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"I realise how far I want to 
go and I follow my rhythm."

Author unknown
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Completing your cancer treatment often means getting into a new 
routine, which may include returning to work.

Many things may have changed for you during your treatment, such 
as your priorities, your ambitions, or the way you would like to  
organize your life going forward. These things may affect how you 
feel about returning to work.

You may also have a lot of questions about taking this step: How will 
I cope with a return to work? Should I change my occupation? How 
should I go about getting a new job? When should I begin my job 
search? How do I explain the gap in my work while I was in 
treatment? Who can give me legal advice about my rights in the 
workplace? Who can help me with this transition? 

This chapter offers you information, different points of view to 
consider about returning to work, and tips and strategies if you are:
• Returning to your old job 
• Searching for a new job in your field or exploring other careers 
• Considering going back to school or re-training
• Not able to return to work
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meet the experts

Mei-Lin Yee, Patient Rights Advocate
Mei-Lin Yee has worked as a lawyer in  administrative law 
and in human resources management for almost 30 
years.  As a result of her own cancer diagnosis, Mei-Lin 
now actively volunteers as a patient rights advocate, 
where she is able to use her personal and professional 
experience to their fullest.

Maria Milioto, Physiotherapist
Maria Milioto is a physiotherapist and an expert in 

inter-disciplinary and occupational rehabilitation. She is 
presently co-owner and director of 6 Cliniques 

d’Évaluation et de Réadaptation in Montreal. Maria is also a 
member of the administrative council 

of Coalition Priorité Cancer au Québec. 

roadmap
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section i. planning your 
return to work

You are going back to the job you had before your treatment, and it is 
possible that you are looking forward to returning to this familiar part of 
your life. It is also normal that you might be worried about this step. 
 

This section takes you through the kinds of things that you may want 
to think about when you are getting ready to return to work, including 
a gradual return to work if this is possible for you. Throughout this 
process, communication and information are the keys to a successful 
return to working life, and begin with your doctor and employer.

CONSTANCE, recovering patient, age 58
“Before I even started my leave of absence, 
I asked my employer to put me in touch with our 
insurance rep who answered all my questions 
relating to leave, gradual and full return. I also 
requested that the insurance rep handle all 
communications with the doctors. This 
alleviated most of the pressure and unwanted 
stress and allowed me to focus on my treatment 
and my healing.“
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communication

CommuniCate with your healthCare team

Discuss with your treating doctor* whether you feel that you are ready 
to go back to work. Your doctor can help you understand what a return 
to work could involve for you, such as a changed work schedule or new 
tasks and different responsibilities. Your doctor can provide you with 
written recommendations for a back-to-work-plan that is best suited for 
you, and that can be presented to your employer. This may also involve 
a gradual return.

It is also important to maintain communication throughout this process 
with your healthcare team — your doctor(s), nurse, social worker or 
physiotherapist, for example. They will help you understand what 
treatment follow-up will look like for you, and how to be familiar with 
how your body feels. You may still be dealing with fatigue or other side 
effects. For more information, also see chapter 2 Side effects and their 
symptoms, page 5. 

CommuniCate with your employer

Maintaining a good relationship with your employer is beneficial for  
everyone, especially for you! It will help you find solutions to work 
issues and develop the support you need in your job.

It is important to inform yourself of the possibilities available to you 
in your company in order to plan your return to work effectively. Find 
out about your company’s policies for employees returning from sick 
leave and the type of support they offer. If you have disability insurance, 
confirm the procedure for a gradual return to work. 

Before going back to work, make a list of the options that you think may 
be available to you in your company, taking into account your mental 
and physical abilities. Think about how flexible your schedule can be, 
as you will need time for your medical appointments, and perhaps think 
about part-time and work from home possibilities. Once you know that 
you are going back to work and you feel ready, plan a meeting with your 
employer (human resources or department manager, depending on your 
company). This meeting could be done over the phone or face-to-face.

* By treating doctor we mean the doctor who is most responsible for your care when you are getting ready 
to return to work. This might be your oncologist or it could be your GP for example.
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information about your rights

“I kept in touch with what was going on in the 
company; this helped tremendously with my 
gradual return to work.  I was very open (but 
positive) with my colleagues about my experience.  
It made me feel more comfortable around them; no 
rumours, no stories, only compassion and support.“

CONSTANCE, recovering patient, age 58

Know that your employer cannot discriminate against you because of 
your illness or any disability you may have, and they must provide  
reasonable accommodation to allow you to do your job. To reasonably 
accommodate an employee means to make certain changes for the  
employee that will not cost the company an unreasonable amount of  
money or that will not be disruptive to the organization. 
Accommodations can include a change in work hours or in your 
responsibilities and tasks. In addition, accommodations can be 
modified according to your needs during this time. It is illegal for 
employers to deny health benefits, or to treat you differently than other 
employees in the workplace. See page 24 Help you might need for 
services that can help you find someone who can act on your behalf (an 
advocate) for your rights.

