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ABSTRACT
Objectives The transition back to work after cancer 
is a significant milestone for many survivors, affecting 
their financial stability, psychological well- being and 
overall quality of life. Return- to- work (RTW) process is 
often complicated by lingering physical and cognitive 
impairments, changes in self- identity and workplace 
dynamics. Understanding how cancer survivors navigate 
this process is crucial for the development of effective 
support systems. This study aimed to explore strategies 
employed by cancer survivors in managing the RTW 
process.
Design This study employed a qualitative content analysis 
approach to explore RTW strategies used by cancer 
survivors.
Setting The study was conducted at a referral cancer 
centre and the workplaces of cancer survivors located in 
East Azerbaijan, Iran.
Participants A total of 22 cancer survivors were selected 
using purposive sampling. These participants had 
completed primary cancer treatment and had rich and 
diverse RTW- related experiences. Data were collected 
through semi- structured, face- to- face interviews and then 
analysed using the inductive content analysis approach 
described by Graneheim and Lundman (2004).
Results ‘Active Strategies for Returning to Work’ 
constituted the main theme and consisted of three 
categories, including assessing the situation, self- 
accommodation and impressing the workplace.
Conclusions Cancer survivors actively engaged in RTW. 
They evaluate their situations before returning to work, 
seek to accommodate themselves to their circumstances 
and impress their workplaces to gain the necessary 
support. Healthcare providers, employers and families, as 
the most influential parties in the RTW process of cancer 
survivors, should recognise survivors’ positive strategies 
and provide informational, financial, emotional and 
occupational support.

INTRODUCTION
Cancer is a prevalent health concern, with 
approximately half of all diagnoses occur-
ring during working age.1 The intersection 
of cancer and employment poses significant 
challenges as the disease often disrupts work 
outcomes and is frequently associated with 
job loss.2 Job loss among cancer survivors 

can lead to a cascade of adverse effects, 
including loss of financial stability, damage to 
personal and social identity, social isolation 
and a range of psychological disorders such 
as anxiety, depression and mental turmoil.3–6 
Advancements in diagnostic and treatment 
procedures have significantly improved 
survival rates, allowing a substantial number 
of cancer patients to return to work (RTW).1 7 
Returning to work after cancer is crucial not 
only for survivors but also for their families, 
employers and society at large.2 Returning 
to work provides financial stability, meets 
psychosocial needs and enhances the overall 
quality of life of survivors.8

Empirical evidence suggests that the 
majority of cancer survivors express a strong 
desire to RTW.8–11 Nevertheless, the process 
is fraught with numerous challenges that 
may deter or delay return. These challenges 
include a lack of information regarding the 
RTW process, diminished physical and mental 
capacities resulting from the disease and its 
treatment, concerns about the reactions of 
coworkers and supervisors and unsupportive 
work environments.8 12 Despite these obsta-
cles, many survivors manage to reintegrate 
into the workforce.13

The process of returning to work is multi-
faceted and complex, often requiring tailored 

STRENGTHS AND LIMITATIONS OF THIS STUDY
 ⇒ Qualitative designs are appropriate to explore the 
lived experiences of individuals. A relevant qualita-
tive design was applied in this study to extracted 
lived experiences of cancer survivors about return-
ing to work.

 ⇒ The study sample included a good variety of demo-
graphic characteristics.

 ⇒ The results of this study did not encompass all as-
pects of the return- to- work process.

 ⇒ The study included only cancer survivors who re-
turned to work after treatment and do not include 
those who did not return to work.
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support and intervention. Survivors may face ongoing 
health issues such as fatigue and cognitive impairment, 
which can affect their work performance and attendance.10 
Additionally, stigma associated with cancer can result in 
discrimination or differential treatment in the workplace, 
further complicating the RTW process.11 Effective RTW 
strategies must therefore address both the physical and 
psychological needs of cancer survivors, ensuring that they 
are supported not only in their work tasks but also in their 
overall well- being.12

Based on this evidence, strategies and experiences 
of cancer survivors navigating the RTW process have 
remained underexplored, particularly in developing 
countries.3 14 As cancer incidence and survival rates 
continue to rise in these regions,2 15 there is a pressing 
need for more comprehensive support systems to facil-
itate RTW. Iran, as a developing country with a popula-
tion of nearly 86 million, has a significant demographic 
of individuals of working age, and a large proportion 
of the Iranian population does not have any type of 
life insurance.16 Finding a suitable job is a major social 
challenge in Iran, and it is even more challenging for 
cancer survivors, who have less chance of finding a job 
after treatment.17 The age- standardised ratio of cancer 
incidence in Iran is approximately 128 per 100 000, 
which is expected to double by 2035.18 19 Despite this, 
supportive associations and occupational rehabilitation 
services for cancer survivors are still underdeveloped in 
Iran.20

Iranians are employed in governmental organisations, 
non- governmental organisations and freelance roles. 
Employees in governmental organisations typically have 
the opportunity to take approved sick leave based on 
their physician’s recommendation and may have their 
disability status officially recognised following confirma-
tion by a medical commission.21 However, these options 
are generally unavailable or severely limited for those 
working in non- governmental sectors or freelancing. 
Additionally, taking sick leave or opting for disability 
retirement often leads to significant income reduction 
and further psychosocial challenges for the affected indi-
viduals.22 Given these circumstances, work remains a crit-
ical source of financial stability and psychosocial support 
for most Iranian cancer survivors,20 strongly motivating 
their desire to RTW.

