
Find out more at www.rcr.ac.uk/oncology/census

Chemotherapy attendances 
increased by 49% between 
2010 and 2014 (England)

Nearly one-in-five 
of the workforce 
could retire in the 
next five years

67 additional  
full-time consultants 

required to cover 
the excess workload 

undertaken by the 
current workforce

1in2

49%

people will be 
affected by cancer 
in their lifetime

Radiotherapy episodes 
increased by 6% 
between 2010 and 
2015 (England)
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These key findings highlight the gap between 
demand and capacity in clinical oncology



The clinical oncology workforce is 
becoming increasingly feminised; 
two thirds of the current trainees 
are women. This has implications 
for workforce capacity as women 
are more likely than men to adopt 
less than full-time working patterns, 
meaning that while the headcount 
of the workforce may increase, the 
number of whole-time equivalents 
(WTEs) may remain the same or even 
fall. This reduction in capacity will 
place additional strain on services 
that are already overstretched. 

There are additional concerns 
about the effect of expected 
retirements during the next five 
years, with the possibility that one 
in five of the workforce could retire. 
For some specialties and regions, 
retirements could result in the loss 
of up to 25% of the workforce by 
2020. This is especially worrying 
given the difficulties in recruiting to 
vacant clinical oncology consultant 
posts. The census found that 28% 
of vacancies had been unfilled 
for 12 months or longer.

On top of this, the cancer incidence 
rate is growing. With an aging 
population this growth looks set to 
continue, placing further demands 
on the workforce, many of who 
are already working well over 40 
hours per week. It is vital to make 
sure that we have enough clinical 
oncologists to meet demand and 
to maximise the potential of new 
cancer treatment technologies 
to improve patient outcomes. 

Clinical oncologists:  
treating cancer patients in the UK

Clinical oncologists are the only medical 
specialists who can prescribe radiotherapy and 
are responsible for its planning, supervision 
and delivery. They also currently deliver 50% of 
systemic anti-cancer therapy (chemotherapy) 
in the UK. Cancer treatment is improving all the 
time but the complexity of planning and delivery 
of treatment is increasing too, meaning that more 
time is needed to plan each patient’s treatment. 
The clinical oncology workforce is growing, but not 
quickly enough to accommodate this complexity. 
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