- Mei Lin Yee, Patient Rights Advocate

“When should you return to work? You return to 
work when you feel ready and when your doctor 
agrees with you about this step. Sometimes we 
push ourselves to get back into our daily routine 
as soon as possible. We want to forget about the 
cancer and move on. But sometimes we try to do 
this faster than our body is able. Listen to your 
doctor, listen to your nurses, listen to your body. 
They know whether or not you are ready to go 
back to work.”
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planning a gradual return to work — one step at a time

Sometimes it is better to return to work slowly but surely, rather than biting  
off more than you can chew, and then having to drag out the gradual  
return to work program. A well-organized plan for a gradual return to work 
can move you into your new routine at the pace that is right for you. It is 
best to not go too fast − the idea is to become stronger with each step that 
you take.

Make a list of as many things as you can think of that might affect your 
return to work: perhaps your energy levels have changed, or you have more 
energy at different times of the day than before, such as in the  
morning or afternoon; maybe you have a long commute to work; where 
you work in the office and the layout of your workspace may have to be 
adjusted; you may think it’s necessary to discuss part-time, flex-time, or 
working from home with your employer. Anything like this that you can think 
of counts. It is important to have as much information as possible to be 
able to visualise your routine as clearly as you can before you actually start 
doing it.

Keep in mind that while it is important to have a plan for your gradual return 
to work, it is possible that you will see the need to make adjustments to 
the plan once you begin. Your gradual return is also a period of adjustment 
where the goal is to find the best way to incorporate work back into your life.

Returning to work includes  
renewing ties with your colleagues. 
This is not always easy, as some 
people do not know how to react 
to someone who has been ill, and 
they may feel uncomfortable. If 
possible, try to take the first step 
with your work colleagues to 
ease any awkwardness.  
Something simple, like smiling 
and saying “It’s so good to see 
you again”, may be all that you 
need to do to break the ice.

• Cognitive changes can be a particular 
challenge when thinking about returning 
to work. Cognitive changes could involve 
new difficulties with attention, memory, 
problem solving and language (having  
difficulty finding words to express  
yourself). You can include a strategy to 
improve your cognitive skills within your 
back to work plan. For more information 
go to chapter 2 Side effects and their 
symptoms, page 24.

• Prior to going back to work, think if you 
will want to talk about your cancer with your  
employer and colleagues, and how you  
might do this. If you are not sure what 
you will feel comfortable with, you can 
get advice from human resources at your 
company or your healthcare team.

Share your return to 
work plan with your 

healthcare team. 

other ConSiDerationS
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• Make a plan. Identify with your healthcare team what your 
challenges are likely to be, and find out what types of services 
are available for your needs:  

Counseling 
Cognitive skills training 
Anxiety/stress management 
Sleep clinic/sleep management

• Schedule a meeting with your employer/supervisor for  
an update on current work plans, situations, workload, etc.

• Sleep well, eat healthy and try to relax every day.

Don’t forget that your first job is to recover. With the right support and  
information, your return to work will be a positive experience and an  
important step in your recovery.

Be honest with yourself. Listen to your body to avoid burn out. Take into 
account any physical or mental fatigue that you may be experiencing. 
Think about saving part of your energy for leisure and relaxing activities. 

Go at your own pace. It is better to feel comfortable with the idea of  
getting back to your working life than to return before you feel ready.  
You could start by attending workshops or seminars related to your field 
that will keep you in the loop and help you get back into your 
professional environment. When you do return to work, it may be helpful 
to plan regular meetings with your employer to discuss both the positive 
and more challenging aspects of your progress.

TOP TIPS

- Maria Milioto, Physiotherapist

“Your doctor may speak to you about going 
back to work before you feel ready. Do not worry 
about this; instead, try to identify what you 
would need for a successful return. For example, 
if you are experiencing fatigue, you could plan to 
incorporate exercise and healthy eating into your 
daily routine to help you regain the energy that 
you need for work. Or you may feel that you need 
help with feelings of stress or anxiety. Know that 
you are not alone. There are many resources 
available to help you with your back-to-work 
process.”
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EVALUATE YOUR JOB:*

1.  What do you do during a typical day at work? 
• Rank these duties or activities in order of importance and mark if they are  

absolutely necessary for your job.

