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Brief Report

“Now Everybody Is Thinking About
Things Like That.” Young Adult Cancer
Survivors Reimagining Work During the
COVID-19 Pandemic

Lauren V. Ghazal (» v Sheila J. Santacroce ) v John D. Merriman (& v Victoria Vaughan Dickson

Background: Diagnosed between ages 20 and 39 years, young adult (YA) cancer survivors have faced disruption to their lives well
before the COVID-19 pandemic. Often seen as an at-risk population within cancer survivors, YAs experience the demands of a
serious illness, such as cancer, alongside meeting the typical milestones of young adulthood and often have worse quality of life
than their noncancer peers. There is a need to further study the effect of the COVID-19 pandemic on specific populations,
including YA cancer survivors (YACS), as it relates to work.

Objectives: The aim of this study was to explore working YACS' experiences during the COVID-19 pandemic and identify facets of
cancer survivorship that researchers can use to explore COVID-19 survivorship further.

Methods: Secondary thematic analysis of 40 semistructured, qualitative interviews conducted through Zoom audio during the
COVID-19 pandemic. YA hematologic cancer survivors were recruited through social media; they were eligible if they had
completed active therapy, were within 5 years of their diagnosis, and working at the time of diagnosis. Interviews were
transcribed verbatim and subjected to thematic content analysis.

Results: Themes surrounded COVID-19's influence on working YACS' experiences, with the overarching theme: “From solo to shared
experience: A change in awareness and understanding.” A subtheme was “Lesson reaffirmed: Reimagining the work environment.”

Discussion: The consequences of COVID-19 on the overall quality of life for YACS are multilevel. Establishing the evidence for
effective interventions to support YACS in the workplace, whether physical or virtual, is critically needed. Research is needed on
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YACS' risk and resilience factors that could ultimately impact future health and quality of life.

Key Words: cancer survivorship ¢ COVID-19 e employment e quality of life e young adults

the world’s attention, affecting several aspects of everyday

life, including work and school (Bowen et al., 2021).

The pandemic changed work environments drastically, with
remote work in the United States increasing by 250% from
20% prepandemic to 71% in October 2020 (Parker et al., 2020).
For some, the pandemic was not the first time they were
subjected to guidelines, including social distancing and mask
wearing. Nearly 84,000 young adults (YAs; ages 20-39 at diagnosis)
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are diagnosed with cancer each year in the United States
(Miller et al., 2020). Even before the pandemic, YA cancer sur-
vivors (YACS) faced a “new normal” related to pre- and
post-cancer diagnosis; the pandemic brought another experi-
ence of uncertainty early in the life course (Donovan et al.,
2015; Shay et al., 2021). YAs represent a unique population
of cancer survivors, often in-between pediatric and adult on-
cology care settings (Janardan & Wechsler, 2021; Zebrack
et al., 2014), and face a significant health crisis at a time
marked by meeting major personal, school, and work milestones
(D’Agostino et al., 2011). YAs can be seen as an at-risk population
among cancer survivors; they may cope poorly with and be un-
able to recover from their cancer diagnosis and treatment during
a critical period in the life course that affects gaining and losing
resources (including employment; Graetz et al., 2019; Spini
etal., 2017).

YACS live longer than ever before, with many working
throughout cancer therapy or returning following active treat-
ment (American Cancer Society, 2019; Miller et al., 2020).
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Understanding perceptions of work and describing work-
related outcomes among the cancer survivorship contin-
uum is critical; work is one of the greatest issues affecting
quality of life (QOL) among cancer survivors (Peteet, 2000).
We previously reported that hematologic YACS experienced
“survivors’ dilemma” when reflecting on their work-related
goals (Ghazal, Merriman, et al., 2021). Survivors continuously
balanced factors related to changed self-identity, perceived
work ability, and new or worse worry about money and diffi-
culty paying for basics, which affected their QOL. Prior to the
pandemic, YACS described their work experience as provid-
ing them a semblance of normalcy (Leuteritz et al., 2021;
Stone et al., 2017). Work brings not just personal fulfillment
but financial—through income and additional benefits such
as employer-sponsored health insurance coverage.

