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At Colorectal Cancer Canada, we believe in the
importance of patients and their families being
supported during and post cancer treatment in
order to benefit from a better quality of life. As
such, we aim to provide resources and information,
to patients & caregivers of all ages, as well as
advocate for them as they transition from active
treatment into everyday life. In order to attain our
vision,  we have launched our Cope Thrive Survive
(CTS) program with a mission of supporting
colorectal cancer patients & their caregivers while
they reestablish their lives. 

Every person who has been touched by cancer may
have a different understanding of the word
"survivorship". The Cope Thrive Survive (CTS)
program refers to survivors as those living with,
through and beyond cancer.

The tools and resources from the program will 
not only address those with no evidence of 
disease (NED) but any patient or caregiver with the
goal of getting back on their feet after a life-
changing diagnosis of colorectal cancer. As a part
of this initiative we have created this Return-to-
work toolkit. 

VISION
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Program Manager Eliya Farah and Uditi Ratti and our wonderful volunteers Eitan Fishman &
Lavina Matai. We would also like to express our deepest appreciation to the expert advisory
panel for bringing their expertise and experience to create this toolkit. These include Dr.
Marylise Boutros, Pierre Campeau, Dr. Mary Jane Esplen, Aneta Fishman, Dr. Johanne Hebert,
Dr. Jennifer Jones, Dr. Anne Katz, Dr. Arminee Kazanjian, Jackie Manthorne, Celestina
Martopullo, Dr. Stuart Peacock and Dr. Robyn Urquhart. Thank you for your continued
support and trust in our organization. 
 
If you have any questions or concerns, please contact info@colorectalcancercanada.com
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ABOUT THIS TOOLKIT

The “Return-to-work” series by Colorectal Cancer Canada (CCC) provides insights into the
concerns and challenges surrounding returning to work or re-entering the job market after a
cancer diagnosis. 

This toolkit highlights the obstacles employees (patients and/or caregivers) encounter when
returning to work. It provides recommendations and guidance to assist in the planning of their
safe and smooth return. It is also an asset to employers, who can use it as a guide for
accommodating and supporting employees who are affected by cancer

Additionally,  this toolkit will provide information with regards to employee rights as well as
how to access resources that could facilitate their transition back to the workplace.

THE EMPLOYEE'S PERSPECTIVE

THE EMPLOYER'S PERSPECTIVE

THE CAREGIVER'S PERSPECTIVE
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PERSPECTIVE OF AN EMPLOYER
CHAPTER 2:



It is not surprising that many employers find it challenging to deal with employees undergoing active
cancer treatment or taking care of someone with cancer. Today, more people are living with and
surviving cancer than ever before.

As an employer, you need to learn how to handle these situations professionally. More importantly, you
need to be there for your employee(s) during this critical period of their life.

As an employer, you might be shocked by this sudden news, and you may not know what to say or do. it
is important to sympathize with your employee. Let them lead the conversation, and be open about
their disease condition. In some cases, the person will share the shattering news that their medical
condition no longer permits them to work again. As a responsible employer, you should have policies
and practices to ensure all employees diagnosed with cancer or other diseases are treated fairly and
appropriately 

When an employee shares the news and asks you for some time off, try not to immediately discuss
work-related matters that could put more pressure on them. For example, do not ask questions
regarding any tasks, duties, or work deadlines. Instead, familiarize yourself with their medical condition.
For instance, you can ask questions about their stage, the type of treatments they'll be getting, where
they'll be treated, or about their feelings and if and/or how the team should be informed about their
condition.
 
Chapter 2 of the "Return-to-Work" series sheds light on common concerns and challenges employers
face when handling cancer-related situations in the workplace. In addition, this chapter offers
information and resources to help employers accommodate and provide resources before the
employee's return
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INTRODUCTION



How do I react to an employee
breaking the news about their

medical condition?

How do I accommodate them?

What am I allowed to ask?

Do I contact them during
their time off?

How should I keep my
employees in the loop?

What if my employee dies?

What resources can I offer?

COMMON CONCERNS AMONG EMPLOYERS

Try your best to be supportive and be their source of encouragement. Show concern and interest. It is not
recommended to give them advice or share stories of people you know who have had this experience. 

 I'm sorry to hear about that, just know you are not alone in this.

We are here to help.

Let me know what I can do to help. 

Don't worry about work and focus on yourself. I'll take care of    things at work.

I'm here to talk about it anytime you want.

You're strong and resilient; you're going to kick cancer's ass.
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THINGS YOU CAN SAY:



Creating a return-to-work plan before the
employee’s return is essential to achieve a smooth
and safe transition to work.