2.  What are the physical demands required of your job? 
• Do you have to lift heavy items? 
• Do you need to handle small items, or frequently reach for things? 
• Is it important to be able to feel well with your hands in your work (some people 

have numbness in their fingers after chemotherapy)? 
• Are you required to have good vision? Do you have to sit or stand for long  

periods of time? 
• Does your job involve climbing, bending or kneeling?

3.  What are the types of personality required for your duties? 
• Do you need to be organized or a good leader, for example. The kinds of  

duties to consider when answering this include: planning, supervising, flexibility  
(changing tasks often), repetitive work, motivating others, creativity, working 
alone, performing under stress, decision making, working with others, working 
with specific or detailed instructions.

4.  What are the psychological and cognitive demands of your work? 
• Are you required to have good verbal and communication skills? 
• Do you have to deal with emotional or confrontational situations? 
• Do you need to work on many things at the same time? 
• Do you have a lot of deadlines and often have to work under pressure? 
• Does your work require a lot of attention to detail?

5.  What are the environmental conditions of your workplace? 
• Is there a lot of noise or is it often too hot or too cold? 
• Are any of your duties, or the area where you work, considered to be dangerous 

in any way?

Taking the time to answer the questions below can help you understand your 
current abilities and challenges, so that you can decide if you are ready to go back 
to work. This list is not complete – you may be able to think of other questions to 
that are important to you. It may be helpful to share this list with your doctor.

go further: steps for a gradual return to work 

SYLVIE, RECOVERING PATIENT, AGE 64
“What I appreciated a lot in my case, was when the doctors all 
got together and signed really important papers that I had to give 
to my employer, because I was very stressed by money as I am 
the financial supporter in my family. I expressed that to my nurse 
and they all got together, including the psychologist, and wrote 
down exactly what my needs were regarding work. My boss was 
then able to hire someone to replace me, and I could respect that 
teacher replacing me, and everyone felt respected. I started to 
sleep more, because I couldn’t sleep as I had been too tense 
about money.”

* Parkinson, Maureen. ’’Cancer and Returning to Work: A Practical Guide for Cancer Patients’’. For more details, see bibliography.
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• If you need to return to work full time right away or sooner  
than expected, for financial or other reasons, talk to your  
employer about any limitations you feel need to be  
accommodated. Accommodations that may help you include: job 
modifications (changing tasks), job re-design (organising tasks 
differently), ergonomic changes (workstation adjustments),  
assistive devices (voice-assisted software), modified location 
and schedule.

• It may also be helpful for you to reduce non-work responsibili-
ties. For example, discuss re-organizing household chores with 
your family. It may be best for you to put work first for a while.

• Your doctor will complete the insurance form and recommend 
when you can return to work, so let them know right away if you 
are not recovering according to your previously determined  
timeline. 

• If you do go back to work and you realize it was too soon, you 
may need to step back from working for a bit longer. Talk to 
your doctor who completed your insurance form so they can 
make the necessary changes with the insurance company. 

- Mei Lin Yee, Patient Rights Advocate

“What is my employer required to do for me 
when I return to work? Your employer is required 
to accommodate any limitations you have  
(physical or psychological), if it is reasonable for 
your job. What that means is that your  
employer is required to meet these needs if it 
makes sense and is relatively easy to do. For 
example, if you normally work at a job that 

requires you to stand for long periods of time, but you could perform 
your duties from a chair or stool without risk, then they need to meet 
this accommodation. If you work in an office and some of the work you do 
could be done from home, then this would be a reasonable 
accommodation for days when you are experiencing fatigue, and must 
be met as well. However, an employer is not required to create a new 
position for you if the size of the company does not justify it. They are 
also not allowed to make accommodations that might cause a 
dangerous or hazardous work environment for you or other employees.”

other ConSiDerationS
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section ii. looking 
for a new job

Returning to work can also mean looking for a new job. Perhaps you 
have reviewed your current situation or your priorities since completing 
your cancer treatment and have found that the best way forward for you 
would be to find a new job that will better meet your current needs and 
expectations. 

Being informed, making a plan, and setting goals for 
your job search are positive steps that you can take to 
gain your confidence, particularly if it has been a while 
since you have had to look for a job. 

