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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to study on the understanding of the concept of career
development among cancer survivors who were diagnosed with cancer during their
childhood. This study was based on review of past researches on individual factors and career
development among cancer survivors using the System Theory Framework. To conduct the
literature reviews, the researcher utilized keywords such as career, career development and
cancer survivors. From the literatures reviewed, the single factor that contributed to career
development among young cancer survivors was the individual factor. Hence, addressing
career development (the individual factor), might be important to improve employment
outcomes for young cancer survivors. The importance and originality of this study were, it
explored career development among young cancer survivors. This paper adopted elements
from the System Theory Framework (STF) to derive the individual factor that influenced of
career development. It is hoped this research findings will contribute to literatures on the
significant factor contributing to career development among young cancer survivors in
Malaysia.

Keywords: Career Development, Working Life, Cancer Survivors.

Introduction

Individual career development is a lifetime process that encompasses the growth and change
process of childhood, the formal career education at school, and the maturational processes
that continue throughout a person’s working adulthood and into retirement (Baer, Flexer,
Luft and Simmons, 2012). A more contemporary view suggests the individual should take
responsibility for planning his/her career which may involve horizontal and vertical
movements within and between organizations in order to achieve advancement (Werner &
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DeSimone, 2006; Parker & Inkson, 1999). In the workplace, an individual’s career
development can be developed by the effort of the organization’s program and management
function. From this perspective, the management often designs and administers various kinds
of career programme that enable employees who work in different job groups to match their
interests and capabilities with current and future organizational opportunities and changes.
These efforts can motivate employees to maintain and support organizational strategies and
goals in an era of global competitions (Ismail et al., 2011; Baruch, 2004; Martin, Romero, Valle
& Dolan 2001; Greenhaus et al., 2000). It also enables the organization to achieve a balance
between individual career needs and the organization’s workforce requirements (Lips-
Wiersma & Hall, 2007). The ability of employees to adapt to these organizational changes can
enhance the progression of their career ladders in organizations. They may also create a
pleasurable environment and give positive reactions towards their work resulting from their
appraisal of their jobs in organizations (Adekola, 2011; Ismail et al., 2011; McShane & Glinow,
2005; Linz, 2003; Appelbaum & Shapiro, 2002; Martin et al., 2001; Greenhaus, et al., 2000).
They will experience high satisfaction with their jobs which may lead to positive outcomes
such as better future in career, providing opportunities for favourable income, an
improvement in social status in terms of access to better housing and health care.

However, in contrast, there are individuals who have less opportunity in their career
development which is cancer survivors. The development of career among cancer survivors
might differ from others. They are disconnected from the labour market, or not engaged in
productive activities due to negative physical and psychological health related outcomes
(Lucas, Clark, Georgellis, & Diener, 2004). Having disabilities related to health outcomes may
exert little influence on the career development and plans of some individuals, whereas
others may find the same disabilities affect their career aspirations, self-esteem and life
experiences in general. As Szymanski & Hanley-Maxwell (1990) explained, ‘a disability, in and
of itself, does not determine career development but is more accurately perceived as a risk
factor potentially influencing career development’.

Landscape of Cancer Survivors

The number of people living beyond cancer diagnoses reached nearly 15.5 million worldwide
in 2014 and is expected to rise to almost 19 million by 2024 (Miller et al., 2016). In Malaysia,
a total of 115,238 new cancer cases were registered for the period of 2012-2016. 44.7% were
among males and 55.3% were among females. The age standardised incidence rates (ASR)
were 86.1 for males and 101.6 for females per 100,000 populations. The incidence rates for
all sites combined were increased by 2.3 in females and slightly reduced by 0.8 in males per
100,000 populations when comparing the last five-year period (2012—2016) with the previous
one between 2007 until 2011 (Malaysia National Cancer Registry 2011-2016). Unfortunately,
The incidence of cancers in the country is expected to rise due to increasing ageing population
in the country, increase in population’s exposure to cancer risks with the rapid process of
modernization and the growing adoption of unhealthy lifestyles.

