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Abstract

Background and Aim: The aim of this research is to explore the implications of cancer and the subsequent personal
and familial changes resulting from breast surgery and amputation in women with breast cancer in Sari, Iran. In
contrast to pre-modern times, where threats and dangers were more direct, the modern era is characterized by a more
transparent risk. Since risk is conceptualized as a construct shaped within a discourse framework in sociological
literature, it is crucial to scrutinize disease as a risk. Doing so allows for a greater emphasis on the social pressures
engendered by the disease over the physical affliction, thus deepening our understanding of how disease in the
modern context has evolved beyond just physical afflictions.

Methods and Data: The study applied the qualitative grounded theory method to interview 18 women who had
undergone mastectomy due to breast cancer. The data gathered through interviews and analysis of the data was
conducted in accordance with grounded theory's coding procedures.

Findings: From the data analysis, the main categories identified are: the initial shock and subsequent acceptance,
genetic predispositions, feelings of fear and anxiety, the dilemma between hiding and revealing of disease, confronting
others' judgments, the burden of shame, the family's dual reactions, sexual repercussions, and economic constraints.
The core category emerged as 'Painful encounter and rethinking in relationships between self and others.'

Conclusion: Overall, the results indicate that the effects of breast cancer extend beyond the physical, profoundly
influencing women's self-identity, familial connections, and societal roles.

Keywords: Breast cancer, Surgery consequences, Mastectomy experience, Sari city.

Key Message: In contemporary times, the ramifications of the disease are not confined to physical or mental distress
but include extensive social pressures. Such pressures have the potential to influence the patient's recovery process. A
thorough comprehension of this pressure may lead to strategies that alleviate its impact and enhance the patients’
social well-being. This study investigates these issues within a particular patient group.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

With the advent of modernity and the experience of social changes and transformations,
humans have become vulnerable to various diseases. This issue has multiple aspects. On one
hand, changes in livelihood methods, problem patterns, and lifestyles have fundamentally
altered the types of diseases and factors leading to death. On the other hand, due to the
significant feature of modernity—rethinking—societies have developed new ways of dealing
with these changes. Among the diseases that have evolved is cancer, which, in recent years,
has become a global concern. This situation is continuing to develop (Shariful Islam et al.,
2014). Cancer, now recognized as a global health issue, has led to a growing number of
patients worldwide, making it a priority for health systems.

Cancer refers to any type of abnormal growth of new tissue, whether benign or malignant
(Atadokht, 2015: 215). Among cancers affecting women, breast cancer is the most significant
health concern, as it is the most common type of cancer and, after lung cancer, the second
leading cause of cancer-related death in women (Habibi et al., 2015: 50). The primary aim of
this research is to explore how women with breast cancer, who have had to surgically remove
one or both breasts, as well as their families and those around them, cope with the disease
and its social and familial consequences.

Methods and Data

Since this research aims to investigate the meanings, mentalities, and emotions of patients,
it is appropriate to use the grounded theory method as a qualitative research approach. This
method helps structure the findings of the interviews within the framework of a paradigm
model that includes underlying causes, interventions, consequences, and strategies. Such a
model provides a deeper and more coherent understanding of the problem, and given the
specific issue of cancer in women, it allows for presenting the core structure of the research in
a schematic and summary form.

Semi-structured in-depth interviews and observation techniques have been employed to
study and understand the mentality of patients by empathizing with them. Sampling was
conducted based on the relevance of the cases to the research, rather than their visibility.
Non-probability and chain sampling methods were used to select the participants. To obtain
the samples, archived medical records of individuals with cases in the breast surgery clinic in
Sari city were reviewed. The participants needed to meet the following criteria: married,
between the ages of 25 and 50, displaying fertility behavior, having undergone surgery
(mastectomy as a treatment), and having had their surgery between 1 to 10 years prior, so
that the impact of the disease on their relationships and interactions could be examined.
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Findings

From the nine categories derived from data collection, interviews, and analysis, the
categories of "shock, recognition and acceptance,” "biological background," "fear and worry,"
and "feeling of shame" refer to the concept we call a "painful encounter.”" We define facing the
disease as a painful and bitter experience that the patient suddenly confronts. Women's lack
of awareness that through self-examination they could have detected their disease earlier and
facilitated treatment makes the encounter with the disease even more painful. A family
history of cancer and previous experiences with the disease serve as reminders of past
suffering, causing the individual to re-experience this bitterness, along with the mental
conflict of hereditary concerns and the fear that other family members may become affected.

The painful encounter also encompasses other concerns of the patient, such as fear of
changes in appearance, fear of treatment, and worry about the future of their children, all of
which highlight the psychological, physical, and familial challenges involved. Awareness of
treatment complications, including those caused by chemotherapy, heightens the patient's
worry and stress, resulting in an even more painful and difficult experience. In deciding
whether to share the news of their illness or keep it private, to act normally or isolate
themselves, and to continue interacting with others or cut off those interactions, the patient
undergoes a process of rethinking their relationship with their body, their children, and their
spouse in order to reach a conclusion.

Categories such as "Disclosure to others,” "Confrontation with others' judgment,”
"Confrontation with others' behavior," "Sexual consequences,” and "Treatment economy"
were summarized under the concept of "Self-other relations,"” which refers to the patient’s
interactions and behavior with their family and even with themselves.

Conclusion and Discussion

The purpose of this research was to sociologically investigate the meaning of cancer and the
consequences of surgery and amputation among women with breast cancer using a
qualitative method. Based on the categories identified from interviews with individuals who
have experienced cancer, the research findings indicate that throughout the process,
categories such as shock from recognition and acceptance, hereditary background, fear and
worry, the concealment-disclosure dilemma, exposure to others' judgment, feelings of shame,
the duality of family reactions, sexual consequences, and the financial strain of treatment are
common expressions of this experience.

According to the findings, a contextual model was developed within grounded theory,
identifying "painful encounter and rethinking in self-other relationships" as the central
category of this research, rooted in the causal condition of the "social definition of the female
body." "Family support and communication with others" was explained as a platform, along
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with strategies such as "hiding or not hiding the disease, isolation and reducing interactions,
and financial challenges."
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