First and foremost, in your return-to-work plan,
discuss working shifts and hours; discuss whether
your employee wants to work part-time or reduced
hours. Second, make sure to address work place
accommodations. These accommodations could be
changes to the workplace environment (i.e., office,
proximity to restroom area, stairs, etc.) or things
that revolve around the employee’s role (i.e., duties, 
 tasks, etc.).

Undergoing treatment is not a pleasant experience
and typically results in a multitude of side effects. 
The most common side effect of cancer treatment is
diminished energy levels (fatigue and exhaustion).
Other side effects include diminished mental and
physical functioning. Symptoms like depressions,
anxiety, pain, impaired attention, and memory
problems commonly occur in the treatment process
and may sometimes last years after. Make sure to
off-load some of the work and to give enough breaks
throughout the day. Also, if your employee has been
gone for long, they might need a refresher course or
extra training; assign a co-workerto retrain them.
Last but not least, discuss whether they would like to
share their condition with their colleagues at work.

WHAT SHOULD A
RETURN TO WORK
PLAN ENTAIL? 
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A common concern among cancer patients is whether their health insurance will cover their
treatment or not. As an employer, make sure your HR team knows what to do when facing scenarios
like these. Your HR team should be able to provide information to minimize out-of-pocket expenses
for treatment. In addition, they should connect the employee to federal, provincial, or territorial
financial support programs. 
 
In general, companies are not obliged to provide sick pay for staff. However, for specific industries,
companies are required to provide sick pay for long-standing agreements; these companies usually
need their employees to do manual labour (i.e., construction, electrician, factory workers, etc.).
Please, inform your employee about your sick pay policies and ensure they have full details of their
entitlements. If your company doesn't offer sick pay for staff, make sure to try your best to direct and
guide your employee to external financial programs. Cancer patients need your support, knowledge,
and connections during this challenging stage of their life.

FINANCIAL SUPPORT
FOR YOUR EMPLOYEE
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It would mean a lot to your employee to stay connected during treatment. Put effort to check up on
them regularly and ask about their recovery. More importantly, keep them up to date with work
progress in order to avoid feeling left out once they are ready to return. What to do while an
employee is off work:

Regularly send an update, perhaps a newsletter detailing information and progress pertaining
to their tasks and duties

Maintain contact by scheduling weekly or monthly video/audio calls

Consider having in-person visits or meetings with your employee if they are comfortable with it

Assign a coworker to keep the employee acquainted

Prepare the office for your employee's return (i.e., move the office closer to the washroom,
printers, kitchen, etc.)

KEEPING YOUR
EMPLOYEE

IN THE LOOP 
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The absent employee may be unresponsive, especially during their cancer treatment. In order to avoid long
periods without communication between you and your employee, obtain the contact information of at least
one person close to them. That way, you can reach out to them if the employee is unable to communicate
with you.  Make sure to discuss with your employee if they' are comfortable with being contacted and reached
out.  

WHAT IF MY EMPLOYEE IS UNRESPONSIVE DURING THEIR TIME OFF?



As an employer, some of your tasks may include organizing teams' workload, assigning duties/tasks, and
creating an annual plan with goals and targets to achieve. It becomes tricky to plan and organize short- and
long-term goals if you don't have a transparent and thorough conversation with your employee. If you are not
accommodating your employee, you have no legal right to know anything about their health. 

However, if you are accommodating your employee, offering time off for appointments, restructuring the job
position, offering part-time or modified schedules, offering reasonable breaks for rest, adjusting work duties,
etc.

WHAT EMPLOYERS ARE ALLOWED TO ASK 

What is the nature of the illness, and how severe
is your disability?

Is your disability permanent or temporary?

What types of treatments are you undergoing?

What is your long-term potential impact of your diagnosis
on ability to work?

What limitations or restrictions have stemmed
from your disability?

What can you do and cannot do at work?

How often do you need to leave for medical
examinations?

What are the treatment side effects I
should be made aware of?

Are there any environmental factors in your
workplace that might hinder you from doing your
job effectively (i.e., cold temperature, far from
the washroom, too noisy, light is too bright,
etc.)?
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Every company or industry should have a retention
program for its employees. Employee retention is
the process in which employees are encouraged
and supported to stay longer at the company. The
goal is to keep talented people and reduce the
turnover of workers. This is essential to enhance the
efficiency and performance of teams. In addition,
an employee retention program is particularly
valuable and necessary for those who have a certain
disability, illness, or comorbidity.

The retention program includes accommodations to
acutely or chronically impaired individuals as well as
programs to retrain, educate, and equip employees
with new skills to certify, support, and prepare them
for any redeployment or reallocation to other
departments or functions within the company.