Nevertheless, earlier detection, better awareness, and a greater access to better treatment
have also contributed to many patients living past five years (Brenner et al., 2012). The ability
to cure cancer was one of the great success stories of modern medicine particularly in the
high-income countries which also saw an increase in the employment rates among cancer
survivors (Mehnert, de Boer and Feuerstein, 2013; Bosetti et al., 2013; Joutard et al., 2012;
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Verdecchia et al., 2009; Verdecchia et al., 2007 & Kanavos, 2006). In other words, the success
of cancer care is reflected by early detection, prompt treatment and survival improvement
after the patient being diagnosed. It could be assumed cancer patients around the world
survived cancer more than ever before due to the success of the medical system such as early
diagnoses and more effective treatments.

Approximately 15.5 million cancer survivors currently live in the United States, with the
number of survivors expected to increase to 20.3 million by 2026 (American Cancer Society,
2016). Whereas in Malaysia, a Study on Cancer Survival 2018 (National Cancer Registry
Department, National Cancer Institute) was the first population-based cancer survival study
report on the findings of a five-year relative survival for 15 types of cancers in Malaysia. The
survival rate was higher in women and the younger patients aged 15—44 years who comprised
21% of the sample. The study also revealed that the cancer survival estimate in Malaysia was
comparable to that of other Asian countries, and the pattern was similar with that of other
studies for similar types of cancer. However, the survival rate in Malaysia was lower compared
to that in Australia, New Zealand, the USA and most European countries. In Malaysia, for
many common types of cancer, especially those detected at an early stage, the long-term
survival rate is now above 80% (The Malaysian Pediatric Association, 2012). As a result, the
population of cancer survivors is steadily increasing. This has led to a growing number of
studies on cancer survivors and the consideration of survivorship as a major factor in the
continuum of care (McCabe, 2007; Rowland et al., 2006; Ayanian & Jacobsen, 2006; Grunfeld,
2006). The overarching treatment of cancer not only to ensure cure, but also to allow the
cancer survivors to have normal growth and development in order to realize their full
potential as productive and healthy adults so they can focus more on developing their future
career. However, the initial experience during cancer treatment had changed the outlook of
the patient’s altogether; its impact was so negatively powerful that it altered not only the
physical appearance of the individual but the inner self as well. They were faced with a unique
set of challenges after the diagnosis including the thought of the ability to maintain their work
and educational goals during the highly transitional time (Langeveld et al., 2003). Psihogios et
al. (2018) found supporting evidence that college personnel do indeed work with survivors.
In their survey of staff from college health centers and offices of disabilities from 24 colleges
and universities in the Philadelphia area, they found nearly 90% had provided services to a
young adult survivor of childhood cancer within the past two years.

To date, there has been a scant research related to the career development of cancer
survivors. Initially researches on cancer survivors focused on curing cancer and on planning,
delivering, and monitoring the effects of cancer treatment. More recently, cancer
survivorship research has begun to focus on the cancer survivor as a person, including the
multiple facets of survivors’ quality of life (Dietz & Mulrooney, 2011; Rowland, 2008;
Langeveld, Stam, Grootenhuis, and Last, 2007; Dimitra, 2014). Topics such as cancer survivors’
cancer-related fatigue, positive affect, life satisfaction, and spirituality were explored. Yet
cancer survivorship research has been slow to recognize the role of work and career issues in
cancer survivors’ quality of life, and interventions directed at re-employment and return-to-
work after treatment lagged behind other quality of life interventions (Hoving, Broekhuizen
and Frings-Dresen, 2009).
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With the limited research focusing on a very small component of the career development,
significant knowledge gaps related to the concept of career development of cancer survivors
existed. These knowledge gaps must be addressed in order to gain a better understanding of
the factors influencing the impact of career development process of cancer survivors and to
develop interventions that might improve the career development of cancer survivors in
Malaysia. Therefore, this study focused on young adults cancer survivors who were diagnosed
with cancer in their early childhood years (below 14 years) and who completely survived from
cancer until now. This study was to find out their career development. It is also to facilitate
more discussions and researches related to the career development of these young cancer
survivors with the goal of increasing employment and overall participation in the broader
society. The present scope of study was designed to investigate the development of cancer
survivors’ care processes in Malaysia through an overview of career development and factors
that underpinned their career development.

