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Dealing with money,  
work and study 
(practical issues)

Knowing where to get the right  
help and support with practical 
issues can be difficult. 

The issues you may need to 
deal with will depend on:

•  your age

• the type of cancer you had

• impact of cancer treatments

• whether you were working, whether 
this was full-time or part-time work 
and the type of work you do 

• your working conditions, for 
example whether you were casual, 
full-time or self employed

• whether you were studying, whether 
this was full-time or part-time

• whether you were unemployed 

before cancer treatment and are 
now seeking employment

• how your income was affected 
by your cancer treatment

• how much help you can get 
from family and friends

• whether or not you are single, married 
or have a partner, have children 
or are caring for someone else

• previous access to Centrelink benefits.

Your hospital social worker is a good 
person to ask about practical issues. If 
there is no social worker, ask your doctor 
or nurse. They can talk with you about any 
benefits or assistance you might be entitled 
to and where to go for further help. 

You may also benefit from talking with an 
occupational therapist. They will be able to 
help you decide whether or not your type 

of work and workplace is still going to be 
a practical and safe environment for you 
to work in. They may need to do a work 
visit with you to see if you need any extra 
equipment or changes to your work area. 

Others you may find it helpful to speak 
with can include legal aid workers, financial 
counsellors, Centrelink and the Family 
Assistance Office. See ‘Further information’.

Working after your treatment  
is over

Some people may not have stopped 
working during their treatment. 

If you have stopped work during treatment, 
it will be useful to have a conversation with 
your medical team regarding your capacity 
to return to work or to start a new job. If 
you are returning to your job, can only 
go back part-time or if you are starting a 
new job you may face several challenges. 
If you have had to cut your hours there 
may be changes to your income/budget. 
Or you may face conflict or discrimination 
from people you are working with. If you 
are having a lot of trouble settling back 
into your work life it may help to talk with 
the hospital social worker or a professional 
counsellor. Some workplaces will have 
someone on site that you can talk to. If 
not, call the Cancer Council Helpline on 
13 11 20. Also see ‘Further information’.

To help with tiredness or other challenges 
you may face upon returning to work, your 
employer may allow you to come back 
gradually. For example, you may be able 
to only work half days for a few weeks or 
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“We are Australia’s cancer”

Alison Button-Sloan is a health professional who became a patient. Alison, 
who trained as a midwife and is currently working as a practice nurse, has 
converted her experience with melanoma into a crusade to help others.

A diagnosis of suspected cancer led Alison 
from her GP to a dermatologist, and the 
rollercoaster of surgery and pathology 
familiar to many. Results revealed a large 
primary nodular melanoma and surgery 
was hastily arranged to remove it and 
tissue surrounding it. 

Melanoma is a type of skin cancer that can 
occur on parts of the body overexposed 
to the sun. It is the third most common 
cancer diagnosed in Australia and is more 
likely to affect women than men.  

Alison reflects on the confusion and 
speed with which events occurred: “I 
was angry at being caught in a situation 
as a patient, as a health professional 
now turned patient, where things were 
happening around me and I didn’t have any 
information and I was making decisions.”

She was anxious for her husband and 
her children. “I’m thinking ‘Oh my God, 
these stats, I’m going to be dead in a 
couple of years, he’ll be left on his own, 
what about my children?’ It was just 
a whole gamut of emotions, all these 
thoughts start escalating.”

Living in Brisbane at the time of diagnosis, 
Alison decided to have her post-treatment 
check-ups at the Melanoma Institute of 

Australia in Sydney. She moved with her 
family to Melbourne the following year but 
travelled to Sydney regularly over the next 
five years for subsequent follow-up visits, 
ultrasounds and CT/PET scans. 

Over that period Alison spent much of her 
time learning about melanoma and what 
was available for those with melanoma 
undergoing treatment.

“My way of coping was to read and to gain 
knowledge. Knowledge is protection and 
once you know that there is something 
better out there or you know how things 
work, you can then have a reason to  
agitate for it.”

She discovered Melanoma Patients 
Australia (MPA), established in Brisbane in 
2006, and along with another patient set 
up a small group in Melbourne. She began 
an ongoing journey with MPA, which sees 
her currently volunteering in a variety 
of roles as an educator, advocate and 
vocal supporter for all those diagnosed 
with melanoma. She sits on numerous 
committees, boards and reference groups 
and is sought out as an inspirational 
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months until you feel better able to cope. 
Or you could ask to only work two instead of 
three days a week for a while. You will need 
to discuss this with your employer. Most 
employers will want to help you transition 
back into the workplace as easily as possible. 

