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Abstract

Introduction: Waiting for a breast cancer diagnosis is one of the most
challenging and stressful experiences a woman may face in her lifetime. A deep
understanding of the lived experiences of women in this situation can play a
crucial role in policymaking and therapeutic planning. Accordingly, this
phenomenological study was conducted to explore the lived experiences of
women awaiting a breast cancer diagnosis.

Methods: This research is a qualitative, interpretive phenomenological study
conducted with a Heideggerian approach to gain an in-depth understanding of
the lived experiences of women awaiting a breast cancer diagnosis. Participants
were selected using purposive sampling based on specific inclusion and
exclusion criteria. Data were collected through semi-structured, face-to-face
interviews. Data analysis was performed using the methods of Diekelmann,
Tanner, and Allen, and MAXQDA version 20 software was utilized for data
management. To ensure the accuracy and scientific quality of the study, Lincoln
and Guba's four criteria (credibility, dependability, confirmability, and
transferability) were applied during the analysis.

Results: This study included 12 women with a mean age of 56.08 years (range,
27-78 years). The analysis of the data obtained from the interviews led to the
identification of five main themes regarding women's experiences while
awaiting a diagnosis after an abnormal breast screening. These themes included
psychological turmoil, the trace of illness in everyday life, stages of adaptation,
resilience pathways, and life-saving connections.

Conclusion: The study revealed that waiting for a diagnosis after an abnormal
breast screening has profound psychological and emotional impacts on women.
However, the use of resilience strategies, providing clear and accurate
information, along with reducing waiting times and offering counseling services,
can help improve the emotional and psychological experience of patients.
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Introduction

Breast cancer is one of the most common types
of cancer among women. According to
statistical data, one in every eight women is at
risk of developing breast cancer (1). In Iran, the
age of onset for breast cancer is 10 to 15 years
younger than in other countries, with cultural
and social factors playing a significant role in
the progression and diagnosis of the disease.
Cultural differences can influence women's
awareness of screening and their willingness to
seek early diagnosis (2). Early detection of
breast cancer is crucial for reducing mortality
and improving prognosis. However, while
screening can decrease breast cancer mortality,
it also carries risks such as overdiagnosis,
overtreatment, and both false-positive and
false-negative results (3). The waiting period
for a breast cancer diagnosis is one of the most
challenging life experiences a woman may face.
Patients facing breast-related issues often
experience concerns such as body image
disturbances, sexual dysfunction, anxiety about
the disease and treatment, communication
problems with spouses, and fear of death. Due
to the uncertainty of the future and the fear of
cancer recurrence or metastasis, they may
experience severe anxiety and depression (4).
A deep understanding of the lived experiences
of women awaiting a breast cancer diagnosis is
essential. Such an understanding can help
identify the psychological and social needs of
this group and provide practical solutions to
improve medical care. The findings of this
study could play a key role in enhancing nursing
care and designing resilience programs for
women awaiting a breast cancer diagnosis (5).
Furthermore, this research can inform clinical
professionals and policymakers in developing
strategies to enhance psychological services,
reduce waiting times, improve doctor-patient
communication, and implement culturally and
socially relevant programs tailored to local
needs. Understanding the lived experiences of
these women may also lead to new methods of
adaptation, enabling patients to cope more
effectively with changing circumstances.
Therefore, this phenomenological study was
conducted to explore the lived experiences of
women awaiting a diagnosis after an abnormal
breast screening. This research aims to provide
new insights into designing supportive
interventions and improving the quality of
diagnostic and therapeutic services by

identifying the psychological and social

challenges faced by these women.

Materials & Methods

This qualitative study adopted an interpretive
phenomenological approach to explore the
lived experiences of women awaiting a breast
cancer diagnosis after receiving abnormal
screening results. The target population
comprised women attending breast cancer
screening centers at Tehran University of
Medical Sciences, who were selected through
purposive sampling. The inclusion criteria for
the study were as follows: (1) women who
provided informed consent to participate, (2)
women capable of verbally expressing their
experiences, and (3) women who had received
abnormal breast screening results. Exclusion
criteria included: (1) refusal to continue
participation at any stage of the study, (2)
mental, physical, or psychological conditions
preventing participation in the interviews, and
(3) inability to complete the interview process.
Participant recruitment continued until data
saturation was reached, at which point no new
themes emerged from the interviews. Data were
collected through semi-structured, face-to-face
interviews with women awaiting a diagnosis
following abnormal breast screening results.
The interview guide consisted of three main
questions: "How did you feel upon learning that
you had abnormal breast screening results?",
"What impact did knowing the results have on
your life?", and "How did you cope with the
experiences resulting from this knowledge?".
For data analysis, the seven-step approach by
Diekelmann, Tanner, and Allen (1989) was
utilized, following the principles of
Heideggerian phenomenology. MAXQDA
version 20 software was employed to manage
and analyze the data. Data collection and
analysis occurred concurrently. All interview
transcripts were imported into the software,
where a line-by-line coding process was
performed using the software’s capabilities.
The resulting codes were organized into
conceptual categories, and patterns and themes
were identified through constant comparison
between the codes and the interview data.