Methodology

This paper is a conceptual review based on review of past studies and on the development of
a model of career development, cancer survivors covering available international literatures
and online data. The process of retrieving the literatures began in March, 2020 to August,
2020. The selected article was based on the year from 2014 until 2020. The selection of
articles was based on keywords as suggested by Strauser, Jones, Tansey, Chan (2015) and
relevant literatures using keyword search that led to a successful systematic review. In the
process, keyword such as career development, working life and young cancer survivors were
used such as Google Scholar and Emerald Insight. Science Direct and SAGE were used to
search for supporting materials and resources relevant to the study. The review of 17 past
studies and the development of a model of career development are shown below.

Cancer Survivors and Career Development

A short background on the origins of the term and a review of the existing career development
among young cancer survivors’ debate are necessary to grasp where this study fitted into the
context of other academic literatures, and more importantly to point out the gap in the
ongoing debate. In terms of definition, there are at least three distinct phases associated with
cancer survival. They are; (1) acute survival - where diagnosis and therapeutic intervention
dominate and the time from diagnosis to the end of initial treatment; (2) extended survival
- when cancer is in remission, the role of doctors and nurses diminishes and psychological
distress begins which is the transition from treatment to extended survival, fear of cancer
recurrence and physical limitations become manifest; and (3) permanent survival, roughly
equated with ‘cure’ also known as long-term survival (Mullan, 1985). Mullan writes, “No
matter how long we live, cancer patients are survivors — at once wary and relieved, bashful
and proud”(3, p.272).

Young adult cancer survivors are one group of individuals with chronic health conditions who
were negatively impacted in the area of career development and employment (Strauser,
2014). Young cancer survivors aged 15-39 years were historically understudied research
population (Kent et al., 2012). Young cancer survivors might not have the opportunity to
develop their skills, or to have necessary experiences, to develop effective career and work
behaviours and might have difficulty finding employment due to the results of their cancer
and associated treatment (Strauser et al., 2010).
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Career development is a lifelong developmental process that is influenced by an individual’s
learning experiences and characteristics of different environments. Factors such as an
individual’s abilities, gender, education, interests, and culture may influence relationships and
performance in a working environment. When these factors are applied to the career realm,
the implication is one of a complex and dynamic relationship between young cancer survivors
and career development (Szymanski, Hershenson, Enright & Ettinger, 1996). In addition many
individuals with disabilities are unable to meet their most basic human needs independently,
often creating a state of dependence with no real promise for achieving higher states of
vocational or career functioning (Strauser, 2014). The cancer survivors often face difficulties
and challenges to work or return to work after receiving treatment (Bouhnik et al., 2015). As
survival rates of the young diagnosed with cancer have increased, it is therefore critical to
understand how the cancer experience affects functioning, especially in terms of career
development. Young cancer survivors have to suspend normative development while
managing active treatment. Specifically, when coping with cancer they can stall the progress
in decision-making and planning for future careers (Noll et al., 2007; Bleyer 2007; Stern et al.,
1993 & Stern et al., 1991). Past researches proved young adults who survived childhood
cancer, experienced problems in obtaining and maintaining employment (Kirchhoff et al.,
2010; Stern et al., 2010; Pang et al., 2008; de Boer, Verbeek, & van Dijk, 2006; Stern, Norman,
& Zevon, 1991).

