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Xenia Koumi:  Hello everyone my name is Xenia Koumi, I'm the project lead for Business Healthy 

which is a free network led and delivered by the Public Health Team at the City of 

London Corporation and we help businesses of all sizes and all sectors in the City of 

London in improving and supporting the health and wellbeing of their workforce.  

This morning I am delighted to be joined by Janet O'Doherty who is a Cancer 

Support Specialist at Maggie's Barts and also by my colleague, Alexandra Vastano.   

The focus of this session is on supporting employees with cancer.  According to 

Healthy Working Lives, in the UK, over 750,000 people of working age are living with 

cancer and many of these people remain in work throughout their treatment.  As 

many as 63,000 people with cancer today want to work but are unable to do so 

because they don't have the right support.  And it's also estimated that by 2013 an 

extra 130,000 people with cancer could return to work after treatment with the 

right support from their employer.  As we are going to hear from Janet, living with 

cancer or supporting others through cancer treatment can have a physical, mental, 

social, and financial toll on individuals and those closest to them.  Under Health and 

Safety law, employers have a duty of care to their staff and are obliged to take 

reasonable steps to ensure their wellbeing, including making reasonable 

adjustments.   

Janet is going to take us through a brief introduction into how employers can best 

support staff who are impacted by cancer and the role that Maggie's Centres can 

play in this.  Then, following on from that, Alex and Janet will run through some 

frequently asked questions and also information about how you as employers can 

get in touch with Maggie's.  Janet, thank you again, for joining us today and I'll 

handover to you.   

Janet O’Doherty:  Thank you very much.  It's great to join you to talk about such an important 

topic.  I'm just going to introduce Maggie's briefly and then following that I'm going 

to give you an overview of some of our sessions that we host here at Maggie's 

Centre, just to help employers support their staff.   

Maggie's is a charity that offers free social, practical and emotional support to 

anyone affected by cancer.  We have a number of calm and uplifting centres across 

the country where our professional teams made up of Cancer Support Specialists, 

Psychologists, Benefit Advisers are on hand to offer cancer information and support.  

Normally visitors don't need an appointment, but currently because of the social 

distancing requirements in place, we are asking people to call ahead and arrange a 

time to come and see us.   

Similarly, Maggie's runs a number of courses and workshops: Living with Less Stress 

course, a Mindfulness course, a variety of exercise sessions, hair loss support 

sessions and nutrition workshops.  Unfortunately due to the COVID-19 pandemic, 

we are currently not able to run these groups in our centres face to face, but we are 

instead offering a virtual programme of activities so that the opportunity for people 

to connect with us and one another still exists.  Maggie's staff can also provide some 

support over the phone, so please do let your colleagues and employees know that 



Maggie's is still there for them.  Whether they are the person diagnosed with cancer 

or whether it is a loved one that is suffering from the illness.  We recognise that the 

need for support is greater now than ever.   

This slide just shows a map of the location of our centres and the ones that will be 

opening shortly.  Those not living close by to a centre can still access a Maggie's 

online virtually.  It will come as no surprise to you that the diagnosis of cancer is a 

stressful event.  And as with any trauma, a period of adjustment is needed.  

Whether the diagnosis comes out of the blue, or whether it follows a period of 

illness, early responses are likely to include shock, disbelief, and fear.   

There are immediate concerns about the treatments needed and what the outcome 

of this is most likely to be.  After that, there are practical concerns about how loved 

ones will be impacted and whether or not they will be able to work and support 

themselves financially.  For many people with cancer, being able to continue 

working, or successfully return to work after a period of absence is very important.  

It can help them maintain a sense of normality at a time of upheaval and provide 

them with routine social interaction, feelings of achievement and of course, a 

financial income.   

At Maggie's we know how much people value honest and sensitive communication 

with their employers.  we also recognise that employers don't always feel confident 

in the interactions they need to have with their employee who has a diagnosis of 

cancer.  That's why Maggie's have developed sessions to specifically look at the 

issues relating to work and cancer.   

We've already talked a little bit about the context for these workshops, but I wanted 

to highlight a little bit more about that.  A staggering a 100,000 people of working 

age are diagnosed with cancer each year.  Many of these people can no longer 

continue to work once treatment is completed or perhaps will continue working 

even through their treatment.   

Flexibility from their employer is likely to be needed.  It should be mentioned that 

it's not only employees living with cancer who are worried about how they will cope 

with work, but their carers too.  Employers generally want to do the right thing, but 

they may be worried about the difficult conversations that they will have with 

people affected by cancer.  We also know that employees are likely to have 

concerns about meeting the needs of the company or organisation as a whole and 

how changes will impact other people practically and personally.  Policies around 

communicating with individuals who have cancer may be lacking and those that do 

exist may be very rigid and that can be detrimental.  It's also worth pointing out that 

no two people's cancer journey will be the same.  Therefore, a tailored approach is 

vital.   