To ensure the scientific rigor and
trustworthiness of the study, Lincoln and
Guba's four criteria—credibility,
confirmability, dependability, and
transferability—were applied throughout the
analysis. Credibility was enhanced through
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prolonged engagement with participants,
member checking, and peer debriefing.
Confirmability was addressed by incorporating
direct quotations from participants into the
findings, which reflected their perspectives and
minimized researcher bias. Dependability was
supported through the use of field notes to
document participants' experiences in a
consistent and traceable manner.
Transferability was ensured by clearly and
comprehensively describing the study design.

Results
The participants in this study consisted of 12

women who were awaiting a breast cancer
diagnosis following abnormal screening results.
The participants’ ages ranged from 27 to 78
years, with a mean age of 56.08 years. The
majority of participants were housewives
(66.7%), and their educational backgrounds
varied, ranging from less than a high school
education to a Dbachelor's degree. The
characteristics of the participants are listed in
Table 1. In total, five main themes and 15
subcategories were identified from the data (see
Table 2). The interviews lasted between 36 and
58 minutes.

Table 1: Demographic Characteristics of the Study Participants

Participant ID Gender Age Occupation Educational Interview Duration
Level (minutes)
Participant 1 Female 78 Housewife < High School 41
Participant 2 Female 68 Housewife < High School 36
Participant 3 Female 63 Housewife Bachelor’s 46
Participant 4 Female 63 Housewife High School 51
Participant 5 Female 53 Employee Bachelor’s 57
Participant 6 Female 45 Housewife High School 58
Participant 7 Female 27 Housewife High School 49
Participant 8 Female 53 Employee Bachelor’s 43
Participant 9 Female 41 Housewife High School 53
Participant 10 Female 53 Employee Bachelor’s 38
Participant 11 Female 51 Housewife < High School 41
Participant 12 Female 78 High School 38

The findings revealed that women awaiting a
diagnosis after an abnormal breast screening
enter a turbulent period characterized by intense
psychological distress, marked by negative
emotions such as shock, fear, hopelessness, and
confusion. The unexpected nature of the
diagnosis  exacerbated these  emotional
disturbances, the lack of psychological support,
and the insufficient information provided
throughout the diagnostic process. Furthermore,
the impact of the disease was not confined to
physical health alone; it permeated all aspects
of their daily lives. The presence of illness was
felt continuously, influencing both their
physical and psychological states. These
limitations significantly affected their ability to
perform daily tasks and engage in social
interactions.

The results also indicated that women undergo
a complex, gradual grieving process in response
to the potential diagnosis. This process was

described through stages of denial, anger,
bargaining, depression, and ultimately
acceptance. Each stage represented the
women’s emotional and psychological struggle
as they confronted the harsh reality of the
disease and attempted to adapt to their evolving
circumstances.  Additionally, the study
highlighted the wvaried coping strategies
employed by women to manage the stress and
emotional toll of awaiting a diagnosis. These
strategies played a crucial role in helping them
navigate the psychological challenges and
adjust to their difficult situation. The theme of
"Rescue Connections" emerged as particularly
significant, underscoring the vital role of family
and social support in sustaining women through
this uncertain period. These support systems
were essential for boosting morale, alleviating
anxiety, and fostering a sense of security and
companionship in the face of uncertainty.
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Table 2: Themes and Sub-Themes Related to the Lived Experience of Women Awaiting a Breast Cancer
Diagnosis

N. Themes

1 Psychological Distress

Sub-Themes

Shock and Confusion

Fear and Anxiety

Physical and Psychological Impacts
Impacts on Daily Life

Impacts on Family and Social Relationships
Denial

Anger

Bargaining

Depression

Acceptance

Spiritual and Religious Coping Methods
Psychological and Mental Coping Methods
Positive Thinking Approaches