Previous researches indicated young cancer survivors experienced higher levels of
unemployment and often experienced career development problems such as limited work
skills, unclear or unrealistic career expectations, and poor social skills, all of which contributed
to difficulties in obtaining and maintaining employment and often led to decreased quality of
life (Strauser, Wagner, Wong, & O’Sullivan, 2013; Kirchhoff et al., 2010; Stern et al., 2010; de
Boer, Taskila, Ojaja“rvi, van Dijk, & Verbeek, 2009; Pang et al., 2008; de Boer, Verbeek, & van
Dijk, 2006; Stern, Norman, & Zevon, 1991). However, a study by Stern et al., (1991) found
young cancer patients showed a greater tendency to prematurely foreclose on a career choice
than did healthy youths. This showed young cancer survivors who were looking forward to
fulfilling some of their dreams, career ambitions or plans, viewed these as lost ambitions or
opportunities.

When compared to their non-cancer counterparts, young cancer survivors demonstrated
higher prevalence of functional limitations and participation restrictions that interfered with
their employment, educational attainment, and other social outcomes (Gurney et al., 2009;
Ness at al., 2008; Crom et al., 2007; Ness et al., 2006 & Ness et al., 2005). Specifically, survivors
of childhood cancer were found to be five times more likely to be unemployed compared to
their non-cancer counterparts (de Boer, 2006). They also had nearly 15 times the risk for not
participating in school or work when compared with their healthy siblings (Ness et al., 2005).
A study on parents with young adult survivors of childhood cancer found employment
concerns and a lack of career development and employment resources for their young adult
children were a major concern and were associated with increased levels of parental stress
(Freeman et al., 2010).

Factors Influencing Career Development using The System Theory Framework

In this study, the factors of career development influences were based on the Systems Theory
Framework of career development (McMahon & Patton, 1995; Patton & McMahon, 1997,
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1999, 2006; Patton & McMahon, 2014). The aim of STF is to emphasise two general influences
of career theory, namely content and process (Patton & McMahon, 2014). Content influences
consist of intrapersonal variables, for example personality, gender, abilities and age, as well
as contextual variables which consist of the context in which they live, including their social
relations, organisations with whom they interact, and the environment in which they live
(McMahon et al., 2004; McMahon & Watson, 2008). Within the framework these influences
are represented as three interconnected systems, namely the individual system, the social
system and the environmental-societal system (McMahon et al., 2004; Patton & McMahon,
2014). According to McMahon and Watson (2008), the STF makes provision for the interaction
and changing nature of these influences and is thus conceptualised as a dynamic, open
system. The process influences comprise three different elements. The first one is referred to
as recursive interaction within the individual, as well as between the individual and his or her
context (McMahon et al., 2004; Patton & McMahon, 2014).

The second process influence is known as change over time and “emphasises how recursive
interaction contributes to the micro-process of career decision making and the macro-process
of change over time” (McMahon et al., 2004, p.14). The third process influence is concerned
with the impact of chance on career development (McMahon et al., 2014; McMahon &
Watson, 2008; Patton & McMahon, 2014). This framework is built on the constructs of
information, career problem solving, and decision making. Individuals who lack information
or have low levels of readiness experience employment difficulties related to job acquisition
and maintenance and may display affective and behavioral states that contribute to negative
employment outcomes (Strauser, Zanskas & Lustig 2011). Research by Hall & LaCroix, (2015)
found the STF elements of learning such as creating a learning environment, the content of
learning, and reflection on learning were applied in a clinical supervision experience that was
shown to be beneficial to participants. Other researchers had identified the utility of the STF
in guiding research activities and Byrne (2007) used the STF to classify the factors influencing
the decision to study speech pathology.

Individual factor

The individual system comprises both intrapersonal influences that have been presented in
existing career theories, such as personality, values, and interests, as well as those influences
that have traditionally been under-represented in existing career theories, for example
gender, age, self-concept, health, ability, disability, physical attributes, beliefs, personality,
interests, values, aptitudes, skills, world of work knowledge, sexual orientation and ethnicity
(Patton & McMahon, 2014). All individuals have these intrapersonal influences, but they are
different for each individual (Patton & McMahon, 2014).

