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Abstract

Introduction: Sexual health is a significant concern for cancer survivors. This
study aims to understand how breast cancer survivors and service providers in
Iran perceive and experience sexual health services for breast cancer survivors.

Material and methods: The present study used a qualitative approach and
conventional content analysis method. Data were collected through the use of
unstructured in-depth interviews with participants. The main interview
question was how the sexual health of patients is addressed and what services
are provided in this regard.

Results: Data analysis led to the emergence of two themes entitled passivity in
providing sexual health services and physically oriented services provided in
the field of body image disorder.

Conclusion: The results showed that the sexual health services provided to
breast cancer survivors are passive and limited to their expressed complaints.
Moreover, while providing body image services is desirable and aligns with
global standards in the physical aspect, there appears to be a deficiency in the
psychosocial aspect. Providing services using a multidisciplinary approach,
training employees about the late effects of cancer, and paying attention to the
biopsychosocial aspects of sexual health can improve breast cancer survivors'
quality of life.

Keywords
Breast Cancer, Sexual Health Services, Iran, Qualitative Study

Copyright © 2023 Roshandel et al. Published by Breast Cancer Recearch Center, ACECR

This work is licensed under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0 International
CIACEM | icense (https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/ ) Non-commercial uses of the

work are permitted, provided the original work is properly cited.


https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0/
mailto:saliazin@gmail.com
http://dx.doi.org/10.30699/ijbd.16.1.65
https://dorl.net/dor/20.1001.1.17359406.1402.16.1.5.6
https://ijbd.ir/article-1-1018-fa.html

mThe Provision of Sexual Health Services to ...

[ Downloaded from ijbd.ir on 2023-09-04 ]

[ DOR: 20.1001.1.17359406.1402.16.1.5.6 ]

[ DOI: 10.30699/ijbd.16.1.65 ]

Introduction
The number of breast cancer survivors

continues to grow due to early detection and
advanced treatment [1]. As a result, the needs
of these people have changed, and most cancer
survivors want to leave cancer behind and
move towards a healthy life [2]. Sexual health
problems adversely impact the quality of life
of breast cancer survivors [3]. Studies have
shown that many breast cancer survivors do
not receive adequate sexual health care, and
there is a large gap between their needs and the
healthcare system’s response [4]. As far as we
know, no comprehensive research has been
carried out on delivering sexual health services
to breast cancer survivors in Iran. This study
was conducted to elucidate the perspectives of
female breast cancer survivors and service
providers regarding sexual health service
delivery to women affected by breast cancer.

Materials & Methods

The present study was a qualitative research
using conventional content analysis approach.
The study data were collected via unstructured
in-depth interviews. The participants were
selected using a purposive sampling method.
The study comprised 26 people, including
women surviving breast cancer (n=14), service

providers (n=11), and the patient's husband
(n=1).

Results

Data analysis led to the emergence of two
themes entitled passivity in providing sexual
health services and physically oriented services
provided in the field of body image disorder.
Passivity in providing sexual health services
The results showed that despite the many
problems that occur in the field of sexual
health for breast cancer survivors, the way of
providing related services is passive. It means
that either health care services are not provided
in this area, or the services are limited to small
medical interventions and simple
recommendations to eliminate severe and
significant symptoms of sexual dysfunction in
patients complaining about this issue.
However, the active search to find unexpressed
problems is usually not done, and as a result,
potential sexual problems are neglected. This
theme was formed according to the data of two
categories: complaint-oriented provision of
sexual health services and neglect of potential
sexual needs and related subcategories. The
formation of this theme is briefly shown in
Table 1.