So what do we cover during a Maggie's Back to Work session.  At Maggie's Back to 

Work sessions we will talk about different types of cancer, and there are more than 

200 types, we will also talk about the different types of treatment that are available.  

Treatments vary very greatly in their intensity.  Some can be very long-term, some 

are much shorter.  We will talk about the common side effects of treatment and 

how that is likely to impact an individual.  Side effects can be both physical, hair loss, 



or nausea, they can be emotional, and also cognitive.  Here at Maggie's we will often 

hear people talk about how they find it very difficult to multi-task.  They describe 

something called "chemo-brain" a kind of fog that makes them distracted easily.  We 

will also talk about the late effects of cancer treatment and the consequences of 

going through cancer treatment can be very long term indeed. And again, can vary 

from individual to individual.   

It's important to know that somebody with cancer is considered by law as having a 

disability.  They are protected by this law, so we will talk about some of the 

legislation that is in place to protect people.  We will also talk about the oneness on 

the employer to make reasonable adjustments to enable an employee to continue 

working.  Interestingly, there is no fixed definition of what is reasonable, so we 

spend some time looking at this.  There will also be a strong focus on back to work 

planning.  And finally, we will talk about the cost of getting it wrong, and we will give 

some top tips about just generally, how to talk to someone about their cancer, if 

that is something that people are feeling anxious about.   

So perhaps we could move on now to the questions.  During our Back to Work 

sessions, we sometimes look at case studies and that can be very helpful, and 

questions quite frequently come up, so I think there have been some submitted.  

Alexandra Vastano:  I had a question, what should I do if an employee gets upset frequently?  

Janet O’Doherty:  So, this is something that we frequently talk about in our Back to Work 

sessions and cancer can trigger a lot of emotions and they can be very intense at 

time.  And they don't always come when you expect them to.   

What I would suggest, is that you arrange to have a meeting with your employee or 

colleague and just ask them, you can offer statements of sympathy, "I can see this 

has been very upsetting for you."  But just ask them how they are, and you might 

want to plan that and have a think about your one to one interaction.  You might 

want to allow time to have breaks.   

If you're a manager talking to an employee, you might just want to ask them if they 

want anyone with them.  And just talk about how things are, and that you've noticed 

they have been getting very upset.  What I would steer clear of is giving a lot of 

advice.  People that have got diagnosis of cancer are often bombarded with advice.   

And also, I think you need to be quite careful of assuming that someone is not 

coping.  Never assume, I would say, always have open communication, always ask, 

what do they, how do they perceive things.  If you assume that they can't do their 

jobs because they are frequently getting upset, then that could be counted as 

victimisation or even discrimination. So, you do need to be a little bit careful.   

Rather than give advice, maybe signpost to cancer support centres, like Maggie's 

and the support that is on offer.  I wouldn't suggest that they go and see a 

councillor, but you might just want to say, "Are you getting any professional help?  

And have you thought about you contacting the team at Maggie's by phone or by 

dropping in in-person?" I think, yes, don't assume, and you might just want to think 

about how that person is relating to other colleagues on their team.   



I know that some people with cancer, they don't want to talk about it all the time, so 

they can have things which perhaps they can put on their desk that say "I'm not up 

for talking about it today" and when that's there, the people around them know just 

not to mention it.  And so, you may need to debrief your colleagues as well with 

what the person wants.  Do they want people to ask them how they are or would 

they rather just people give them space.   

And it may be that you just need to allow them extra breaks, a chance just to get 

away for five minutes, just to compose themselves.  But frequently, we do see 

people experiencing these intense emotions.  and sometimes when you think that 

everything is fine, and their cancer treatment has gone well, even then at the end of 

treatment, people can sometimes feel very tearful, feel very overwhelmed and it 

takes some time to process the emotion.  It's not always at the beginning when you 

might expect it.   

So, I would say just never assume, ask and signpost if you can to cancer support.   

Alexandra Vastano:  That is great advice, thank you.  So, I have another question.  What are some 

of the most common side effects that people diagnosed with have, and how can I 

make adjustments in the workplace to help?   

Janet O’Doherty:  Very good question.  So, the most common side effect, probably of cancer 

treatment, which is almost universal I would say is fatigue.  And often coming back 

to work, people will be desperate to get back to work, but they will just get really 

really tired.   

So an example of a reasonable adjustment for people that are suffering from this 

overwhelming fatigue would be to allow flexible working and perhaps them working 

from home and perhaps to allow more frequent breaks and maybe, you may need to 

adjust the workload that they've got in discussion with them. But explain to them 

why you are looking at that.   