Given the lack of information on the RTW- related expe-
riences of cancer survivors in Iran, this qualitative study 
aimed to fill this gap by exploring how Iranian cancer 
survivors manage their RTW. Insights from this study could 
prove invaluable for survivors, healthcare systems and 
employers in facilitating this process. By understanding 
the unique challenges and strategies employed by cancer 
survivors in Iran, stakeholders can develop targeted inter-
ventions that promote successful reintegration into the 
workforce, thereby improving the quality of life of survi-
vors and contributing to the broader economic and social 
health of the country.

METHODS
Study design
This study used a qualitative content analysis approach to 
investigate the experiences of cancer survivors who had 
returned to work following the completion of primary 
treatment. The study was conducted at a referral cancer 
centre and workplaces of cancer survivors located in East 
Azerbaijan, Iran.

Participants
Eligible participants included cancer survivors of working 
age (15–65 age group) who had completed primary treat-
ment and resumed work activities. A total of 22 eligible 
cancer survivors who had rich and in- depth RTW- related 
experiences were selected using the purposive sampling 
method. The initial selection focused on male partici-
pants based on the cultural context of Iran, where men 
are traditionally perceived as primary breadwinners. 
Subsequent participants were chosen based on insights 
from previous interviews. To ensure the trustworthiness 
of the study, participants were selected to represent a 
diverse range of demographic characteristics, including 
age, sex, marital status, type of cancer and type of job. 
Access to participants was initially facilitated through the 
cancer centre, which identified individuals who returned 
to work after treatment. Participants were then asked to 
refer other eligible individuals.

Data collection
Data were collected through semi- structured face- to- face 
interviews conducted between January 2019 and March 
2020. Interviews (four conducted in the cancer centre 
and 18 in participants’ workplaces) were held in private 
and comfortable rooms preferred by the participants. To 
establish rapport, participants were initially asked ques-
tions on general topics such as their work history, job 
interests and daily work experiences. This was followed 
by the main questions of the study: ‘How did you manage 
your return to work?’ and ‘What actions did you take to return 
to work?’. Additional probing questions were then used to 
gain deeper insight into their experiences. The duration 
of the interviews ranged from 20 to 90 min (mean±SD = 
54.11 ± 15.81 min), with initial interviews being longer 
and subsequent interviews shorter as specific questions 
emerged during the analysis. Data collection continued 
until data saturation was achieved, indicated by the 
absence of new concepts or codes in the final three inter-
views.23 All the interviews were digitally recorded and 
transcribed verbatim.

Patient & public involvement statement
Patients and the public were not directly involved in the 
design, conduct, reporting or dissemination plans of this 
study. However, participants’ feedback during the data 
collection phase was used to refine themes and categories. 
Accordingly, it was ensured that the analysis accurately 
reflected participants’ experiences and perspectives.
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Trustworthiness
To ensure trustworthiness, quality criteria of credibility, 
dependability, confirmability and transferability were 
meticulously considered.24 25 Credibility was enhanced 
through prolonged engagement with the data, member 
checking (validating preliminary findings with partici-
pants) and peer debriefing (confirming findings with 
team members). Dependability was bolstered by having 
multiple team members discuss and evaluate the data 
collection and analysis processes during weekly meetings. 
Confirmability was maintained by documenting all stages 
of the study and having a second researcher review each 
stage. Transferability was supported by passive sampling, 
and a detailed description of the study participants, 
setting and results was provided.

Data analysis
Data analysis commenced immediately after transcription 
of the first interview. Data were managed using MAXQDA 
software (version 10.0; Udo Kuckartz, Berlin, Germany) 
and analysed using the inductive content analysis approach 
described by Graneheim and Lundman (2004).26 The 
text was segmented into the smallest semantic units 
(codes) and then grouped into primary categories. These 
primary categories were then condensed into abstract 
categories. Finally, the main categories were synthesised 
into an overarching theme, identified as ‘active strategies 
for returning to work’.

RESULTS
The mean age of participants was 40.90±10.76 years. The 
mean disease duration since diagnosis was 19.13±7.60 
months, and the mean time duration since returning to 
work was 10.72±6.85 months. 12 participants (54%) were 
male, and 15 (68%) were married. The participants had a 
diverse range of cancer types including leukaemia (n=7), 
breast cancer (n=6), colorectal cancer (n=4), brain cancer 
(n=1), liver cancer (n=1), lung cancer (n=1), testicular 
cancer (n=1) and pituitary carcinoma (n=1). Their char-
acteristics are presented in table 1.

