell. This may 
be due to a combination of the symptoms caused by their cancer 
and side effects from their treatment.

Usually any treatment-related side effects settle after treatment has 
ended although some may persist for some weeks or months 
afterwards. However, some side effects of cancer treatments, such 
as fatigue, are long lasting or permanent.

Every person’s 
response to treatment 
is different.
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© 2019 This publication and the information contained 
therein are subject to copyright and remain the property of 
Business Disability Forum. They are for reference only and 
must not be reproduced, copied or distributed as a whole or 
in part without permission.

Content has been removed 
for sample purposes. Pages 
11 to 22 are available in the 
full booklet.
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all its products and services are as accessible as 
possible to everyone. If you wish to discuss anything 
with regard to accessibility, please contact us.
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	In addition to the significant physical impact of cancer, there might also exist a psychological impact of a cancer diagnosis.
	Different kind of cancers:
	 About 85% of cancers are carcinomas. They start in the epithelium, which forms the covering of the body (skin) and the lining of the organs in the body. 
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	 About 3% of cases affect the nervous system formed in the brain and spinal cord. 
	Brain and spinal cord cancers.

	 Sarcomas represent less than 1% of all cancers, sarcomas affect the connective tissues such as bones and soft tissues, such as cartilage or muscle.
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	Effects of cancer and cancer treatments on a person
	 

	How cancer and cancer treatments affect a person will depend on:
	l
	l
	l
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	l

	 the type of cancer, where it is in the body, how fast it is growing and whether it has spread to other parts of the body.
	The cancer:



	Cancers may cause many different symptoms that may impact on an employee at work, for example: abnormal bleeding; tiredness; unexplained weight loss; and pain. A cancer diagnosis can also often impact on people’s mental health, with an increased risk of developing mental health conditions such as depression and anxiety. 
	l
	l
	l
	l
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	 the type(s) of treatments used, how long treatment is given for, and the side effects of treatment. Note that access to treatment will vary from one locality to another.
	The treatment:



	Cancer treatments can cause a variety of side effects. These may include being more prone to infection, fatigue (extreme tiredness), sickness, mouth problems (for example, sore or dry mouth), digestive problems (for example, loss of appetite, diarrhoea), nerve damage (for example, tingling or numbness in fingers or toes) and hair loss. 
	 
	 

	Cancer can affect the life prognosis of a person, particularly when no treatment is available, when it cannot stop the cancer’s progression or when an individual’s body does not respond to treatment. 
	 
	 

	Every person’s response to treatment is different. Employers should not compare or expect employees who have cancer to have the same symptoms or experiences. 
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	 how cancer treatments affect a person will depend on whether the person has other significant health problems for example heart problems, chest problems, or diabetes.
	Other health problems:
	 



	For many people who have cancer there may be times during their illness and / or treatment when they feel tired and unwell. This may be due to a combination of the symptoms caused by their cancer and side effects from their treatment.
	Usually any treatment-related side effects settle after treatment has ended although some may persist for some weeks or months afterwards. However, some side effects of cancer treatments, such as fatigue, are long lasting or permanent.
	Figure

	Internal and external sources of help
	There are many sources of help and advice that you can access for detailed information about cancer in your country. Internally, you should speak to your own manager or to your local Human Resources (HR) team. Your organisation may also have diversity and inclusion officers or a disability liaison officer you can ask for help and advice on how to support employees who have cancer at work. 
	Externally, there may be local organisations that can provide you with expert advice and information about anxiety and depression in your country. The International Labour Organisation’s Global Business and Disability Network’s website[] contains some useful information about local requirements and the availability of disability support in countries all over the world. 
	4
	[4] ILO GBDN website: 
	[4] ILO GBDN website: 
	businessanddisability.org/country-profiles/
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	Employing people who have cancer
	Employers should be aware that non-visible disabilities such as cancer mean that the barriers that employees are facing at work can be less obvious. This means that adjustments to support them in the workplace may be harder for employers to identify and to put in place. 
	People can develop cancer during their employment. Managers need to be able to respond sensibly to individuals who are either awaiting a diagnosis or have been recently diagnosed. The impact of cancer varies from one person to another, sometimes affecting a person’s life prognosis. Employers are advised to talk to the employee and ask them how they would like to be supported in employment.
	 
	Figure

	Supporting candidates
	Recruitment and selection
	You need to make sure that you do not discriminate against an employee who has cancer. You also have to make reasonable adjustments during the recruitment process; however, some people who have cancer may not require any adjustments at all. It is important not to make assumptions about what an applicant can or cannot do. Instead ask applicants 
	Job descriptions
	When drawing up job descriptions and candidate specifications:
	 

	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be specific about what skills are needed and what the job involves.
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be flexible. Very often minor changes can make a significant difference, e.g. if the person has difficulties with tiredness, consider advertising flexible working hours.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Concentrate on what is to be achieved in a job rather than on how it is achieved.