You will find tips and strategies on the following pages 
to help you move forward with your job search.

begin by focussing on what’s important to you

Understanding who you are now and what matters to you most can help 
you shape your job search to meet your needs and objectives, and to  
ultimately find the job that is right for you.There are many things to 
consider that will help you figure out your job search objectives and set 
realistic expectations. Some of these include:

• Identify your personal and professional strengths and interests.
• Review your previous jobs to see what you enjoyed and what was 

missing.
• Think about how you and your skills would benefit a company.
• Consider the type of working environment that would be appropriate 

for your physical and emotional wellbeing at this time. 
• Think about if your skills and interests make you more of a  

specialist (e.g., writer) or a generalist (e.g., an office administrator).
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more opportunities, new horizons

Job hunting often involves exploring new horizons, such as learning  
something new related to your field, maintaining or updating your  
technological skills, meeting new people during professional situations 
or events, or networking in new places (get more information about 
professional networks on page 17).

Depending on your reasons for looking for a new job, you may choose 
to:
• Look for a job in the field that you know.
• Change careers according to your new priorities (more information  

on page 19).
• Go back to school, update your skills, or complete more training.
Think outside of the box! You do not need to focus only on traditional 
jobs. Through research, speaking with friends and networking with 
colleagues you can learn about new professions that are emerging and 
that could be a better fit for you.

Today more than ever, there are many technological tools available to 
help you with your job search. Technology is a big part of job hunting, 
and it also allows you to network and reach out to more potential em-
ployers or key contact persons. 

Job hunting still requires the traditional tools as well, such as a CV (also 
called a resumé) and a cover letter, that you will find out more about  
on page 14.

your job search is a job!

It can be helpful to create a realistic schedule that is suited to your 
current abilities and to the time you have available. Try to organize your 
time so that you give your job search enough attention in order to move 
forward effectively. Setting realistic objectives and expectations will 
allow you to continue to see results. Like in gardening, the idea is to sow 
seeds on a regular basis to reap rewards in due time. For example, you 
can set a goal to send a certain number of applications every day, or to 
add a certain number of people to your LinkedIn profile every week.

You are also recovering during this time so it is important to also take 
care of yourself. Try to include activities in your routine that are not 
work related, such as relaxation, exercise, walking, yoga, or a hobby.
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section iii. the cv and cover 
letter, networks and 

interviews
Once you have set your career objectives and established your priorities,  
you will have a better idea of how you want to proceed. Following are 
general tips and strategies about this process, and some answers to 
questions relevant for people re-entering the work force after 
completing treatment. You may want to seek advice from professionals 
(see page 28 for resources), colleagues and peers who have been through 
this experience.
 
One thing you may want to think about is how you will incorporate your 
cancer experience into your worklife. You are not legally obligated to  
provide information about your medical background unless you know 
that you will be requesting reasonable accommodation (for more on 
legal rights go to page 27); and it is only your employer that is entitled to 
this information, not your work colleagues. It is up to you if you want to 
discuss any part of your experience with anyone else. Feel comfortable 
no matter what you decide is best for you. However, you should prepare 
yourself to be asked questions by potential employers about your work 
gap.

Note that your digital reputation is important and should be an asset  
in your job search. Using technology can be an advantage to your job 
search: post your skills online on a professional network such as  
LinkedIn for example. Networking can open doors and introduce you to 
helpful professional contacts.
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your new cv — what it should say about you

To make a positive impression, your CV (or resumé) must be understood 
quickly by the reader. Organize all of your information as clearly and  
briefly as possible.

Your CV should be no longer than 2 pages. This includes:
• Your work experience (usually just the last 10 to 15 years).
• Education and professional development (university, certificates, 

courses, etc.).
• Your activities and outside interests (volunteering, community work, etc.).
• Anything else that highlights your skills.

If you find that your CV is longer than 2 pages, remove anything that is 
not absolutely necessary and list only your most recent jobs.

A chronological format for your CV, where your jobs and education are 
listed beginning with the most recent, is appropriate if your work gap is 
less than a year. It is not uncommon for people to have to deal with long 
periods of unemployment or semi-employment, especially in today’s 
economic climate. Those who look for a job after cancer treatment can 
apply similar strategies when writing their CV. 

If you have been off work for more than a year, a functional CV format 
may be preferable, where you highlight your skills instead of listing your  
experience chronologically. List your skills at the beginning of your CV 
along with a few achievements that support these strengths. Then list 
your professional experience, detailing the jobs you have held, the  
companies you worked for, and your years of service. You can include 
other activities (for example, volunteering) that have given you relevant 
job skills such as staff management, event planning, etc. under a 
separate heading entitled Additional Skills or Additional Work Experience. 
See page 16 for examples of a chronological and functional CV. 

• Be careful about your digital reputation; recruiters now often use  
social media to screen applicants.