Strategies used by cancer survivors to facilitate RTW
The main theme derived from the data analysis was 
‘active strategies for returning to work’. It was found 
that cancer survivors employed various strategies in their 
efforts to RTW. This theme included three general cate-
gories: assessing the situation, self- accommodation and 
impressing the workplace. Table 2 presents the main 
themes and related categories.

Category I: assessing the situation
Given the restrictive nature of cancer, which reduces 
patients’ working capabilities and concerns about work-
place reactions, cancer survivors assess their situation 
before returning to work. They choose appropriate 
strategies to alleviate their concerns and increase their 
chances of success in the workplace. This category 

comprises three sub- categories: self- assessment, evalua-
tion of supportive resources and gathering information 
about RTW.

Sub-category I: self-assessment
Cancer survivors are concerned about whether their 
existing abilities are sufficient to meet their job demands. 
Accordingly, they focus on their individual physical and 
mental abilities.

Before returning to work, I looked at my condition; 
I wanted to see if I could handle my job. During the 
time I was home, I tried to walk and did some work. I 
was trying to assess my physical condition. (P5, male, 
colorectal cancer)

Survivors also evaluated their health before returning 
to work. Confirmation of the recovery process by the 
treating physician, absence of disease exacerbation and 
no new cancer- related symptoms constituted indicators of 
good health and encouraged cancer survivors to lead the 
RTW process better.

I took some tests like blood tests, sonographies, and 
CT scans before returning to work. After I was sure 
about my health condition, I decided to return to 
work. (P 16, male, Hodgkin’s lymphoma)

Table 1 Cancer survivors' demographic characteristics

N Age Gender Education

1 40 Male Illiterate

2 50 Male Elementary

3 20 Male Diploma

4 20 Male Associate degree

5 30 Male Bachelor

6 30 Male Diploma

7 40 Male Elementary

8 40 Female Bachelor

9 30 Female Bachelor

10 50 Female Bachelor

11 30 Female Bachelor

12 30 Female Bachelor

13 20 Male Elementary

14 30 Male Elementary

15 40 Female Bachelor

16 30 Male Diploma

17 60 Male Doctorate

18 30 Female Diploma

19 50 Female Master’s degree

20 50 Female Master’s degree

21 50 Female Master’s degree

22 35 Male Bachelor
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Sub-category II: evaluation of supportive resources
Many cancer survivors proactively assess their existing 
supportive resources before returning to work. These 
include financial, psycho- emotional and occupational 
support. Family members, co- workers, employers and 
friends were the main components of such support 
systems. Based on the assessment of support, the survivors 
used different RTW strategies. Positive appraisal of the 
supportive system led to constructive strategies, whereas 
negative appraisal led to negative ones.

Honestly, before I got back to work, I was recalling 
just what my supportive resources were; I was think-
ing about the supportive resources available around 
me and I was wondering if I would be supported in 
the workplace. (P 15, female, breast cancer)

Sub-category III: gathering information about RTW
Most cancer survivors try to collect information about 
the optimal time for RTW, potential side effects on their 
health and suitable workloads. They sought informa-
tion from various sources, including print and online 
resources, medical staff, knowledgeable individuals and 
those with similar experience. Participants reported 
numerous challenges in gathering information, espe-
cially because of limited resources in Persian.

I would collect related information from doctors, 
nurses, and papers; I wanted to know whether I could 
work and what I could do; I would ask people who 
returned to work after recovering from cancer. (P 5, 
male, colorectal cancer)

Category II: self-accommodation
After understanding their situation, cancer survi-
vors focus on what they need to do during and after 
returning to work. They describe five strategies related to 
self- accommodation.

Sub-category I: prioritising health
Most cancer survivors prioritised recovery and health 
improvement before and after returning to work, and 
some postponed it until they felt adequately recovered.

I didn't sacrifice myself to my work; my wellbeing was 
my number one priority. I need to be healthy first to 
be able to keep working. I also try to continue my re-
covery process after returning to work. I try to use the 
stairs instead of the elevator; I always take water with 
me. (P 11, female, liver cancer)

Some participants returned to work despite poor health 
due to inadequate financial support.

I wasn’t recovered completely and I knew that return-
ing to work before full recovery would threaten my 
health condition, but I had no other choice; I was 
under financial pressure. (P 2, male, lung cancer)

Sub-category II: adjusting expectations
Cancer survivors adjust their expectations because of their 
reduced abilities after cancer treatment. They sought to 
balance their abilities, income and financial condition by 
accepting their limitations and adjusting their behaviour 
accordingly.

I knew I could not do the same amount of work as 
before. My income had dropped after returning to 
work. So, we reduced unnecessary costs, for example, 
by avoiding eating out. (P 1, male, liver cancer)

Sub-category III: concealment
In non- supportive environments, survivors conceal their 
disease to avoid stigmatisation and mockery. They hid 
symptoms, avoided discussing the disease, provided 
incomplete information and undertook diagnostic- 
therapeutic measures discreetly.