I think a top tip for employers, really I would say, it's always best, when someone is 

returning to work after a period of absence, or trying to work through  treatment, 

it's probably better to start small, give them a bit less so that they can get that sense 

of achievement as they go ahead.  But fatigue can be long-lasting and quite 

debilitating actually.   

So, it's more than a case of feeling a little bit tired, it could be quite significant.  And 

the other main side effect that probably affects people at work is their risk, 

increased risk, to getting infections.  So, most cancer treatments will suppress your 

immune system, which means you could pick up bugs more easily.  So, I think we are 

all a bit conscious at the moment about being careful not to contract viruses, bugs, 

so we are kind of a little bit more clued into that which is quite good.   

But again, allowing perhaps people to work from home or perhaps to travel at times 

when it's less busy.  All of those kinds of adjustments can be put into place. And it 

may be that the person who is perhaps returning to work after cancer treatment, 

perhaps they don't hot desk, you know have their own things, and they can wipe it 

down, their telephone and computer and things so that they're not sharing 

equipment so often.   



Alexandra Vastano:  Yes, no that makes sense.  Thank you.  And then also, if an employee is 

diagnosed with an advanced stage of cancer, should I as an employer be 

encouraging them to continue to come to work?  

Janet O’Doherty:  That is a very difficult one, this one because again, if you make assumptions 

about people that they are not able to do their job, as we've already discussed, it 

could be considered as discrimination.  But equally, it may not be realistic for 

someone to keep working.   

Cancer treatments are improving, even for people with non-curative cancer and 

people are living longer with the disease.  And I think that they obviously want to 

continue to support themselves for as long as possible.  But if you feel that they're 

getting to a place where they are just not functioning properly, then I would say 

monitor performance very well.  Talk to them, but when you talk to them, I 

wouldn't, I would never suggest to someone that they stop working, but I would try 

to talk to them so that they come to a conclusion themselves, maybe I need to cut 

back or maybe I need to stop for a little while and take some sick leave.   

If you've got occupational health services in your company, then I would advise 

speaking to them as well because they can give a lot of advice and help around 

whether or not someone is fit enough to work.  Sometimes employers will want to 

see reports, medical reports.  That can be quite stressful for people when that's 

requested.  They have to ask a doctor, so please give them plenty of time if you're 

asking for fit notes or medical reports because you can't just get them 

instantaneously.  NHS staff as you know work under incredible pressure so give 

them plenty of notice when you want the next fit note or when you want the next 

medical report.  And obviously, handling all of that information confidentially is 

really important.   

Alexandra Vastano:  No, definitely.  You mentioned that there are usually Cancer in the 

Workplace workshops but that a lot of them have been postponed due to COVID-19.  

So just as a general question, who can come to visit the Maggie's centres and are 

those workshops open to everyone?  

Janet O’Doherty:  So, what we do is we invite people to approach us.  If they would like a 

bespoke course for their particular company, we will give you an email address that 

you can contact us on.  So, we do run Back to Work sessions for employees as well 

so you can signpost your employees to those.  At the moment nothing is face to 

face, but anyone could call us for advice.  So, we are happy to speak on the phone 

and to employees.   

There's a wealth of information on our online centre as well that people can access.  

We are hoping to restart as soon as possible with our back to work sessions for both 

employers and employees.  So do make the most of the resources that are there.  In 

those sessions we can point you towards policy templates and really just help you 

think through how you might have those one to ones, and those challenging 

conversations with people.  I think generally, people don't recognise that having 

these conversations is anxiety provoking and the people with cancer, they'll often 

tell us that they recognise a genuine offer of help.   



I would say to people as an end note really, just don't worry too much about what 

you're saying, what you're not saying.  If you're trying to help people, generally, 

people with cancer will respond really well to that.  I would say communication is 

the key.  Keeping communication open and honest, and asking people how they see 

things, what they want, how they might want you to keep in touch, all those kinds of 

things will go a long long way in creating, or making sure this is done well, in 

supporting your person with cancer well.   

Alexandra Vastano:  Great, thank you so much.  That was my last question.   

Xenia Koumi:  Thank you so much Janet and thank you Alex, I think that was a really great 

takeaway just sort of leave, to finish on that note, is that the most important thing 

employers can do is to communicate and just to have those open discussions.  and 

obviously, Maggie's offering is absolutely fantastic, and there to support employers 

at every single stage in that conversation.  We will be including some links and 

contact details to Maggie's Barts and Maggie's Centres in the body of text 

accompanying this video.   

But just to summarise, thank you so much to Janet for such an insightful 

presentation and for your time today.  And yes, the offer available to employers is 

wonderful and so pleased you take this up as an opportunity.  Thank you very much 

both. 