• Your cancer experience is strictly confidential; you do not have to 
mention it in your application. 

• Keep in mind that the goal of your CV is to get you the interview,  
not the job!

To address the gap in your work when you were on treatment the  
functional CV may be preferable.
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Cv templateS: exampleS of what a ChronologiCal anD funCtional 
Cv woulD look like

FUNCTIONAL CV 

CHRONOLOGICAL CV years (e.g., 2016): job title

• Description of responsibilities in bullet form.

years (e.g., 2014-2015): job title

• Description of responsibilities in bullet form.

skill set number 1 (e.g., communication)

• Description of the details or achievements 
supporting the skill.

skill set number 2 (e.g., administration)

• Description of the details or achievements 
supporting the skill.

There are websites that can help you put a CV together, such as:
• www.cvmkr.com
• www.visualcv.com
• www.livecareer.com
• www.youth.gc.ca/eng/topics/jobs/tp_functional_resume.shtml
• www.emploiquebec.gouv.qc.ca/en/citizens/finding-a-job/organize-

your-job-search/tools-for-job-hunters/your-resume/
• www.templates.office.com

the Cover letter

Remember that the purpose of the cover letter is to interest the  
prospective employer enough to give you an interview. You are not  
obligated to provide your medical information, so only focus on  
composing a letter that talks about the job you are applying for and that 
highlights your most relevant skills. You can decide if or what you will let 
them know about your medical history after this step is successful.
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network!

interview

Networking is another way to explore job possibilities. Many jobs are 
found through professional connections or recommendations.  
Don’t hesitate to use networking opportunities and events to open new 
doors. One example of a popular networking event is the ‘5 à 7’. 
Many community centres, bars and restaurants host these kinds of 
events throughout the year, such as:

• Réseautage à Montréal: www.montreal5a7.ca/en/
• Board of Trade: www.btmm.qc.ca/en/networking
• MeetUp: www.meetup.com

If you don’t feel comfortable meeting people right away, networking 
can also be done online. LinkedIn (www.linkedin.com) is a popular and 
powerful professional networking tool, with people looking for jobs and 
with recruiters. LinkedIn makes it easy to connect with new people, get 
back in touch with colleagues, respond to job offers, and interact with 
other professionals.

A good online professional profile will give you more visibility, and make 
it easy for potential employers to find you. LinkedIn provides guidelines 
for developing a professional profile on their site.

After each networking session, don’t forget to follow your new contacts.
Try to interact on a regular basis with all the contacts that might be able 
to help you move forward in your job search.

If you have an interview with a potential employer, you will find out more 
about the company and the position you’ve applied for, and you will have 
the opportunity to talk about your skills and abilities in person. 

Coping with your cancer diagnosis and treatment was an experience 
unique to you. The way you wish to speak about it and how much you 
feel comfortable telling people is also a personal decision — you are not  
legally obliged to do so. Some people may feel that they have drawn 
strength and have even acquired new skills during this time, while others 
feel that their illness and recovery do not define them at all. You should 
also be aware that at some point you may need to discuss reasonable  
accommodation with an employer because of your current health  
situation. Your potential employer is not allowed to ask for your  
medical record. It is up to you what you decide to share (or not) about 
your medical history.
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If you decide you want to speak to potential employers about your  
diagnosis — or need to because reasonable accommodations will have 
to be made — experts recommend timing this discussion at the point in 
the process when you feel the employer is seriously considering hiring 
you. Another option would be to wait until you receive an offer and then 
have this conversation at the same time as you are negotiating salary, 
benefits, etc. It may also be useful to provide a letter from your doctor 
explaining your health status and confirming your ability to perform your 
work duties.

A career counsellor may be able to help you find the best way to address 
the gaps in your work history. A list of resources is available on page 28.

Although you may have experienced physical changes during your  
cancer treatment that are still visible, it is important for you to know 
that the employer is not allowed to ask you questions about your health. 
They can only ask about your abilities to complete the tasks that are 
required for the job.

Personal make-over and interview preparation services are available 
from different organizations (Look Good Feel Better www.lgfb.ca/en/). 
You can try on new styles according to whether you go to an interview 
or a networking event.

Prepare yourself for the classic interview questions. Practice by doing 
mock interviews with family, friends, social worker or counsellor. A few 
tips to keep in mind during an interview: 

• Make sure you clearly understand what the interviewer is asking 
you. Ask questions if necessary. 

• Communicate your value and potential by providing specific  
examples of how you used your skills to achieve results in your  
previous job(s).