I would try to make my appearance look natural by 
putting on makeup. I tried to hide my problem from 
them. Whenever they asked, I told them it was a skin 
problem that was taken care of. (P 12, female, breast 
cancer)

Sub-category IV: disclosure
Conversely, survivors were more open about their prob-
lems in supportive environments where they felt respected 
and supported. The disclosure provided major support 
for these environments.

Our workplace had a very good atmosphere and I 
knew my colleagues would support me. After return-
ing to work, I began talking to them about my disease 
and abilities. (P 15, female, breast cancer)

Sub-category V: making changes in job condition
To manage their job tasks, survivors often change their 
working conditions during and after returning to work. 

Table 2 Cancer survivors’ strategies for return to work

Main theme Main categories Primary categories

Active 
strategies for 
returning to 
work

Assessing the 
situation

Self- assessment

Evaluation of supportive 
resources

Gathering information 
about returning to work

Self- 
accommodation

Prioritising health

Adjusting expectations

Concealment

Disclosure

Making changes in job 
condition

Impressing the 
workplace

Subtle development of 
support system

Obtaining direct support
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These strategies include work adjustment and changing 
careers.

Work adjustment: many survivors concluded that their 
current abilities were insufficient to meet their previous 
workloads. To protect their health, they made changes 
such as reducing working hours, changing workplaces, 
sharing workloads and altering work shifts. Participants 
made the following statements in this respect:

I couldn’t work making carpets all day long. My body 
couldn’t endure that much pressure. I decided to 
work making rugs, but not for the whole day; I worked 
a few hours a day and had to reduce my workload. (P 
7, male, leukemia)

I wouldn't put too much pressure on myself at the be-
ginning. I would stop working as soon as I felt tired; 
I began working at a slow pace. (P 5, male, colorectal 
cancer)

Changing career: in some cases, survivors found their 
previous job incompatible with their current physical 
and mental abilities. Family members, physicians and 
employers sometimes prohibit them from continuing 
their previous roles. This prompted them to seek new 
jobs that were easier, temporary, lower paid and part- time.

I couldn't do construction work anymore; it was too 
heavy and overwhelming; I would have died if I had 
continued. I worked as a street peddler, which was 
temporary and low- paid, but manageable. (P 1, male, 
liver cancer)

Category III: impressing the workplace
Cancer survivors seek to alleviate doubts and increase 
their chances of success by gaining workplace support. 
They used two groups of strategies: subtle development 
of the support system and obtaining direct support.

Sub-category I: subtle development of support system
Survivors employed strategies such as actively engaging 
with colleagues and making efforts to be seen to influ-
ence them and indirectly gain their support.

Active engagement of colleagues: survivors employed 
various strategies to gain support from their colleagues, 
including developing friendly relationships, showing 
respect, assisting with tasks, answering questions, 
expressing appreciation, accepting requests, offering 
advice, being amiable and adhering to rules.

After returning to work, I tried to work with everyone 
amiably; I ate breakfast with them, answered their 
questions, and advised them. (P 8, female, breast 
cancer)

Trying to be seen: survivors worried about employers’ 
reactions in unsupportive environments. Accordingly, 
they tried to see and prove their worth through strate-
gies such as working overtime, returning to work despite 
incomplete recovery, performing tasks accurately, arriving 
early and not complaining.

After returning to work, I tried to get my workplace 
before others; I also tried to do my job perfectly and 
even did some work at home. (P12, female, breast 
cancer)

Sub-category II: obtaining direct support
Survivors sought help from colleagues and employers 
to cope with their responsibilities in unsupportive work 
environments. The participants described their experi-
ences in this regard as follows:

I referred to my employer and requested addition-
al staff to help me handle my work. I couldn’t per-
form all the tasks by myself. (P 10, female, colorectal 
cancer)

The displacement of heavy equipment was hard for 
me, so I asked my colleagues to help. (P 16, male, 
Hodgkin’s lymphoma)

DISCUSSION
This study aimed to explore how Iranian cancer survivors 
manage the RTW process. An interesting finding of this 
study was that cancer survivors actively engaged in the 
RTW process and coped with the challenges they encoun-
tered. This study revealed that cancer survivors employed 
several proactive strategies, including assessing the situa-
tion, self- accommodation and impressing the workplace 
to navigate the RTW process. These findings align with 
and expand on the existing literature in the field.

