The European Society for Medical Oncology (ESMO) is calling on the oncology community
to commit to improving the wellbeing of the cancer workforce. In a paper published in ESMO
Open, 10 September, ESMO outlines 11 actions to manage psychosocial risks, optimise wellbeing
and reduce burnout, and provides evidence-based plans to address growing pressures.

“Too many people working in oncology experience burnout, and this has a knock-on effect for
institutions and patients. We hope that the recommendations laid out for institutions, societies, and
individuals will help shift attitudes and priorities within the oncology sector - reducing burnout of
professionals, improving efficiency for hospitals and maintaining excellent patient care,” says
Susana Banerjee, the corresponding author, who is a consultant medical oncologist at the Royal
Marsden NHS Foundation Trust, London.

For health professionals working in oncology, burnout represents a significant issue due to the
substantial cognitive, emotional and administrative demands of delivering highly complex cancer
care. Burnout has been defined as ‘an occupational phenomenon resulting from chronic workplace
stress that has not been successfully managed’. Manifestations include physical and/ or emotional
exhaustion, cynicism, depersonalisation, and a low sense of professional accomplishment. “Critically,
burnout can lead to chronic health problems including heart disease, stroke, obesity, and mental
health conditions, which may result in decreased quality of care, loss of professional satisfaction,
and reduced sense of accomplishment,” write the authors. Burnout, they add, can affect the ability
to make optimal treatment decisions and impact patient care and clinician-patient relationships. It is
also associated with increased staff turnover, reduced work hours, absenteeism, early retirement
from clinical practice, and shortened life expectancy.

There are occupational factors integral to cancer care that can put oncologists at higher risk of
burnout than other healthcare professionals. “These include constantly communicating with patients
about life-changing treatment decisions, delivering bad news and supervising toxic therapies where
often there is limited ability to prolong life substantially for many patients. In addition, there are
pressures to keep at the forefront of scientific advances and deliver research at a time of reducing
workforce and resources,” Banerjee tells Cancerworld.

The ESMO Resilience Task Force was established in December 2019 with a mandate to support the
wellbeing of oncology professionals globally. In response to the Covid-19 pandemic, the Task Force
conducted a series of three global surveys to evaluate the impact of challenges posed by Covid-19 on
individual clinical practice, wellbeing, and burnout. The surveys, involving more than 3,700
responses from participants across more than 100 countries, found that up to 40% of participants
felt at risk of poor wellbeing or distress, and up to 57% reported burnout. “The surveys revealed that
Covid-19 added unprecedented pressures to healthcare professionals. There were alarming concerns
regarding perception of lack of job control and job security, and access to personal and work-related
support,” says Banerjee. In addition, the survey revealed that 38% of respondents were
contemplating leaving the profession in future.

Following the three global surveys, a diverse multinational panel of 11 experts from the ESMO
Resilience Task Force and ESMO Public Policy division was established. The panel, supported by
occupational psychologists, policy analysts and administrative staff, was convened to establish a set
of recommendations. “As health care systems continue to recover from the COVID-pandemic, the
ESMO RTF [Resilience Task Force] aims to report on the lessons learned so far to support the well-
being of oncology HCPs [healthcare professionals] now and in the future,” write the authors.

The eleven recommendations relate to three priority themes: providing high-quality information and
training, safequarding the physical and mental wellbeing of staff, and advocacy.


https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esmoop.2024.103634
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esmoop.2024.103634
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.esmoop.2024.103634

Recommendations: a summary

The panel delivered 11 recommendations on how to manage psychosocial risks, optimise wellbeing,
and reduce burnout, which were focused around information and training, strategies and resources,
and activism and advocacy.

Failure to make these changes, warns Jean-Yves Blay, ESMO Director of Public Policy, would cause
the quality of cancer care to deteriorate across Europe, associated with increasing medical
nomadism, as high-income countries deplete the medical workforces of low- and middle-income
countries. “All of these things could severely impact quality and equity of cancer care. These are not
cosmetic measures; they are fundamental for the future of cancer care,” says Blay.

The first ESMO Resilience Task Force Workshop is being held 31 January to 1 February 2025 in
Barcelona. The learning objectives include: understanding the mental health and wellbeing
challenges faced by oncology professionals across Europe; identifying and analysing the contributing
factors; and acquiring essential resilience skills for enhancing personal wellbeing. The deadline for
applications is 6 October 2024.
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