You may benefit from external return to 
work advice. You may wish to consult an 
occupational therapist for advice about 
managing fatigue and to help guide 
your activity levels whilst at work.

Going back to study after 
treatment is over

If you are a mature age student and 
returning to full or part-time study after 
treatment you may face some practical 
issues.  If you are under the age of 25 you 
may face your own set of practical issues. 

You may have had to give up a casual/
part-time job during your treatment. This 
now means you have no income to pay 
for your study/accommodation/food. You 
may need to fall back on asking others 
for financial help (mainly parents if you 
are under the age of 25).  While most 
parents will be happy to do this it may not 
always be practical or possible for them. 

You may be able to get some ‘one off’ 
financial help from the Cancer Council. 
Call the Cancer Council on 13 11 20 and 
speak with one of the nurses about your 
situation.  You may find it helpful to speak 
with legal aid workers, financial counsellors, 
Centrelink and the Family Assistance Office.

What if I can no longer work or 
finish my studies? 

If your cancer and its treatment have made 
it impossible for you to go back to your 
previous type of work or study, this can 
be very hard to accept. It can become a 
huge stress. You will still need an income 
to pay for your food, housing and bills. 

Insurance, superannuation  
and loans

You may worry that because you have 
had cancer you may no longer be 
eligible for certain financial services, 
for example, getting a credit card, 
mortgage or personal loan. 

Further information

  
Centrelink (13 27 17) provides 
information on employment, 
disability, sickness and carers 
payments. 
www.centrelink.gov.au

  
Family Assistance Office (13 61 50) 
provides information about help 
with childcare costs; call them to 
see if you are eligible. 
www.familyassist.gov.au

  FIDO (Australian Securities and 
Investments Commission) (1300 300 
630) provides a range of financial 
advice services. 
www.fido.gov.au

  
Moneyhelp (1800 007 007) is a 
government service that offers 
free, confidential and independent 
financial counselling, information 
and advice for Victorians who 
are struggling to pay bills; their 
mortgage or rent; or who have 
experienced, or are facing  job loss 
or reduced working hours.  
www.moneyhelp.org.au

  
If you are having discrimination 
problems within the workplace 
you can contact the Disability 
Discrimination Legal Service  
(03 9654 8644). 
www.communitylaw.org.au

  
Redkite (1300 733 548) provides 
emotional support to children and 
young people up to the age of 
24 and their families through the 
difficult cancer experience.   They 
offer a scholarship programme for 
16-24 year olds. 
www.redkite.com.au

WorkWelfareWills is a practical 
web guide to legal issues around 
health and life changes. It contains 
information about Centrelink 
entitlements, Health privacy, 
Powers of attorney, Guardianship, 
Superannuation, Insurance, Travel 
Insurance, Wills and Workplace 
discrimination. It has been set up to 
provide legal advice to people with 
disabilities. 
Appointments can be made by 
calling Chronic Illness Alliance 
on (03 9016 3670).  Free advice 
is available by telephone or by 
appointment. 
www.chronicillness.com.au

  
You may prefer to see a financial 
counsellor or lawyer who has 
expertise in superannuation and 
insurance. To do this you can call 
the Law Institute of Victoria Referral 
Service (03 9607 9311). These 
services will not be free.  
www.liv.asn.au

  
Cancer Council (13 11 20) can 
provide more contact details for 
many local services. There is also 
a range of useful materials on 
its website about dealing with 
practical issues and legal rights 
and responsibilities. Call the Cancer 
Council to find out about WALAC 
forums.  
www.cancer.org.au

All of these services may be 
accessed through their websites.

Locked Bag 1, A’Beckett Street, Melbourne VIC 8006 

Email: contactacsc@petermac.org 

www.petermac.org/cancersurvivorship

speaker and individual support. She 
describes herself as an activist and  
an advocate.

“I guess I’ve become a go-to person with 
the knowledge and a greater awareness 
of the cancer community and the cancer 
system that patients need to navigate.”