A noteworthy aspect of this study was that in most cases, 
cancer survivors did not blindly RTW, risking their well- 
being. Instead, they prepare for workplace challenges 
using specific strategies. They assessed their situation 
before returning to work and increased their awareness 
of their condition through self- assessment, evaluation of 
supportive resources and gathering of necessary infor-
mation. This finding aligns with the results of a study by 
Van Egmond et al (2017) who stressed the importance 
of tailored interventions addressing both personal and 
workplace factors, particularly for those who have expe-
rienced job loss.27 Similarly, de Casterlé et al (2012) 
found that cancer survivors carefully assessed their health 
conditions and abilities due to doubts about their capa-
bilities before returning to work.28 Xu et al (2023) also 
highlighted the dynamic nature of the RTW process 
in which survivors continuously adjust their coping 
strategies based on personal and external resources, 
underscoring the significance of a supportive work envi-
ronment.11 The participants in our study actively sought 
RTW- related information to reduce uncertainty and 
develop a personalised RTW plan. This is consistent with 
the results of a systematic review by Bottaro and Faraci 
(2022), which emphasised the necessity of personalised 
RTW interventions tailored to the individual’s circum-
stances.14 The challenges in gathering information iden-
tified in our study also echo the findings of Nekhlyudov 
et al (2020), who discussed the multifaceted challenges 
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cancer survivors face related to insurance, finances and 
employment, further highlighting the need for compre-
hensive support systems.4 Based on the findings, informa-
tional support that helps cancer survivors make informed 
decisions about RTW is essential, along with other types 
of support. Medical team members should provide neces-
sary information about RTW and prepare cancer survi-
vors for a safe RTW journey.

Assessing the situation has emerged as a pivotal stage 
that influences subsequent strategies for cancer survivors. 
Based on the assessment results, survivors adopted two 
main strategies: self- accommodation and impressing the 
workplace. They have implemented various approaches, 
including prioritising health, adjusting expectations, 
concealing or disclosing their condition and making job- 
related changes to adapt to their new circumstances.

Greidanus et al (2021) corroborated the importance 
of workplace support in facilitating such adjustments.15 
Understanding and support from employers, along with 
flexible work arrangements, were critical for successful 
RTW. This reinforces our findings on the necessity 
of accommodating work conditions and supportive 
colleagues in the RTW process. Moreover, previous 
studies have reported that access to supportive resources 
and lower financial dependency on work enabled some 
cancer survivors to prioritise their health and delay 
returning to work.29–31 Paltrinieri et al (2022) reported 
that working night and evening shifts, along with phys-
ically demanding work, negatively impacts cancer survi-
vors’ RTW.32 Sun et al (2016) and Tamminga et al (2012) 
emphasised the significant role of supportive work envi-
ronments and flexible work arrangements in overcoming 
the physical and psychological barriers faced by cancer 
survivors. In line with our findings, they demonstrated 
that accommodating work conditions and supportive 
colleagues are vital for facilitating the RTW process.33 34 
Results indicate that cancer survivors’ evaluation of work-
place conditions significantly influences their strategies 
for returning to work. Therefore, policymakers should 
support cancer survivors’ RTW by enacting supportive 
laws, employers by improving work environments and 
creating a supportive atmosphere and colleagues through 
psychosocial support.

A novel and interesting finding of this study, rarely 
reported in previous research, was the consistent attempt 
by cancer survivors to gain workplace support by making 
positive impressions at work. In addition to personal 
adjustments, cancer survivors actively sought workplace 
support through subtle development of support systems 
and direct engagement. In another study, efforts to create 
a friendly atmosphere have been reported as a positive 
RTW strategy to help reduce workplace friction for 
cancer survivors.27 Another study noted that maintaining 
connections with colleagues and employers is a positive 
strategy.35

Silver et al (2013) emphasised the necessity of 
impairment- driven cancer rehabilitation, supporting our 
assertion that targeted interventions and comprehensive 

rehabilitation services are crucial for successful reintegra-
tion of cancer survivors into the workforce.36 This finding 
underscores the importance of proactive strategies that 
survivors use to gain workplace support and to adapt to 
their new work environment. In the present study, cancer 
survivors proactively changed their working conditions 
after gaining a better understanding of their health status 
and capabilities. Most tried to adjust aspects of their jobs, 
consistent with the findings of Sandberg et al (2014) 
and Swanberg et al (2017), who reported that reducing 
working hours, making workplace modifications, and 
decreasing workloads were effective strategies in the RTW 
process.37 38

Strengths and limitations
It is important to emphasise that this qualitative study 
aimed to provide a description of strategies that cancer 
survivors retrospectively identified as helpful in their 
efforts to RTW. It should be noted that the results of this 
study did not encompass all aspects of the RTW process. 
The results of this study encompass only the experiences 
of cancer survivors who returned to work after treatment 
and do not include those who did not RTW. Further 
research involving influential stakeholders, such as 
employers, colleagues and especially individuals who did 
not RTW after cancer, is necessary for a more comprehen-
sive understanding. Additionally, it is crucial to highlight 
that the qualitative studies of this type generate hypoth-
eses that require further testing through well- controlled 
trials.