Emotional Shelter of Family

Encouraging Social Support

2 The Footprint of Illness in Daily Life

3 Stages of Adjustment

4 Pathways to Resilience

5 Life-Saving Connections
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Discussion

In this phenomenological study, we aimed to
gain an in-depth understanding of the lived
experiences of women awaiting a breast cancer
diagnosis after receiving abnormal screening
results. The findings revealed that these women
undergo significant emotional, behavioral, and
social responses during the waiting period. The
participants’ experiences were synthesized into
five key themes: psychological distress, the
imprint of the disease on daily life, stages of
adaptation, resilience pathways, and life-saving
connections.

The emotional turmoil identified in our study
aligns with previous research, highlighting that
receiving abnormal screening results triggers
profound psychological distress. This distress
primarily originates from the initial shock of an
uncertain diagnosis, compounded by poor
communication and a lack of emotional
support. These findings echo the work of Morse
(6) and Demir et al. (4), who similarly reported
that women experience high levels of anxiety,
confusion, and doubt following abnormal
screening outcomes. However, our study adds
nuance to these findings by emphasizing how
uncertainty is intensified in sociocultural
contexts where open discussion about cancer is
limited, and emotional expression may be
constrained.

Moreover, our study demonstrates that the fear
of an eventual diagnosis profoundly impacts
women’s daily lives. The emotional strain
interferes with their ability to perform routine
tasks, creating a pervasive sense of disruption.
These findings are consistent with the research
by Baena-Cafiada et al. (7), who also noted the
considerable psychological toll the waiting
period places on women. However, our results

contrast with those of Morse (6), who observed
that despite stress and fear, women in some
studies continued to maintain normalcy in their
daily activities to avoid burdening others. This
discrepancy may be attributed to contextual
factors, such as cultural norms and societal
expectations, which can influence how women
cope with stress and manage daily life during
uncertain times.

Furthermore, our study reveals that women face
amulti-phased coping process when confronted
with the possibility of cancer. These findings
support established theories on coping stages,
such as those proposed by Thorne et al. (8).
Participants in this study demonstrated a
complex emotional trajectory, ranging from
denial and anger to eventual acceptance, that
closely mirrors the stages of grief. These
insights underscore the importance of
recognizing the psychological processes and
adaptation phases that patients undergo.

In response to these emotional challenges, our
participants employed a variety of resilience
pathways. These included spiritual and
religious practices such as prayer, reciting
religious verses, and placing trust in a higher
power to find peace and reduce stress. These
coping strategies, deeply rooted in Iranian
cultural and religious contexts, underscore the
significant role of spirituality in fostering
resilience. Based on these insights, the
development of supportive and educational
interventions that emphasize positive thinking,
manage negative thought patterns, and
strengthen spiritual well-being may prove
effective in reducing stress and fostering
resilience among women in similar contexts.
The theme of life-saving connections emerged
as a critical factor in coping with the emotional
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and psychological burden of awaiting a breast
cancer diagnosis. Our findings confirmed the
essential role of family and social support in
mitigating psychological distress during this
period. This is consistent with the work of
Morse (6), who emphasized that strong familial
and social support networks are indispensable
throughout the diagnostic and treatment
journey. Building on this insight, the current
findings underscore the need to strengthen
women's support systems during the diagnostic
process. Implementing structured family
counseling programs can significantly enhance
women's psychological and physical well-being
by raising awareness among relatives about
their supportive role.

In the context of this study, support from loved
ones functioned not only as a source of
emotional comfort but also as a practical means
of navigating the uncertainties inherent in the
diagnostic  process. Our findings also
underscore the crucial role of clear and timely
communication throughout the diagnostic
journey. Providing accurate information,
reducing waiting times, and conveying results
through direct and empathetic interactions can
significantly enhance women’s emotional well-
being during this distressing period. Future
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Table 1: Sample of Raw Data Analysis and Development of Final Theme
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Theme Sub-theme Codes Interpretive Summary Raw Data (Participant
Quote)

Psychologic Shock and Shock upon Experiencing shock and "I went for an ultrasound,

al Distress ~ Confusion receiving the unpreparedness upon and suddenly they said it

diagnosis receiving a potential might be a malignant mass;

diagnosis. I  was shocked and

Confusion due

to a

lack of information

I feel lost and uninformed
due to a lack of clear
information about the
diagnostic process.

terrified, and I didn’t know
what to do."