Study by Strauser et al., (2015) stated that individual factors such as age at diagnosis had
indirect influences on career readiness through emotional health and vocational identity
among cancer survivors. Diagnosed at older ages was related to clear vocational identity,
which in turn correlated with higher career readiness. However, Raque-Bogdan, (2013) stated
that experiencing breast cancer at a young age contributing to an increased desire for work
to provide a sense of meaning as well as financial security and insurance. In addition, Pang et
al., (2008) focus on socio-demographic variables and found that, younger age and female
gender are associated with higher risks of having never been employed. Szilagy et al., (2019)
stated that a gender difference, where female participants are more likely to choose health-
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related professions than men among cancer survivors. Taskila et al., (2004) found that the
education plays a role on cancer survivors employment. Strauser et al., (2013) found
differences for unemployment status, educational attainment and personal income towards
career readiness among cancer survivors. Next, personal factors such as race significantly
affect the career and employment of cancer survivors. For example, Kirchhoff et al., (2010)
have documented that female survivors or African American, Hispanic, and mixed race
survivors are more likely to report health-related unemployment whereas only African
American or mixed race survivors are more likely to be unemployed but seeking work
(Kirchhoff et al., 2010). In addition, survivors’ personal resources such as optimism are also
found to be important for stimulating survivors’ personal growth and increasing their
commitment to work (Demerouti et al., 2001; Hakanen & Lindbohm, 2008).

Social Influences Factor

Social influences or the contextual system in STF is separated into two smaller systems namely
the social system and the environmental-societal system. Individuals are relational and they
construct a sense of self through interaction with those around them (Patton & McMahon,
2014). Different life roles only exist due to the relationship that exists with the larger system
(Patton & McMahon, 2014). The social system represents the principal social influences with
which individuals interact, such as peers, family, media, community groups, workplace, and
education institutions (McMahon & Watson, 2008; Patton & McMahon, 2014). Each of these
social structures is also a source of beliefs, values and attitudes that may get taught to the
individual in a diversity of ways (Patton & McMahon, 2014). The influence that these different
groups can have on an individual can be long-lasting, but also change at different times
throughout an individual’s life as he/she move between social influences (Patton &
McMahon, 2014). As can be seen in Figure 1, the individual and the social systems function
within the broader system, namely that of the society and the environment (McMahon &
Watson, 2008; Patton & McMahon, 2014). This is known as the environmental-societal
system. Although subsystems of the environmental-societal system, such as political decisions,
historical trends, globalization, socio-economic status, employment market, and geographical
location seem to have a less direct impact on the career development of the individual, it is
none the less profound. In other words, it can be viewed as a ripple effect, where the slightest
movement in the outer circle is felt by the smallest circle in the centre. Therefore, in the case
of the STF, it will be the individual, social and environmental-societal factors.