Research, practice, and policy implications
This study emphasises the critical need for compre-
hensive and individualised support systems to facilitate 
RTW among cancer survivors. A collaborative approach 
involving healthcare providers, employers and policy-
makers is essential for delivering a multidimensional 
support framework that addresses the informational, 
emotional, financial and occupational needs of survivors. 
Key interventions should include promoting workplace 
flexibility, such as adjustable hours and workloads, and 
creating supportive environments that reduce stigma and 
aid survivors’ reintegration. Additionally, educational 
programmes targeting employers and co- workers can 
improve understanding of the specific challenges cancer 
survivors face and foster a more empathetic and supportive 
work culture. Policy reforms are particularly needed in 
developing countries to incorporate cancer rehabilita-
tion services within occupational health programmes and 
ensure robust legal protection against discrimination. 
Engaging cancer survivors in the decision- making process 
related to their RTW plans ensures that interventions are 
tailored to their personal and professional aspirations, 
thereby enhancing the success of reintegration. Ongoing 
research is crucial to refine these strategies and interven-
tions and to expand the knowledge of effective support 
mechanisms tailored to diverse survivor experiences and 
various employment settings.
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CONCLUSIONS
Returning to work is a significant process that involves 
cancer survivors’ active engagement. This study revealed 
that these individuals employ specific proactive strat-
egies to address work- related challenges and enhance 
their chances of success at work. Cancer survivors assess 
their situation before returning to work and take appro-
priate measures based on their evaluations. They attempt 
to accommodate themselves according to their self- 
assessment and strive to gain workplace support through 
subtle development of support systems and direct support 
from coworkers and employers. Although most of the 
identified strategies are constructive and positive, some, 
such as concealment and trying to be seen, are negative 
strategies that require modification.

Acknowledgements The authors would like to thank all the participants for their 
valuable contributions to this study. Special thanks to Tabriz University of Medical 
Sciences for their support in conducting this research.

Contributors MZ and VZ conceptualised and designed the study. LV, AR and RA 
conducted the interviews and analysed the data. MZ and AS contributed to the 
interpretation of the results. AS drafted the manuscript. All authors have read and 
approved the final manuscript. MZ is the guarantor of the study and takes full 
responsibility for the integrity of the work as a whole, including the accuracy of the 
data and analysis.

Funding This study is part of a large- scale research project sponsored by Tabriz 
University of Medical Sciences (Grant No. TBZMED.REC.1394.755).

Competing interests None declared.

Patient and public involvement Patients and/or the public were not involved in 
the design, conduct, reporting or dissemination plans of this research.

Patient consent for publication Not applicable.

Ethics approval This study involves human participants. The Ethics Committee of 
Tabriz University of Medical Sciences approved the study protocol with the ethical 
code TBZMED.REC.1394.755. Participants gave informed consent to participate in 
the study before taking part.

Provenance and peer review Not commissioned; externally peer reviewed.

Data availability statement Data are available upon reasonable request. The 
datasets generated and/or analysed during the current study are available from 
the corresponding author upon reasonable request. Given the sensitive nature of 
participants’ information, data sharing is subject to confidentiality agreements.

Open access This is an open access article distributed in accordance with the 
Creative Commons Attribution Non Commercial (CC BY- NC 4.0) license, which 
permits others to distribute, remix, adapt, build upon this work non- commercially, 
and license their derivative works on different terms, provided the original work is 
properly cited, appropriate credit is given, any changes made indicated, and the use 
is non- commercial. See: http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/.

ORCID iDs
Ali Sadeghian http://orcid.org/0009-0008-2905-9790
Leila Valizadeh http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7047-5309

REFERENCES
 1 Sung H, Ferlay J, Siegel RL, et al. Global Cancer Statistics 2020: 

GLOBOCAN Estimates of Incidence and Mortality Worldwide for 36 
Cancers in 185 Countries. CA Cancer J Clin 2021;71:209–49. 

 2 de Boer AGEM, Taskila T, Ojajärvi A, et al. Cancer survivors and 
unemployment: a meta- analysis and meta- regression. JAMA 
2009;301:753–62. 

 3 Blinder VS, Gany FM. Impact of Cancer on Employment. J Clin Oncol 
2020;38:302–9. 

 4 Nekhlyudov L, Walker R, Ziebell R, et al. Cancer survivors’ 
experiences with insurance, finances, and employment: results from 
a multisite study. J Cancer Surviv 2016;10:1104–11. 

 5 Sharp L, Carsin AE, Timmons A. Associations between cancer- 
related financial stress and strain and psychological well- 
being among individuals living with cancer. Psychooncology 
2013;22:745–55. 

 6 Wang Y, Feng W. Cancer- related psychosocial challenges. Gen 
Psychiatr 2022;35:e100871. 

 7 Siegel RL, Miller KD, Fuchs HE, et al. Cancer statistics, 2022. CA A 
Cancer J Clinicians 2022;72:7–33. 

 8 Duijts SFA, van Egmond MP, Spelten E, et al. Physical and 
psychosocial problems in cancer survivors beyond return to work: a 
systematic review. Psychooncology 2014;23:481–92. 

 9 Dekker J, de Groot V. Psychological adjustment to chronic disease 
and rehabilitation - an exploration. Disabil Rehabil 2018;40:116–20. 

 10 Stergiou- Kita M, Grigorovich A, Tseung V, et al. Qualitative meta- 
synthesis of survivors’ work experiences and the development 
of strategies to facilitate return to work. J Cancer Surviv 
2014;8:657–70. 

 11 Xu J, Zhou Y, Li J, et al. Cancer patients’ return- to- work adaptation 
experience and coping resources: a grounded theory study. BMC 
Nurs 2023;22:66. 