"When they said [ needed a
biopsy, they didn’t explain
the next steps. I felt like I
was floating in the air, not
knowing where to go."

Fear and Anxiety Fear of Fear of disease "I was terrified that the
deterioration progression and losing disease would advance and
the  opportunity  for I wouldn't be able to treat
timely treatment. myself anymore."

Concern about Deep concern regarding "I kept thinking that if I
children’s  future children’s future in case die, what will happen to
after death of death and its impact on my children, and how will

family life. they live without me?"
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Table 2: Demographic Characteristics of the Study Participants
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Participant ID  Gender Age Occupation  Educational Interview Duration
Level (minutes)
Participant 1 Female 78 Housewife < High School 41
Participant 2 Female 68 Housewife < High School 36
Participant 3 Female 63 Housewife Bachelor’s 46
Participant 4 Female 63 Housewife High School 51
Participant 5 Female 53 Employee Bachelor’s 57
Participant 6 Female 45 Housewife High School 58
Participant 7 Female 27 Housewife High School 49
Participant 8 Female 53 Employee Bachelor’s 43
Participant 9 Female 41 Housewife High School 53
Participant 10 Female 53 Employee Bachelor’s 38
Participant 11 Female 51 Housewife < High School 41
Participant 12 Female 78 Retired High School 38

Table 3: Themes and Subthemes Related to the Lived Experiences of Women Awaiting a Breast Cancer

Diagnosis
Ol Ol juw (pnsidd jUasil 53 (U dans 5 42,205 b b po 5l o5 125 9 Lo :Y Jour
N. Themes Sub-Themes Sample Codes
1 Psychological Shock and Confusion Experiencing shock upon receiving the diagnosis, shock
Distress and confusion due to lack of information, surprise and

Fear and Anxiety

2 The Footprint of Physical and
Illness in Daily Psychological Impacts
Life
Impacts on Daily Life
Impacts on Family and
Social Relationships
3 Stages of Denial
Adjustment

hopelessness upon diagnosis, initial shock and fear from
screening results

Fear of disease progression, fear and anxiety about losing
a body part, fear caused by a malignant diagnosis,
concern about disease advancement, worry about
children’s future after death

Disruption in performing daily tasks, feelings of
helplessness and discomfort, experiencing physical pain
and suffering

Forced continuation of life, inability to concentrate on
other life plans, preoccupation with the treatment process,
reluctance to engage in daily activities

Concerns about burdening children, children’s distress
over the mother's illness, spouse’s distress about the
disease, family members’ concerns about test results,
anxiety over the impact of death on the family

Doubt and denial about having the illness, denial of being
ill, avoidance of thinking about the disease, avoidance of
the topic entirely
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N. Themes Sub-Themes

Sample Codes

Anger

Bargaining

Depression

Acceptance

4  Pathways to Spiritual and Religious

Resilience Coping Methods
Psychological and
Mental Coping Methods
Positive Thinking
Approaches

5 Life-Saving Emotional Shelter of

Connections Family
Encouraging Social
Support

Anger resulting from abnormal screening results, verbal
reactions due to rage, behavioral reactions driven by
anger

Surprise and disbelief at the diagnosis, mental struggle
about the presence or absence of breast mass, wishing to
go back in time and avoid risky behaviors

Feelings of sadness and sorrow due to illness, feelings of
depression, initial feelings of helplessness and
discomfort, distress caused by the diagnosis, hiding
distress from others

Acceptance of the condition and adapting to life,
acceptance of divine will in life and death, submission to
God's will, acceptance of treatment outcomes

Praying and turning to God, recommending trust in God,
reciting prayers as a coping strategy, using prayers to
manage stressful situations

Self-belief and strengthening willpower, laughter as a
defensive reaction, humor as a coping mechanism,
recalling positive memories to cope with illness

Giving oneself hope, maintaining a positive outlook, and
coping with distress, encouraging the preservation of
morale, promoting enjoyment of life, hope for recovery
Children's support in pursuing treatment, family's
positive role in boosting morale, emotional support from
family, spouse’s assistance in managing daily affairs,
family’s support as an adaptation facilitator

Engaging with neighbors to adapt to circumstances, the
physician’s support to reduce fear, connecting with
friends to cope with the illness, relatives’ support in
managing the condition
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