Prepare a couple of questions for the interviewer to show your interest. 
Look at the company’s website before the interview – you will be able 
to show that you are familiar with the company beyond the job you are 
applying for. 

After the interview, send the interviewer a thank you note by email and 
follow up after a few weeks.
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section iv. career change: 
the right job for you

Sometimes an experience with cancer can lead a person to question 
their purpose in life, or question how they want to spend the rest of 
their life. You are not necessarily the same person you were before your 
diagnosis. What seems important to you now can also prompt a desire 
for a career change. 

It is not always easy to find the kind of job that will fit your personality 
and ambitions, or that will fit with your current financial situation. 

In your search for your dream job, you also have to make sure that you 
are balancing what is important to you with the realities of life, such as 
the flexibility you may need for your medical appointments.

what is important for you at work?

After treatment, it is not uncommon for people to want to 
bring more sense and meaning to their working life. There 
are several ways to find work that really speaks to you. 
To help you figure this out, try making a list of the pros 
and cons of your previous or current job, keeping in mind 
these questions: What was positive about your 
position and the company you worked for? What would be 
negative for you now? What was missing in your work?

Another way to try and figure out how to find meaningful work is to think 
about your priorities. These may include your financial situation,  
a particular industry you want to work in, values you want to share,  
a field of expertise you want to explore, a passion you’d like to pursue,  
an innovation that interests you, or acquiring new knowledge or skills 
that could translate to a new job.
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what are your skills, abilities and strengths? 

To begin a new career or new kind of job, you have to know your skills 
and abilities. Even if your dream job seems a long way from what you are 
good at, you can still start training sessions (online, university, community 
centre, etc.) to acquire more knowledge in your chosen new field. 

Learning through volunteering can also be an interesting 
approach, although you won’t get paid. For example, you 
may be interested in giving your time to support groups 
for people who are in the middle of their cancer treatment 
(if you are interested, ask for information at the oncology  
department in your hospital). If you are currently  
covered by insurance (short-term disability, for example) 
check with the insurance company prior to committing to  
volunteering. Some insurance companies consider  
volunteer work as work!

how about flexible work and/or freelancing? 

After your cancer treatment, you might not feel ready to get back to a 
traditional full-time, 9 to 5 schedule. There are many different options 
for work arrangements that exist in today’s marketplace; but it is also 
important for you to understand the practical things that you need to get 
out of your work, such as a salary, benefits, and a pension. Some people 
have more flexibility than others about these items. 

• Part-time work will lighten your schedule and reduce the amount 
of time you have to spend at work. Make sure that you confirm with 
your employer when you begin a part-time job that it is not going to 
turn into full-time work, if this is not something you are interested in.

• Self-employment or contract work gives you more flexibility in  
managing your time. You may choose to provide services for a  
specific project or for a fixed period of time, depending on your  
preferences and the availability of this kind of work. 

• In some cases, contract work involves working on-site (where the  
business is located), and in others it is possible to work from home. 
Think about the sort of arrangement that would suit you best. Many  
organizations have created co-working spaces or shared offices 
where contract people can work, which offers the benefit of regular 
contact with other professionals. This is a good option for those 
who would feel isolated or distracted if they were working at home.
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It is a good idea to inform yourself about the tax implications of self- 
employment before deciding to work from home.

Try to avoid stressful environments or contracts that will be too  
demanding.

Working can be an important part of your recovery because of the social 
and human experiences that are a natural part of the work day.

• Stay in the loop. Network and stay in touch with professionals who 
will be able to help you move forward with your goals.

• Find peer support. Talk to people who have experienced work situa-
tions you are interested in, such as self-employment,  
working from home, or part-time work. They can give you a sneak 
peek of what you can expect. Associations such as Cancer j’écoute 
and Hope & Cope organize ‘pairing programs’ to facilitate this kind 
of information sharing.

• Talk to a professional. Career counsellors can help you at any time 
during this process. Find more information on page 28.

top tips

Websites
www.jobboom.com/en
www.indeed.ca
www.jobbank.gc.ca
www5.hrsdc.gc.ca/NOC/English/
CH/2001/Welcome.aspx

Apps 
(for smartphone and tablets)
• Jobboom
• Indeed
• LinkedIn
• Jobbank

Questionnaire for
career orientation
www.headingforsuccess.com

go further: 
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section v. what if you 
can no longer work?

Cancer can affect your work and perhaps therefore 
your financial situation even after your treatment is 
finished. It can be difficult if your health does not  
allow you to go back to work, or if you have decided 
not to return to work, and you may experience a lot 
of stress, anxiety and frustration as a result.
 