Table 1: How to form the theme of passivity in providing sexual health services

Theme Category Subcategory A sample of participants' quotes
Symptom-oriented "In order to eliminate vaginal dryness, vaginal
medical interventions moisturizers can be prescribed, or water-

complaint- to resolve the sexual soluble non-hormonal lubricants can be used
oriented dysfunction of patients before intercourse.” (P23, gynecologist)
provision of Recommendations to "Sexual desire cannot be manipulated very
sexual health solve sexual problems much because hormones cannot be prescribed.
services We recommend that more sex is better. Their
Passivity libido will increase." (P16, oncologist) (P16,
in oncologist)
providin Limited and temporary "At the counseling unit, we ask them about
g sexual counseling and sexual issues. Of course, the surgeon must
health neglect of psychological refer them, or they can ask for it themselves!
services potential measurements based on It is not like we advise everyone." (P17,

sexual needs"

referral and demand
Not prioritizing sexual
health

psychologist)
"These have a series of psychological issues. As
surgeons, we do not get involved in these
issues." (P15, surgeon)
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Physically oriented services provided in the field
of body image disorder

In the part of services related to the prevention
and treatment of distorted body image,
sufficient attention was paid to the physical
aspect, and services were provided according
to the latest scientific and technological
achievements of the world. However, little
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attention was paid to its psychosocial aspects,
and the provided services were inappropriate.
This theme was formed by using the data of
two categories: Providing desirable
interventions in physical aspect and weakness
in providing psychosocial services. The
formation of this theme is shown in Table 2.

Table 2: How to form the theme of physically oriented services provided in the field of

body image disorder

Theme Category Subcategory A sample of participants’ quotes
Preventive and therapeutic "The standard of breast cancer
physical services regarding surgery in stages 1 and 2 is breast-
body image disorders due conserving surgeries. Now |
Providing to breast changes perform breast-conserving surgery
desirable on over 90% of my patients." (P15,
interventions in surgeon)

Physically physical aspect Preventive and therapeutic "My doctor said: | will give you a pill
oriented physical services regarding to make your hair fall out. He
services body image disorders due prescribed finasteride." (P5, client)

provided in to changes made outside

the field of the breast

body image Neglect of psychological "We are not in the center daily, but
disorder needs they do not make referrals if we

weakness in are. Unfortunately, psychological
providing measures are not a priority." (P17,
psychosocial psychologist)
services Ignoring the social aspect of ~ "The cost of breast reconstruction is
service delivery very high. Nearly 20 million, how
can a worker get it?" (P11 client)
Discussion However, not paying attention to the

This study's results in providing sexual health
services led to the extraction of two themes:
passivity in providing sexual health services
and physically oriented services provided in
the field of body image disorder. According to
these themes, providing sexual health services
was passive, and there was no active search to
find potential sexual problems. If the patients
raised their issues in this regard, they received
few services, mainly based on the prescription
of lubricants or moisturizers to eliminate
vaginal dryness and dyspareunia. Counseling
and psychological interventions were weak,
intermittent, and provided to a small
percentage of people. This issue was not a
priority for service providers, and they had not
received the necessary training in this field.
Moreover, the services provided to maintain
body image were focused on the physical
aspect, and the possibility of intervention

according to the latest knowledge and
technology of the world by skilled
professionals was potentially available.

psychosocial aspects of service provision
prevented the proper receipt of these services.
Consistent with previous studies, most cancer
patients do not receive information and
services regarding the harmful effects of
cancer treatment on sexuality [5, 6]. These
findings are fully justified considering that
cancer is a life-threatening disease and saving
the patient's life is the highest priority. The
long and challenging course of treatment and
the presence of other concerns, such as the fear
of recurrence and high treatment costs, also
lead to sexual health not being a priority.

Conclusion

The results showed that the sexual health
services provided to breast cancer survivors
are passive and limited to their expressed
complaints. Moreover, while providing body
image services is desirable and aligns with
global standards in the physical aspect, there
appears to be a deficiency in the psychosocial
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aspect.  Providing  services using a
multidisciplinary approach, training employees
about the late effects of cancer, and paying
attention to the biopsychosocial aspects of
sexual health can improve breast cancer
survivors' quality of life.
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