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As the most common form of cancer among women between the ages of 20 and 59,1 breast cancer may be construed as the cancer of working women. Each year, an average of 690 Nova Scotian women will face a breast cancer diagnosis.1 Fortunately, most will survive;1 however, the negative impact of the disease can persist long after it is in remission. For example, in the five years after initial treatment, breast cancer survivors suffer a dramatic drop in annual income, attributed to a reduction in hours worked.2 Comparing workers with and without a history of cancer survivorship, breast and female reproductive cancer survivors have the highest unemployment rate.3 It may seem as though pull factors, such as fatigue and other negative side effects of treatment, might be affecting breast cancer survivors’ employment patterns

post-diagnosis. However, most cancer survivors continue working even during treatment, and the vast majority (77%) are able to return to work at full capacity for their job.4 Rather, research suggests that, in large part, push factors related to the employment context may be at the root of the problem. For example, breast cancer survivors have reported facing dismissal, failure to hire, demotion, denial of promotion, denial of benefits, and hostility in the workplace.5 Whether blatant or in its more subtle manifestation such as incivility,6 workplace discrimination toward breast cancer survivors may be fed by several myths currently held by employers and colleagues, such as the fear that cancer survivors are not

able to perform their duties, that they do not take their jobs seriously, or that they will likely quit—all factors contributing to the additional belief that coworkers will have to bear the burden of an increased workload.7 These misconceptions contribute to a non-supportive work environment—which has been identified among the top factors influencing return to work among cancer survivors.8

Surprisingly little research in occupational health psychology has studied how we can better create

psychologically healthy workplaces capable of accommodating individuals with serious illnesses. Yet ironically, in many jobs (partially due to technological advancements), we are in a better position than ever to accommodate individuals at work and to facilitate positive workplace responses. In the proposed longitudinal study, we will test a model of several socio-contextual factors hypothesized to contribute to breast cancer survivors’ reduced well-being and workforce participation. Factors such as workplace accommodation, growth opportunities, and coworker incivility are proposed to predict the extent to which the basic psychological needs of autonomy, relatedness, and competence are met at work. In turn, lower levels of these basic needs are expected to predict a decline in the psychological well-being of breast cancer survivors, as well as inform their decision to opt out of, change, or reduce their hours in their employment context. Inspiring our model is a five-wave longitudinal study conducted by the principal investigator with colleagues in Missouri, USA,9 as well as the present research team’s qualitative investigation already underway. Our longitudinal investigation revealed that at times when breast cancer survivors’ work competence need satisfaction is higher—over and above the state of their physical symptoms—their psychological well-being is also better. Our semi-structured interviews with breast

cancer survivors, employers, and colleagues have thus far identified incivility and assumptions regarding incapacity to handle workload as primary barriers to the fulfillment of breast cancer survivors’ basic needs at work. In a clinical setting, therapeutic interventions for breast cancer that increase feelings of authenticity and autonomy have been found to be associated with outliving one’s prognosis.10 Therefore, given that the majority (i.e., 68%) of Nova Scotian women work, the workplace could be an ideal context for healing. With an increased understanding of the impact of workplace responses to breast cancer on basic psychological needs of survivors, the workplace may allow breast cancer survivors to derive maximal—even healing—benefit from positive engagement in their valued social role of worker.