The pandemic offers an innovative way to examine work
and cancer survivorship. We are beginning to see literature
comparing return to work post-severe illness, such as cancer,
and postpandemic (Shaw et al., 2020). What is needed is a bet-
ter understanding of the pandemic’s multilevel influence on
cancer survivors (Bowen et al., 2021). Science innovation has
been described as a “change in thought or practice that leads
to improvement in understanding or outcomes” (Pickler, 2021).
The COVID-19 pandemic brought many, for the first time, to
think about their work and work environment. Innovation
postpandemic goes beyond asking, “What can we learn from
this experience?” to “How is the pandemic influencing this
phenomenon of work accommodations and this experience
at every level?” Thus, this brief report explores the experi-
ences of YACS during the COVID-19 pandemic and identifies
facets of cancer survivorship that researchers can use to ex-
plore COVID-19 survivorship further.

METHODS

Primary Study Overview

The purpose of the primary study was to explore multilevel fac-
tors (e.g., individual, microsystem, and mesosystem) influencing
QOL in YACS. The study framework, derived from Bronfenbrenner’s
(1979) social ecological model and Elder and Rockwell’s (1979)
life course perspective, guided the convergent mixed-methods
approach to data collection and analysis. The study was ap-
proved by the New York University Institutional Review Board
(2020-4281). Eligibility, recruitment, and data collection methods
of the parent study are described in detail elsewhere (Ghazal,
Merriman, et al., 2021). Briefly, participants included YA leuke-
mia and lymphoma survivors who had completed active treat-
ment within 5 years of diagnosis. Participants were recruited
through social media platforms and provided written (online) in-
formed consent. The analysis results included work-related goals
and work ability profiles and their relationship to QOL (currently
under review). The concurrence of the pandemic onset and data
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collection period allowed us to undertake secondary analysis to
explore multilevel factors affected by the pandemic.

Data Collection

The first author conducted all interviews during the pandemic
(April 2020 to August 2020) through Zoom audio conferenc-
ing, which has been shown to generate data of comparable
quality (Braun & Clarke, 2013). This data set included all in-
stances across the larger study’s data corpus that had some rel-
evance to COVID-19 and work. The interviewer did not ask ex-
plicitly about the impact of COVID-19 in the interview, but this
topic came up consistently across interviews.

Data Analysis

This brief report is a secondary analysis of qualitative data (in-
terview transcripts from 40 YACS) collected from this primary
study, specifically looking at codes related to the COVID-19
pandemic, work accommodations, job flexibility, and so forth.
We followed an inductive thematic analysis process (Braun &
Clarke, 2006). We employed thematic analysis as the most ap-
propriate method for secondary analysis of qualitative data
to identify themes in the data set and patterns of meaning
related to the pandemic. It could also interpret various as-
pects of the research topic (Boyatzis, 1998; Braun &
Clarke, 2006). The process was inductive, as it took a
“bottom-up” approach, and the overarching research ques-
tion evolved throughout the coding process (Braun &
Clarke, 2006; Patton, 2002).

The first author began the process of fully immersing in
the data by listening to audio-recorded interviews and reading
through transcripts of the interviews. A qualitative analysis
software, MAXQDA, was used to code segments of interviews
central to COVID-19-related discussions, generating initial
codes. Then, codes were joined together to begin to form
potential themes. The study team frequently reviewed de-
veloping themes, and a thematic map central to the re-
search question was developed. Lastly, we defined and
named the themes, which capture a critical element of how
being a YACS during the COVID-19 pandemic provided insight
into work-related challenges.