	Advertising and attracting applicants
	When advertising a job:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Communicate your commitment to recruiting and retaining people with disabilities. 

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Provide a point of contact for people who are have questions about the recruitment process.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be clear that you are willing to make reasonable adjustments.
	 



	Application forms
	Adjustments may need to be made to the application form or short-listing process because an applicant may:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Apply for a job for which they are over qualified because they need to regain confidence.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Have gaps in their CV due to their long-term condition.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Have gained experience outside of paid employment, e.g. work experience and voluntary work.


	Interviews and tests
	Ensure that candidates are able to demonstrate their ability to do the job and what they can contribute to your organisation. Focus on the person’s abilities, not on the person’s medical history. If you have any doubts about a person’s ability to do an intrinsic function of the job, simply ask how they would do it.
	When you invite applicants for an interview, make sure you ask all candidates if they require any adjustments to be made.
	Some adjustments that may be necessary include:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Being flexible with interview times or dates to accommodate an applicant’s medical appointments.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allowing a break during an assessment day for an applicant to rest or take medication.


	Example
	Prior to an interview, Eona contacts you to request that her interview be held in the afternoon as this will help her to manage the effects of fatigue arising from a medical condition from which she is now recovering.
	Interviews are being held over the course of a few days and both morning and afternoon slots are available. You contact Eona to confirm the time and date for her interview in the afternoon and ask her to let you know if there is anything else you can do to support her.
	Supporting employees
	Some employees with cancer may need time away from work for surgery or treatment or they may have periods where they are too unwell to work. 
	After being away, some people will be able to proactively manage their own condition and may require few if any adjustments. However, others may need adjustments to support their return to work. These can include:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Modifying equipment or the work station for people who have mobility difficulties because of cancer.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Move the person’s work station closer to toilets if this would be helpful.
	 


	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allowing extra breaks to help an employee cope with fatigue.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Moving a work base – for example, transferring to a ground floor office if breathlessness makes it difficult to climb stairs.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	When necessary, provide a fridge to allow the employee to store their medication.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Providing somewhere private for rests or taking medication.


	Depending on the nature of the individual’s condition and the effects of their treatment people who have cancer may also require changes to their working pattern or job role. The adjustments that might be needed include:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Assistance with a phased return to work, whereby hours are gradually increased over a period.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Modifying a job description to take away minor parts of the job that cause particular difficulty.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allowing working from home or alternative working hours to allow the employees to travel on public transport at less busy times. 
	 



	When all possible reasonable adjustments have been considered, if an employee is unable to perform the core duties of their existing role because of a disability, you should consider transferring the employee to fill an existing vacancy. This is a best practice approach and in some countries, may be a legal requirement.
	The adjustments listed above are examples of the type of adjustment a person who has cancer might need; the list is not exhaustive. To identify the most appropriate and effective adjustments, it’s important to speak to an employee about their own individual challenges as every person will have a different experience with cancer. 
	Remember that returning to work after a lengthy absence can be daunting. Once an employee begins to recover from treatment or when they enter remission, discuss with them how they can return to their duties and tasks in a supportive manner. Regular reviews of adjustments are essential to ensure they are effective and necessary. 
	 
	 
	Figure

	Managing absences
	Whilst some employees will need time off to manage the effects of treatment or for surgery, do not assume that every employee who has cancer will have a high level of sickness absence. They may need the occasional medical appointment or set periods of time off for operations or procedures. In many cases, the employee will be able to notify of these absences in advance, although it may not always be possible, in emergency situations or in the early stages of diagnosis or treatment for example.  Also, an empl
	You may need to:
	l
	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allow time off to attend appointments for assessment, treatment or rehabilitation.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Ensure that adjustments are made in processes to manage attendance and sickness absence so that disabled employees are not treated unfavourably for a reason arising out of their disability; it might be a reasonable adjustment in some cases to discount some or all disability-related sickness absence.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Ensure that days used for treatment are considered as ‘disability related leave’ and do not impact on an employee’s sickness record and therefore career progression. 

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Allow the employee to work flexible hours to overcome fatigue from treatment.

	l
	l
	l
	l

	Be understanding. The employee will be much more likely to try come into work if they know that they can take a break or go home if necessary.


	Example
	Following a diagnosis of cancer, Ammar needs to undergo a course of radio therapy. Ammar’s doctor advises that it is likely that he will experience fatigue during this time but should be able to continue working with the right support.
	Following a discussion with his manager and an HR adviser, some elements of Ammar’s work are redistributed among the team and reduced and flexible hours are implemented. 
	This arrangement is agreed for an initial three month period following which a review will be undertaken to identify the most appropriate next steps.
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