 12 de Rijk A, Amir Z, Cohen M, et al. The challenge of return to work in 
workers with cancer: employer priorities despite variation in social 
policies related to work and health. J Cancer Surviv 2020;14:188–99. 

 13 Mehnert A, de Boer A, Feuerstein M. Employment challenges for 
cancer survivors. Cancer 2013;119 Suppl 11:2151–9. 

 14 Bottaro R, Faraci P. The influence of socio- demographics and clinical 
characteristics on coping strategies in cancer patients: a systematic 
review. Support Care Cancer 2022;30:8785–803. 

 15 Greidanus MA, de Boer AGEM, de Rijk AE, et al. Perceived 
employer- related barriers and facilitators for work participation of 
cancer survivors: A systematic review of employers’ and survivors’ 
perspectives. Psychooncology 2018;27:725–33. 

 16 Statistical Center of Iran. Population covered by the Iranian social 
security organization. Statistical Center of Iran; 2022. Available: 
https://amar.org.ir/statistical-information/statid/22069

 17 Sheikhy- Chaman M, Daroudi R, Rashidian H, et al. Changes in 
employment status and income and workplace organizational 
support among cancer survivors: A descriptive study in Iran.  
J Cancer Policy 2025;43:100558. 

 18 Azarkish F, Mirzaii Najmabadi K, Latifnejad Roudsari R, et al. Factors 
Related to Return to Work in Women After Breast Cancer in Iran. Iran 
Red Crescent Med J 2015;17:e19978. 

 19 Farhood B, Geraily G, Alizadeh A. Incidence and Mortality of Various 
Cancers in Iran and Compare to Other Countries: A Review Article. 
Iran J Public Health 2018;47:309–16.

 20 Zamanzadeh V, Valizadeh L, Rahmani A, et al. Cancer survivors’ 
experiences of return to work: A qualitative study. Psychooncology 
2018;27:2398–404. 

 21 Welfare MoCLaS. Labour law of the Islamic republic of Iran. Ministry 
of Cooperatives, Labour, and Social Welfare; 2020. Available: https://
www.mcls.gov.ir/

 22 Ramezanzade Tabriz E, Parsa Yekta Z, Shirdelzade S, et al. Unmet 
needs in Iranian cancer patients. Med J Islam Repub Iran 2017;31:35. 

 23 Rahimi S, Khatooni M. Saturation in qualitative research: An 
evolutionary concept analysis. Int J Nurs Stud Adv 2024;6:100174. 

 24 Enworo OC. Application of Guba and Lincoln’s parallel criteria to 
assess trustworthiness of qualitative research on indigenous social 
protection systems. QRJ 2023;23:372–84. 

 25 Lincoln YS. Naturalistic inquiry. Vol 75. sage, 1985.
 26 Graneheim UH, Lundman B. Qualitative content analysis in 

nursing research: concepts, procedures and measures to achieve 
trustworthiness. Nurse Educ Today 2004;24:105–12. 

 27 van Egmond MP, Duijts SFA, Loyen A, et al. Barriers and facilitators 
for return to work in cancer survivors with job loss experience: a 
focus group study. Eur J Cancer Care (Engl) 2017;26:e12420. 

 28 Tiedtke C, de Rijk A, Donceel P, et al. Survived but feeling 
vulnerable and insecure: a qualitative study of the mental 
preparation for RTW after breast cancer treatment. BMC Public 
Health 2012;12:538. 

 29 Feuerstein M, Gehrke AK, McMahon BT, et al. Challenges Persist 
Under Americans With Disabilities Act Amendments Act: How Can 
Oncology Providers Help? J Oncol Pract 2017;13:e543–51. 

 30 Knott V, Zrim S, Shanahan EM, et al. Returning to work following 
curative chemotherapy: a qualitative study of return to work 
barriers and preferences for intervention. Support Care Cancer 
2014;22:3263–73. 

 31 Miller LE. Uncertainty management and information seeking in 
cancer survivorship. Health Commun 2014;29:233–43. 

 32 Paltrinieri S, Vicentini M, Mancuso P, et al. Return to work of Italian 
cancer survivors: A focus on prognostic work- related factors. Work 
2022;71:681–91. 

P
ro

tected
 b

y co
p

yrig
h

t, in
clu

d
in

g
 fo

r u
ses related

 to
 text an

d
 d

ata m
in

in
g

, A
I train

in
g

, an
d

 sim
ilar tech

n
o

lo
g

ies.
 . 