At educational institution, students will generate knowledge and develop various skills
needed for their individual development (Eriksson, Welander, & Granlund, 2007). For cancer
survivors, returning to school/university represents an important milestone in life (Boonen &
Petry, 2012). Although they were looking forward to come to the school again, but somehow
they may experience a volatile challenges following re-entry (Bonneau et al., 2011). However,
support from the education institution may hindered the barrier of cancer survivor’s
reintegration which can give positive impact on their career development in the future.
Furthermore, school helps adolescents in critical thinking about their career-related goals and
social values attached to these goals (Germeijs, Verschueren, & Soenens, 2006). This is
whereby social system such as education institution should give much attention to cancer
survivors to ensure the long-term success of survivors that can facilitate the engagement of
survivors with the education institution, enhance the quality of learning environments, and
pave the way for survivors’ continued development.
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In addition, Bashore and Breyer, (2017) stated that the survivors focused more on their peer
relationships and the social impact of either returning to school after an extended absence
rather than having to reengage in class attendance for an education. This emphasize on the
peer’s relationship deem important contributor to the development of cancer survivor’s
career and life. The role of perceived social support such as family and friend, will ensure the
security and companionable in their surroundings (Bozo et al., 2009). In the same vein, Szilagy
etal., (2019) found that social and family circumstances have substantial impact on the choice
of a health-related career among cancer survivors. Next, social-environmental factors reveal
that the workplace shows a significant impact on career development of cancer survivor. For
example, Hamzah et al., (2020) stated that the understanding and recognition by the
organization deem important contributor toward cancer survivor’s career engagement. The
study also mentioned the strong correlation between atmosphere in working environment
and career engagement among cancer survivors (Hamzah et al., 2020). However, Moskowitz,
Todd, Chen, and Feuerstein (2014) report that workplace problems are linked to lower levels
of work ability and survivors reporting workplace problems are more likely to lose or leave a
job because of cancer. Hence, it is crucial to study the factors of career development among
cancer survivors because they require more support and information especially with respect
to re-integrating into the world of work.
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Proposed Conceptual Framework
Based on the above discussion, we developed a conceptual framework as depicted in Figure
2.

Individual factors

Personality

Age

Career Development

Social Influence

Family and peer support

Figure 2: The author proposed conceptual framework

Conclusion and Recommendations

The intent of this article was to provide an introduction to a domain factor to provide a
framework for all individuals involved in the career development of young adult cancer
survivors with the goal of improving participation in work related activities and overall
participation in broader society. The framework was based on The System Theory of Career
Development. To further explore the reported impacts of cancer survivors on career
development, the following issues require further considerations. Firstly, the people’s
perceptions on individuals who are influenced by the presence of cancer survivors. This means
stereotyping occurs within the workplace which can impact on career development,
especially through equitable training and promotion opportunities. Secondly, further
explorations should find out whether confidence and self-esteem issues are associated with
the history of cancer which may or may not have an impact on career development. Next, the
responsibility for career development among young cancer survivors should be addressed.
Should the responsibility lies on the individual, the employer, or a joint partnership and
whether the management supports career development and does it apply equitably? The
importance of practical support at the work place and health care providers had been
reported in some studies on cancer and work. According to a finished study on social support
at the work place and occupational health services, practical support was most needed from
the supervisors in the form of taking the illness into consideration when planning and
managing the work tasks of cancer survivors. From the occupational health personnel,
support was especially needed by evaluating the working conditions in the light of the cancer
survivors’ ability to cope at work (Taskila et al., 2006). The information from this communiqué
will enhance in tailoring the project, harmonization of pertinent allotment of resources and
dissemination of cancer care.

The scope of this study was designed to investigate the need of the development of cancer
survivorship care processes to be enacted within Malaysia by creating an overview of career
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development and factors that underpinned young cancer survivors’ career development.
Studies suggested long-term follow up programmes and interventions to improve
employment outcomes should be implemented in Malaysia and not only focusing on their
cancer treatment follow up such as physical health, neurocognitive problems, and screening
for mental health issues, but should also address career development among young cancer
survivors. Malaysia has several care supports such as National Cancer Council, National
Cancer Society of Malaysia’s (NCSM), CARES Parent Support Group and Sarawak Children’s
Cancer Society Sarawak (SCCS). This care supports play a vital role in emotional support where
the cancer survivors can share their personal experiences with the groups and gain a
sympathetic and emphatic network to get them through the traumatic experiences of cancer.
However, there are no long-term follow up programmes for career development. These are
within the realm of social science to come up with initiatives. Considerations of cost, feasibility,
making the best use of current resources, empowering young people and parents, developing
shared models of care, and building upon existing evidence on survivorship care pathways are
all important especially in their career development. Hence, the program of career
development long-term follow up should be taken into account to maximize employment
potentials among young cancer survivors in Malaysia.
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