RESULTS

Most participants were female (65%), were White (73%), had a
bachelor’s degree or higher (60%), and were primarily em-
ployed in a professional type of job (healthcare [22.5%], educa-
tion or research [17.5%], or a different kind of professional
work [37.5%]). The majority received a lymphoma diagnosis
(83%). We identified an overarching theme related to working
during the pandemic as a YACS, “From solo to shared experi-
ence: A change in awareness and understanding.” We describe
a “lesson reaffirmed” subtheme under this major theme,
“Reimagining the work environment.”
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Moving From a Solo to Shared Experience

Participants described the contrast between their solo experi-
ences of a cancer diagnosis and just their own world “stop-
ping” versus the shared experience of the pandemic. The pan-
demic brought a shared understanding of the “unknown” to
not only the participants in this study but to the entire globe.
This is unlike their cancer experience, which affected them-
selves solely; with the pandemic, there was a shared sense of
togetherness and mutual understanding, “maybe the fact that
there’s more people around you.” That is, throughout their
cancer diagnosis and treatment, the rest of the world went on;
nothing else stopped. However, with the pandemic, everyone’s
life was uprooted. For some participants, this shared experience
related to social distancing and isolation that was needed during
their treatment period, as this participant described:

....the positive thing I've been able to take away from
this is that some people are going through the same
thing. | was already isolating myself since December.
When people started isolating themselves in March, |
was like, “Well, I've been doing it for 3 months.”

Some participants described this move from solo to shared ex-
perience to be like they had an advantage, as one participant further
explined, “When people say, ‘Oh, how’s the quarantine with you?’
I'm like, ‘Oh, well actually, I just went through cancer treatment, so
it’s really not that bad.”” Although others described reliving the
trauma of isolation that occurred during their active treatment pe-
riod: “It’s not awesome being stuck in the house again. It reminds
[me] of when I was in treatment, but here we are.”

The shared experience included concepts of the unknown,
financial uncertainty, and job instability. Participants described
increased awareness of economic uncertainty from others dur-
ing the pandemic that they had already experienced earlier in
their cancer survivorship, “Everyone else is in this situation too,
financially.” One participant further explained:

[During treatment], | was coming to this turning point
where | realized, like, “Man, I'm struggling to keep my
head above water. Maybe | need to apply for financial
assistance even in the way of food assistance, or un-
employment, or things like that.” This is an interesting
time because now everybody is thinking about things
like that.

Lesson Reaffirmed: Reimagining the Work Environment
Participants described how flexible work accommodations
made during the pandemic should be continued for employees
with disabilities, including YACS postpandemic. This lesson
learned was something the participants knew before the pan-
demic but was reaffirmed through the shared experience of
the pandemic. One participant compared her time during treat-
ment to time working during the pandemic:
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Hopefully, [the pandemic] will help people to make
more work adaptations. | tried to join in as much as
possible during treatment, but a lot of times, people
didn’t know how to use Zoom, and they didn’t know
how to figure it out...they just weren’t prepared for it.
It was harder. | think this is forcing some organizations
and some individuals to figure it out.

Participants also described how showing continued
productivity with flexible work arrangements, including
telework, could also be a positive, long-term consequence
for YACS. Those who could complete their work out of
the “office” were offered more flexible work arrangements.
As one participant described:

[This has] been around as a topic prior to COVID-19
but been blasted up now—the work from home for ev-
eryone to feel more engaged. | really have been able to
show my team that working from home can be done.
You can be productive. | hope that my organization,
as well as others, start to reframe the work-from-home
thing as something that will help improve all employees’
engagement and quality of life, and productivity.

DISCUSSION

This article explores YACS’ work experiences that have been
illuminated in the COVID-19 pandemic. Participants described
how being a cancer survivor unexpectedly prepared them for
the pandemic. For example, using resilience methods devel-
oped during treatment to cope with the uncertainty and un-
known of the pandemic. The central theme of this second-
ary analysis argues that the pandemic brought a collective
consciousness, pushing all vulnerabilities to the forefront—
this finding and this analysis challenge researchers and
nurses to examine perceptions of workplace support and
accommodations postpandemic.