It is important to get support if this is a situation 
that you are going through, and to know that you 
have options. 

Consider consulting with a financial advisor or  
planner to fully understand your financial reality.  
Depending on your situation, you may be eligible to 
receive help from the government, such as a  
disability pension (see pages 25 and 26 for more 
information). In the meantime, it may be 
helpful for you to get as realistic a picture of your 
situation as you can by setting up a budget that 
lists all of your income and expenses. Ignoring 
these problems won’t make them go away.

Once you are home and getting back to life and into 
a routine, you may find that the effects of cancer 
treatment — such as regular fatigue, lack of 
stamina, difficulty accomplishing simple physical 
activities — mean that you have to consider home 
care or moving, which may add to a challenging  
financial situation. Insurance may also cost more to 
cover certain services. It may be useful to contact 
a financial advisor or a social worker at your cancer 
centre to get advice about your options. 
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life after work

It is important to remember that no work does not mean no activity. 
Many of the activities that you were doing before may still be possible 
for you. If work was a big part of your life, giving this up can be very 
frustrating. But don’t let it stop you from getting the most out of life in 
other ways. You may now also have an opportunity to pursue 
interests that you never had time for before or to explore new activities. 
For example, some people decide to mark the end of their treatment and 
the beginning of the next phase of their life by doing some travelling 
when they’ve regained function and energy.

Notes
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your medical background, insurance and rights

You are not alone in your journey. There are many services and  
organizations that can provide you with the information and help you 
may need, according to your situation. 

As you prepare to return to work, and take the necessary steps to do 
so, you should make sure that you are not discriminated against at any 
time or for any reason. The employer is not allowed to ask you about 
your health status at any point during the job application process,  
unless it is an essential component of, and directly related to,  
the position you are applying for (being able to carry heavy items, 
athletic abilities for sports-related jobs, etc.). 

Therefore, you are not required to mention or discuss in any way the 
fact that you received cancer treatment to your new employer, except if 
it could directly affect your ability to do your job.

You can discuss reasonable accommodation with your employer even 
after you have been hired. An employer cannot under any circumstances 
refuse to hire you because of your cancer diagnosis. 

section vi. services 
and organizations: 
help you might need

Cancer J’écoute offers support for all financial, legal and work related  
issues. The professionals will help you to develop an action plan and  
direct you to the appropriate resources you may need. 
1 888 939-3333 
www.cancer.ca
cancerjecoute@quebec.cancer.ca
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launching in 2016

The Canadian Partnership Against Cancer is sponsoring a project to 
create an interactive website which will provide information and  
resources about return to work for Canadians completing cancer  
treatment, healthcare providers and employers.

An interdisciplinary team of experts is working to create tool kits and  
resources on topics such as support for leaving work, managing  
challenges after returning to work, and staying at work. In 2016 they will 
be launching the first stage of the project.

• Contact: info@cancerandwork.ca for more information
• Website: www.cancerandwork.ca

insurance

Whether you have a private disability insurance or insurance through 
your employer, you should inform yourself about the policies, terms and 
conditions of your coverage.

You may wish to speak with an insurance agent or your company’s  
human resources department.

typeS of inSuranCe:
• Long-term disability (private) 
• Short-term disability (private)
• Canada Pension Plan (CCP, federal government – for those who paid 

enough into the plan and are under 65 years old)
• Service Canada – federal governement (Employment Insurance and 

Sickness Benefits, www.servicecanada.gc.ca)
• Régie des rentes du Québec www.rrq.gouv.qc.ca/en
• OmbudService for life and Health Insurance: www.olhi.ca/whois_olhi.

html.
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Check with your private insurance company or through your employer to 
find out if you can benefit from a long-term disability coverage.

You may be eligible for the Canada Pension Plan (CCP) and/or the  
Québec Disability Pension:

• Government services 1 800 622-6232 www.servicecanada.gc.ca
• Régie des rentes du Québec www.retraitequebec.gouv.qc.ca/en, 

click on ‘Disability’ and then ‘Québec Pension Plan’.

You may be coping with physical and/or cognitive changes during the 
time that you are planning your return to work. Talk to your medical 
team about possible referrals to specialists that you may need. There 
are rehabilitation programs available through referral by an oncologist, 
and also occupational therapists in the private sector who specialise in  
working with people who are going back to work after an illness like  
cancer. Find more information in chapter 4 Regaining Function, 
section IV, page 25.