THE EMPLOYEE RETENTION SCHEME

The cost of laying off and then rehiring an employee is high. 
The costs of accommodating an employee with cancer are surprisingly low.
The likelihood of an employee staying at your company after accommodation is very high.
Hiring a person with a previous history of cancer gives your company access to a talented pool
of individuals that other companies are not hiring. 
Hiring people with cancer or disabilities enhances the corporate brand and creates a more
resilient atmosphere in the team. 
Hiring an employee with a history of cancer reveals a lot about the employer's supportive
nature and personality, which in return will drive your employees to stay loyal to your company. 
Accommodating people with cancer helps avoid paying penalties for not doing so. 
Employers can learn a lot from cancer patients and survivors, which can enhance            
 leadership characteristics. 

WHY IS IT IMPORTANT TO KEEP AN EMPLOYEE
WITH CANCER OR HIRE SOMEONE WITH A
HISTORY OF CANCER?

page 12 



As an employer, be aware of legal requirements that apply to employees with cancer. In addition, depending
on which province you reside in, different legislations and acts might be enforced to protect employees
further.  As an employer, be aware of legal requirements that apply to employees with cancer.

The Canadian Human Rights Act states that an employer is legally obliged to accommodate individuals who
acquired some sort of disability unless the employer can prove "undue hardship." An example of undue
hardship is when the financial burden of accommodating an employee is so high that it might threaten the
company's durability. In fact, the undue hardship is based on multiple factors (besides the financial) that are
measured and assessed to examine whether the burden of accommodating an employee is beyond the natural
capacity and capability of the company.

WORK ADJUSTMENTS AND ACCOMODATIONS 

page 13 

As an employer and a representative figure of the organization, it
can be challenging to break the news that one of the employees
has been diagnosed with cancer, especially to the coworkers of
the ill individual. Before you take any action of spreading the
word, make sure you are consented to do so. Speak to your
employee in private and ask them if and what exactly they would
like to share with their colleagues. Also, it is almost guaranteed
that you'll get asked many questions. Try your best to answer
those questions without revealing information that your
employee asked you not to share. As an employer, make sure that
the work atmosphere doesn't get barren. Try your best to
encourage your employees and ask them to support the
employee undergoing treatment or taking care of someone with
cancer.

BREAKING THE NEWS IN THE WORKPLACE

1) The Canadian Human Rights Act
 a. Duty to accommodate
2) The Employment Equity Act
 a. The Federal Contractors Program
 b. The Legislated Employment Equity Program

 c. The Workplace Equity Information Management System

3) The Canada Labour Code
4) Rights for foreign workers
5) The Human Rights Maturity Model



WHAT ABOUT EMPLOYEES TAKING CARE OF
SOMEONE WITH CANCER?

A caregiver is someone who provides both physical and emotional care to a cancer patient. Currently,
people with cancer receive most of their care outside of a hospital or centre. This means their care is
directed towards spending time at home supported by those around them that can help. For many families,
a caregiver will be the partner or spouse, grown child, or close friend of the patient.
Supporting caregivers in the workplace is very important. Caregivers deal with immense pressure at home,
looking after someone whose undergoing treatment or recovering from cancer. Taking care of someone
with cancer is very demanding and tiring. As an employer, be supportive and offer those individuals flexible
work schedules, allow them to take a leave absence, and ask your HR team to assess their eligibility to
public or private support programs.

IF YOUR EMPLOYEE DIES

Contact the family of the deceased and offer your support. 
Inform coworkers that the person has passed away and provide them with the details of the funeral. 
Be there for your employees and the deceased's family as they need you for emotional support. 
Contact customers, clients, collaborators, or suppliers and let them know of the situation. 
Make sure any belongings of the deceased are returned sensitively. 
Contact your HR team to prepare pension, insurance, or other financial matters to support the
deceased's family. 
Give employees some time off to get emotionally stable before they return to work. 
Look into unfinished work and tasks and reassign duties at work. 

The survival rate of colorectal cancer varies by stage, but overall, it is relatively high. However, in the
case of cancer metastasis, it becomes challenging to control the spread of cancer cells. 

If an employee dies, be prepared to take a few critical and immediate steps.
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Colorectal Cancer Canada (CCC) is the national Canadian not-for-profit corporation
dedicated to colorectal cancer (CRC) awareness and education, support for patients
and their caregivers, and advocacy on their behalf. CCC is comprised of dedicated

volunteers, members, management and is governed by a national Board of Directors.
A Medical Advisory Board, made up of top healthcare professionals in the field of

colorectal cancer, provides counsel to CCC to ensure members are kept abreast of
the latest medical advances in the diagnosis and treatment of the disease.
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