Furthermore, despite the “advantage” participants de-
scribed having in coping with similar uncertainty in their
past, current research conducted during the pandemic re-
ported greater levels of psychological distress for adolescents
and YAs (both cancer survivors and noncancer peers) than
prepandemic (Kosir et al., 2020; Shanahan et al., 2020). For
example, Kosir et al. (2020) found 62% of their sample of
177 adolescent and YACS reported feeling more anxious than
before the pandemic. Potential drivers of observed increases
in psychological distress may be related to lifestyle changes, in-
cluding social isolation, economic disruptions, and uncertainty
about the future. For YACS, this may be heightened with the
pandemic’s effects on cancer care delivery (e.g., diagnostic or
treatment delays, drug shortages, or move to telehealth ap-
pointments) and fear of increased susceptibility to severe
COVID-19 among cancer survivors (Nekhlyudov et al., 2020;
Saini et al., 2020; Shay et al., 2021). Research is needed on
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YACS’ risk and resilience factors that could ultimately impact
future health and QOL.

These findings enhance our previous report of the survi-
vors’ dilemma (Ghazal, Merriman, et al., 2021), particularly
for questions of “Can I do this work? and “CanIafford to do this
work?” because of changes in work environment and job de-
mands. The historic pandemic’s consequences on overall
QOL for YACS are multilevel; they will likely shape the remain-
der of their life course, as expressed by the combination of the
social ecological model and life course perspective in the study
framework. Specifically, significant events in the exosystem
and macrosystem resulted in many participants modifying
their work environment and changing relationships with their
supervisors and colleagues. For individuals in the YACS popu-
lation, pandemic-related financial pressures worsened preex-
isting or onset of new financial problems, worries about money,
difficulties paying for basics, and meeting existing financial
obligations (Baddour et al., 2020; Ghazal, Gormley, et al.,
2021). Across and within the multiple levels, factors operate
dynamically to affect QOL for cancer populations (Santacroce
& Kneipp, 2021). Therefore, future interventions to improve
QOL in YACS must be context specific and address the multiple
social-ecological levels, not context neutral and focused exclu-
sively on individual-level factors.

Future research should consider how the pandemic may
affect results if data were collected during the pandemic and
consider pre- and postpandemic effects in data collection and
analysis. Furthermore, although this analysis found a “lesson
reaffirmed” to reimagine the work environment, it is unknown
what effect the transition to remote offerings, or flexibility of
workplace setting, had on YACS’ work ability and QOL
(Brussevich et al., 2020). Establishing the evidence for effec-
tive interventions to support YACS in the workplace, whether
physical or virtual, is critically needed.

Conversely, we do not know how this dramatic shiftin the
future workplace environment will affect social support for
employees with chronic illness or disabilities, including YACS.
Although we are exploring the benefits of a changed work en-
vironment, there may be disadvantages lost by a change in the
work environment. Compared with older adults, young
teleworkers (ages 18-49 years) feel less motivated to do their
work (Parker et al., 2020); thus, future research should de-
scribe what coworker support looks like postpandemic. As
far as resilience-promoting factors described by Roubinov
etal. (2020), this analysis argues flexible work can be achieved
remotely. Still, it is unclear whether vital employer resources
can also be achieved postpandemic. This brief report raises im-
portant questions for future occupational health and nursing
research, including “Has this historic pandemic offered re-
searchers other ways of envisioning working environments
for people with disabilities and/or chronic illnesses?”

Study limitations included a predominantly White and
female sample. Strengths of this study included using social

www. nursingresearchonline.com

media platforms for recruitment, which allowed for accessing
a unique population of YACS where they might be more easily
reached than in clinical settings (Gorman et al., 2014). In addi-
tion, because of the pandemic, there was no need to shift re-
cruitment efforts to a virtual format or to delay study re-
cruitment because of institutional review board changes
to clinical studies.

Conclusion

This report captures the phenomenon of work for cancer sur-
vivors in the context of the COVID-19 pandemic. It further de-
tails opportunities and challenges for future nursing and occu-
pational health research.
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