When you have been hired for a job, the employer has to treat you the 
same as the other employees. If required, you have the right to request 
accommodations within reason to take into account your new needs  
after your cancer treatment. 

long-term disability 

rehabilitation services 

legal
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Financial planners or account managers at your bank can help you plan 
your budget. See also chapter 6 Family caregiver support, page 13, for a 
list of financial planning resources.

The social worker at your cancer centre can help you learn about  
financial assistance programs, income tax credits, and government  
benefits that are available, according to your own situation.

financial

Cancer J’écoute offers support for all financial, legal and work related  
issues. The professionals will help you to develop an action plan and  
direct you to the appropriate resources you may need. 
1 888 939-3333 
www.cancer.ca
cancerjecoute@quebec.cancer.ca

If you think you are being discriminated against, or to handle  
discrimination in the workplace, you can contact:

• Canadian Human Rights Commission 1 888 214-1090  
www.chrc-ccdp.ca 

• Commission des services juridiques - Gouvernement du Québec  
The Commission des services juridiques offers a telephone referral  
service to the legal aid offices. A list of these offices is also  
available on their website www.csj.qc.ca/SiteComm/W2007English/
Main_En_v3.asp

• Au bas de l’échelle offers a free and confidential information hotline  
service and information meetings are also offered by the organization. 
Their mandate is to inform non-unionized workers of their labour rights 
in terms of dismissal, psychological harassment, prohibited practices, 
etc. as well as their possible recourses, in particular those introduced 
in the Act respecting labour standards (Loi sur les normes du travail). 
www.aubasdelechelle.ca/english-version.html

• Hope and Cope offers professional assessment and referrals for 
patients seeking legal and administrative advice. Call 514 340-8255.

• Professionals:
 Labour Lawyer
 Lawyer specialised in Insurance Lawsuits
 Barreau du Québec www.barreau.qc.ca/en 
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A list of accredited, private practice vocational guidance or career  
counsellors (English and French speaking) can be found through the 
Ordre des conseillers et conseillères d’orientation du Québec:

1600, boul. Henri-Bourassa Ouest, bureau 520
Montréal (Québec) H3M 3E2
Email: ordre@orientation.qc.ca
Website: www.orientation.qc.ca (website in French only)
Telephone: 514 737-4717
Toll free: 1 800 363-2643
Fax: 514 737-2172

The Order also offers information about where to find job and career 
counseling services or skills training in the community, such as public 
school boards, community centres, local employment agencies, colleges 
and universities, at www.orientation.qc.ca/services-publics- 
dorientation (web page in French only). They suggest contacting the 
school boards in your area to find out about services offered. Many 
French universities offer free job counseling. If you are a graduate of 
a CEGEP or university, you may also have access to their counseling 
services as an alumni. 

international organizations and websites*

* May not be relevant for everyone
www.jobseekersguide.org 
www.cancerandcareers.org

Quebec Cancer Foundation:
www.fqc.qc.ca/en
Toll-free, Monday to Friday, 9 am to 5 pm: 1 800 363-0063
Email: infocancer@fqc.qc.ca
The librarian at the Quebec Cancer Foundation can help you search for 
literature related to going back to work after cancer.

Peer suPPort services
• Canadian Cancer Society: 

www.cancer.ca/en/support-and-services/support-services/talk-to-
someone-who-has-been-there/?region=qc 
1 888 939-3333 or info@cis.cancer.ca.

• Hope and Cope: 
www.hopeandcope.ca/peer-support/#peer 
514 340-8222, ext. 5531.

work orientation

other resources – canadian organizations and websites
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The Looking Forward kit is for information purposes only and is not intended to 
replace the advice of qualified healthcare providers. 

The information included here is offered for your education and guidance, and 
should always be considered in conjunction with your personal situation and 
medical condition. Readers should not delay seeking or disregard professional 
medical advice because of information encountered in this kit. This information 
is intended to help prepare you to address challenges you may have during your 
recovery, and to create a plan, set realistic goals, and be able to discuss them with 
your healthcare team, as well as with family and friends. 

All care has been taken to ensure that the information contained here is accurate 
and based on current evidence at the time of publication. Please note that we are 
not responsible for the quality of the services or information provided by other  
organizations listed in the booklet. We do not endorse any particular service, 
product, treatment or therapy. If the website you are accessing is no longer active, 
please use the bolded part of the address and then search the particular topic you 
want. Some of the URLs (website addresses) included in this booklet may change 
as organizations update their information. 

The names of patients have been changed to protect their privacy. 

This document is available in its entirety in electronic format (PDF) on the website 
of St. Mary’s Research Centre at www.stmarysresearch.ca
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