E
n

seig
n

em
en

t S
u

p
erieu

r (A
B

E
S

)
at A

g
en

ce B
ib

lio
g

rap
h

iq
u

e d
e l

 
o

n
 Ju

n
e 6, 2025

 
h

ttp
://b

m
jo

p
en

.b
m

j.co
m

/
D

o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 fro
m

 
26 M

ay 2025. 
10.1136/b

m
jo

p
en

-2024-097932 o
n

 
B

M
J O

p
en

: first p
u

b
lish

ed
 as 

http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
http://orcid.org/0009-0008-2905-9790
http://orcid.org/0000-0001-7047-5309
http://dx.doi.org/10.3322/caac.21660
http://dx.doi.org/10.1001/jama.2009.187
http://dx.doi.org/10.1200/JCO.19.01856
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11764-016-0554-3
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pon.3055
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/gpsych-2022-100871
http://dx.doi.org/10.1136/gpsych-2022-100871
http://dx.doi.org/10.3322/caac.21708
http://dx.doi.org/10.3322/caac.21708
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pon.3467
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/09638288.2016.1247469
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11764-014-0377-z
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12912-023-01219-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/s12912-023-01219-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s11764-019-00829-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/cncr.28067
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00520-022-07267-0
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pon.4514
https://amar.org.ir/statistical-information/statid/22069
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcpo.2025.100558
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.jcpo.2025.100558
http://dx.doi.org/10.5812/ircmj.19978
http://dx.doi.org/10.5812/ircmj.19978
https://pubmed.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/29845017
http://dx.doi.org/10.1002/pon.4840
https://www.mcls.gov.ir/
https://www.mcls.gov.ir/
http://dx.doi.org/10.14196/mjiri.31.35
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.ijnsa.2024.100174
http://dx.doi.org/10.1108/QRJ-08-2022-0116
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.nedt.2003.10.001
http://dx.doi.org/10.1111/ecc.12420
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-538
http://dx.doi.org/10.1186/1471-2458-12-538
http://dx.doi.org/10.1200/JOP.2016.016758
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00520-014-2324-y
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/10410236.2012.739949
http://dx.doi.org/10.3233/WOR-210008
http://bmjopen.bmj.com/


8 Zamanzadeh V, et al. BMJ Open 2025;15:e097932. doi:10.1136/bmjopen-2024-097932

Open access 

 33 Sun W, Chen K, Terhaar A, et al. Work- related barriers, facilitators, 
and strategies of breast cancer survivors working during curative 
treatment. Work 2016;55:783–95. 

 34 Tamminga SJ, de Boer AG, Verbeek JH, et al. Breast cancer 
survivors’ views of factors that influence the return- to- work 
process – a qualitative study. Scand J Work Environ Health 
2012;38:144–54. 

 35 Isaksson J, Wilms T, Laurell G, et al. Meaning of work and the 
process of returning after head and neck cancer. Support Care 
Cancer 2016;24:205–13. 

 36 Silver JK, Baima J, Mayer RS. Impairment- driven cancer 
rehabilitation: an essential component of quality care and 
survivorship. CA Cancer J Clin 2013;63:295–317. 

 37 Sandberg JC, Strom C, Arcury TA. Strategies used by breast cancer 
survivors to address work- related limitations during and after 
treatment. Womens Health Issues 2014;24:e197–204. 

 38 Swanberg JE, Nichols HM, Ko J, et al. Managing cancer and 
employment: Decisions and strategies used by breast cancer 
survivors employed in low- wage jobs. J Psychosoc Oncol 
2017;35:180–201. 

P
ro

tected
 b

y co
p

yrig
h

t, in
clu

d
in

g
 fo

r u
ses related

 to
 text an

d
 d

ata m
in

in
g

, A
I train

in
g

, an
d

 sim
ilar tech

n
o

lo
g

ies.
 . 

E
n

seig
n

em
en

t S
u

p
erieu

r (A
B

E
S

)
at A

g
en

ce B
ib

lio
g

rap
h

iq
u

e d
e l

 
o

n
 Ju

n
e 6, 2025

 
h

ttp
://b

m
jo

p
en

.b
m

j.co
m

/
D

o
w

n
lo

ad
ed

 fro
m

 
26 M

ay 2025. 
10.1136/b

m
jo

p
en

-2024-097932 o
n

 
B

M
J O

p
en

: first p
u

b
lish

ed
 as 

http://dx.doi.org/10.3233/WOR-162449
http://dx.doi.org/10.5271/sjweh.3199
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00520-015-2769-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.1007/s00520-015-2769-7
http://dx.doi.org/10.3322/caac.21186
http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.whi.2013.12.007
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/07347332.2016.1276503
http://bmjopen.bmj.com/

	Taking action, return-to-work strategies used by Iranian cancer survivors: a qualitative study
	Abstract
	Introduction
	Methods
	Study design
	Participants
	Data collection
	Patient & public involvement statement
	Trustworthiness
	Data analysis

	Results
	Strategies used by cancer survivors to facilitate RTW
	Category I: assessing the situation
	Sub-category I: self-assessment
	Sub-category II: evaluation of supportive resources
	Sub-category III: gathering information about RTW

	Category II: self-accommodation
	Sub-category I: prioritising health
	Sub-category II: adjusting expectations
	Sub-category III: concealment
	Sub-category IV: disclosure
	Sub-category V: making changes in job condition

	Category III: impressing the workplace
	Sub-category I: subtle development of support system
	Sub-category II: obtaining direct support



	Discussion
	Strengths and limitations
	Research, practice, and policy implications

	Conclusions
	References