Alison bemoans the inequity of funding 
around different cancers, lamenting the 
lack of services and support for people 
with melanoma, despite it affecting many 
thousands of Australians each year.

She reflects “We are Australia’s cancer.” 

Australia and New Zealand have the 
highest rates of melanoma in the world; 
in Australia, over 15 000 people are 
diagnosed each year and more than 1700 
people die from melanoma. 

 
Alison feels that there is often a 
lack of understanding of melanoma, 
frequently hearing: “After all, it’s 
only skin cancer and it’s cut out 
and its gone.” As a result she has 
developed a personal philosophy 
around improving the journey for 
other patients. 

For those newly diagnosed, she 
emphasises:

finding a trusted GP 

searching for information

finding the confidence to 
ask questions 

seeking support

 finding ways to deal with 
the fear about cancer 
coming back.

 

 
Not all of these are instantly achievable, 
Alison acknowledges. “There are supports, 
but it’s hard, you don’t know where to 
look. You’re dealing with a life-threatening 
illness. Nearly every cancer has surgery, 
so you’ve got recovery, then you’ve got 
drugs or radiation coming on top of that. 
You’re dealing with all of that and all the 
family stuff, you’re off work, there’s money, 
there’s the finances – you haven’t got time 
to think”.

Information and support, in her opinion, 
are the key to better understanding for 
both patients and their families. “Get 
yourself educated, find a good GP that you 
trust – knowledge is protection because 
that gives you the information to discuss 
things intelligently and to be able to make 
better informed treatment decisions if you 
have some knowledge”.

Sharing information and peer support is 
essential, Alison says. “You need to talk 

about it – give them [patients and their 
families] resources they could read; there 
are a number available.”

Alison has developed routines to manage 
the stresses surrounding follow-up 
appointments.

“The best thing you can do is write  
your questions down before you see the 
doctor and these days take a recording, 
ask them first, and record the consultation. 
Because that way you don’t have to 
concentrate so intently on what they’re 
saying to you, you can let the conversation 
flow more naturally. 

“Don’t be frightened to seek a second 
opinion: they are really common, the 
doctors don’t mind, they understand.”

It is during a discussion around fear of her 
cancer coming back that she becomes 
most passionate, explaining that “those 
ruminating thoughts can start to interfere 
with your quality of life, and you need help 
to think of strategies to overcome those”.

“Talk to the doctor and say, ‘I’m really 
worried about this coming back and I  
can’t get it out of my head’ and depending 
on who they’re seeing, the GP might be 
able to give them a mental health care 
plan to a psychologist for up to 10 visits 
per calendar year or you can go with a  
GP management care plan for five a year 
or if they’re in a big hospital like Peter  
Mac they can be referred to the  
psychology department.

“One thing I’ve found [worthwhile] is doing 
something that takes you out of yourself. 
So, when you’re helping other people, or 
you’re going to work, there’s the distraction 
of work, there’s the distraction of going 
out with your friends. I’ve found that 
eventually that distraction takes over and 
the thoughts diminish; they may come 

 Australia and New Zealand 
have the highest rates of 
melanoma in the world

“We are Australia‘s cancer” “ Get yourself educated,  
find a good GP that  
you trust”

A survivor’s story
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months until you feel better able to cope. 
Or you could ask to only work two instead of 
three days a week for a while. You will need 
to discuss this with your employer. Most 
employers will want to help you transition 
back into the workplace as easily as possible. 

You may benefit from external return to 
work advice. You may wish to consult an 
occupational therapist for advice about 
managing fatigue and to help guide 
your activity levels whilst at work.

Going back to study after 
treatment is over

If you are a mature age student and 
returning to full or part-time study after 
treatment you may face some practical 
issues.  If you are under the age of 25 you 
may face your own set of practical issues. 

You may have had to give up a casual/
part-time job during your treatment. This 
now means you have no income to pay 
for your study/accommodation/food. You 
may need to fall back on asking others 
for financial help (mainly parents if you 
are under the age of 25).  While most 
parents will be happy to do this it may not 
always be practical or possible for them. 

You may be able to get some ‘one off’ 
financial help from the Cancer Council. 
Call the Cancer Council on 13 11 20 and 
speak with one of the nurses about your 
situation.  You may find it helpful to speak 
with legal aid workers, financial counsellors, 
Centrelink and the Family Assistance Office.

What if I can no longer work or 
finish my studies? 

If your cancer and its treatment have made 
it impossible for you to go back to your 
previous type of work or study, this can 
be very hard to accept. It can become a 
huge stress. You will still need an income 
to pay for your food, housing and bills. 

Insurance, superannuation  
and loans

You may worry that because you have 
had cancer you may no longer be 
eligible for certain financial services, 
for example, getting a credit card, 
mortgage or personal loan. 

Further information

  
Centrelink (13 27 17) provides 
information on employment, 
disability, sickness and carers 
payments. 
www.centrelink.gov.au

  
Family Assistance Office (13 61 50) 
provides information about help 
with childcare costs; call them to 
see if you are eligible. 
www.familyassist.gov.au

  FIDO (Australian Securities and 
Investments Commission) (1300 300 
630) provides a range of financial 
advice services. 
www.fido.gov.au

  
Moneyhelp (1800 007 007) is a 
government service that offers 
free, confidential and independent 
financial counselling, information 
and advice for Victorians who 
are struggling to pay bills; their 
mortgage or rent; or who have 
experienced, or are facing  job loss 
or reduced working hours.  
www.moneyhelp.org.au

  
If you are having discrimination 
problems within the workplace 
you can contact the Disability 
Discrimination Legal Service  
(03 9654 8644). 
www.communitylaw.org.au

  
Redkite (1300 733 548) provides 
emotional support to children and 
young people up to the age of 
24 and their families through the 
difficult cancer experience.   They 
offer a scholarship programme for 
16-24 year olds. 
www.redkite.com.au

WorkWelfareWills is a practical 
web guide to legal issues around 
health and life changes. It contains 
information about Centrelink 
entitlements, Health privacy, 
Powers of attorney, Guardianship, 
Superannuation, Insurance, Travel 
Insurance, Wills and Workplace 
discrimination. It has been set up to 
provide legal advice to people with 
disabilities. 
Appointments can be made by 
calling Chronic Illness Alliance 
on (03 9016 3670).  Free advice 
is available by telephone or by 
appointment. 
www.chronicillness.com.au

  
You may prefer to see a financial 
counsellor or lawyer who has 
expertise in superannuation and 
insurance. To do this you can call 
the Law Institute of Victoria Referral 
Service (03 9607 9311). These 
services will not be free.  
www.liv.asn.au

  
Cancer Council (13 11 20) can 
provide more contact details for 
many local services. There is also 
a range of useful materials on 
its website about dealing with 
practical issues and legal rights 
and responsibilities. Call the Cancer 
Council to find out about WALAC 
forums.  
www.cancer.org.au

All of these services may be 
accessed through their websites.
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back, often they do, but I’ve learned that by 
mixing with people and not totally cutting 
myself off that’s a good strategy.”

Alison does not use the term “survivor”  
for herself. “I don’t say I’ve survived cancer, 
because I don’t know whether it’s going 
to come back. Melanoma is sneaky and 
unpredictable. I’m just trying to get on  
with my life.” 

“I have to be positive, too. You know I have 
a 25% chance that it will come back, [but] 
that gives me a 75% chance that it won’t. 
So, I have to do things and get on with life, 
otherwise I’ll be stuck in a rut and I won’t 
be able to move forward.”

She speaks with pride of her family: their 
support and their knowledge of melanoma, 
acquired through her experiences. “They’re 
very sunsmart now, almost paranoid! I 
don’t mind paranoia when it comes to sun 
safety behaviours.” 

Resources

•  Australian Cancer Survivorship Centre 
www.petermac.org/cancersurvivorship

•  Common Survivorship Issues Directory  
https://www.petermac.org/survdirect  

•  Cancer Council 13 11 20 
This service can answer any  
questions you have about cancer  
and surviving cancer. 

•  What to expect, Melanoma 
https://www.cancer.org.au/about-
cancer/cancer-pathways-what-to-
expect.html  

•  About Melanoma  
https://www.cancer.org.au/about-
cancer/types-of-cancer/skin-cancer/
melanoma.html 

•  Melanoma Patients Australia  
https://melanomapatients.org.au/ 

•  National Melanoma Support Line  
1300 884 450

•  Melanoma Institute Australia  
https://www.melanoma.org.au/ 

“ I don’t say I’ve survived 
cancer, because I don’t 
know whether it’s going  
to come back”
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