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Abstract

Introduction: Breast cancer, as the most common malignancy among women, is
associated with extensive physical and psychological complications that can adversely
affect patients’ self-care behaviors. This study aimed to explain the self-care needs of
breast cancer survivors based on Orem's self-care theory.

Methods: This study was conducted using a qualitative approach with directed content
analysis. Twenty-one women who had recovered from breast cancer in Dezful city were
recruited through purposive sampling with maximum variation. Data were collected
through semi-structured, in-depth interviews and continued until data saturation was
achieved. Data analysis was performed manually using the Graneheim and Lundman
method. To ensure scientific rigor, strategies including participant review (member
checking), co-coding by peer researchers, and reflective note-taking were employed.

Results: In the final analysis, 12 codes, 5 sub-categories, and 3 categories were identified.
The three main categories identified were universal self-care requisites, developmental
self-care requisites, and health-deviation self-care requisites.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that self-care in breast cancer survivors is a
multidimensional process that appears to be strongly shaped by cultural and religious
contexts and the structure of Iran's health system.
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Introduction

Breast cancer remains the most common
malignancy among women globally, with
approximately 2.3 million new cases and
670,000 deaths reported in 2022 (1). In Iran, the
disease accounts for a substantial and growing
burden, with an estimated 15,700—19,000 new
cases annually and an age-standardized
incidence rate of 32—38 per 100,000 women(2),
and the extensive physical and psychological
side effects of treatment influence patients' self-
care behaviors(3). Self-care—defined as an
individual's ability to perform self-care
activities—plays a key role in improving
treatment outcomes, enhancing quality of life,
and reducing healthcare costs. Orem’s self-care
theory identifies three categories of needs:
universal, developmental, and health-deviation
needs(4). While several qualitative studies have
examined self-care among Iranian women with
breast cancer, these have largely addressed the
treatment period or preventive behaviors.
However, less attention has been paid to the
lived experience of self-care needs among
breast cancer survivors. This gap is especially
evident within Iran's cultural, religious, and
healthcare context. This study aimed to identify
and explain the self-care needs of breast cancer
survivors using directed content analysis based
on Orem's theory.

Materials and Methods

The present study employed a qualitative
approach using directed content analysis.
Twenty-one breast cancer survivors from
Dezful were recruited through purposive,
maximum-variation sampling. Participants
were required to be fluent in Persian, willing to
participate, have a primary diagnosis of breast
cancer, be physically and psychologically able
to participate, be able to articulate their
experiences, have completed treatment at least
six months prior, and be Iranian nationals.
Exclusion criteria included unwillingness to
continue, aggressive behavior during the
interview, or experiencing a severely traumatic
event within the past two months. Data were
collected wvia in-depth, semi-structured
interviews held in the oncology department's
training room, with telephone interviews
conducted when participants preferred not to
attend in person. Interviews lasted 20-52
minutes (mean: 42 minutes) and began with the
question, "What self-care needs did you
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experience during your treatment?" Data
collection continued until data saturation. One
participant declined audio recording, and notes
were taken instead; two participants showed
emotional reactions during the interviews,
which were managed with empathy before
continuing. Data were analyzed manually using
directed content analysis based on Graneheim
and Lundman's method(5). After transcription
and repeated reading, meaning units related to
self-care needs were identified and coded.
Codes were initially classified into Orem's three
predefined categories (universal,
developmental, and health-deviation self-care
requisites), and those that did not fit these
categories were examined separately. Similar
codes were then grouped into subcategories and
categories based on conceptual affinity. The
analysis followed seven steps: determining the
unit of analysis, identifying meaning units,
condensing meaning units, extracting codes,
forming subcategories, forming categories, and
extracting the latent theme. Both manifest and
latent content were examined, with continuous
back-and-forth movement between texts,
codes, and categories. Scientific rigor was
ensured through Lincoln and Guba's criteria,
including member checking with three
participants, review of all analytical stages by a

qualitative  expert,  documentation  of
preconceptions, and detailed contextual
description.
Results

The sample comprised 21 breast cancer
survivors with a mean age of 44.5 years (range:
27-62) and a mean disease duration of 4.8 years
(range: 1-12). Most participants were
housewives (71.4%), married (90.5%), and had
completed at least a high school diploma
(81.0%). All had received chemotherapy,
85.7% underwent unilateral mastectomy, and
42.8% received radiotherapy.

Three main categories, six subcategories, and
twelve final codes were extracted (Table 1).
Self-care needs are classified into three
categories—universal self-care needs,
developmental self-care needs, and health-
deviation self-care needs—described as
follows:

Category 1: Universal Self-Care Requisites

In the first category, universal self-care
requisites, participants managed daily needs
more consciously during illness. They
identified beneficial foods through personal
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experience and trial and error; one participant
stated, "I survived on pomegranate juice...
When 1 ate grilled lamb, my body regained
strength" (Participant 9).

Participants accepted rest during peak side
effects but feared losing their ability to
function, engaging in light activities to prevent
bodily stiffness; one explained, "I thought that
if I got up and did my work, it would be better;
my body wouldn't sleep... When I sleep and rest
all the time, my body dries up" (Participants 2,
3, and 4). They also selectively managed social
relationships, removing those that increased
stress and limiting their circle to empathetic
individuals; one stated, "You remove many
people, you keep a circle that is compatible with
your mental state" (Participant 15). Participants
actively sought peers with similar experiences;
one stated, "I called an acquaintance who had
completed treatment... Her words encouraged
me a lot" (Participant 13).
Category 2:  Developmental
Requisites

In the second category, developmental self-care
requisites, participants adapted to identity and
role transitions. They experienced grief over
bodily changes but gradually prioritized health
over beauty; one stated, "My hair fell out, my
nails turned black... But I said it's okay, health
is more important” (Participant 18), and another
said, "After three years, I decided to dye my
hair... 1 felt good" (Participant 12). They
redefined beauty beyond physical appearance;

Self-Care

one stated, "My husband tells me that silver hair
suits me and is beautiful" (Participant 17). They
also adapted family roles by lowering self-
expectations; one stated, "I am no longer as
sensitive as before about everything always
being in order.. I have accepted this"
(Participant 1). Another said, "I could not do
heavy work... My mother and husband did
many of the tasks" (Participant 14). Despite
limitations, they strived to maintain their roles;
one stated, "I made no change in my role as a
wife and sexual partner” (Participant 11).
Category 3: Health-Deviation Self-Care
Requisites

In the third category, health-deviation self-care
requisites, participants managed treatment side
effects and sought active involvement in care.
They used non-pharmacological methods such
as warm oils, compresses, and warm showers;
one stated, "We massaged our bodies with baby
oil... In the bathroom with warm water... We
gradually coped with it" (Participant 9). They
accepted pain as part of treatment; one stated,
"I just had to be patient...I raised my threshold
of tolerance" (Participant 5). They actively
sought information from various sources; one
stated, "I sought information and used the
internet and books" (Participant 11). They also
participated in treatment decisions; one stated,
"I told my physician to remove both breasts;
then I would place a prosthesis, and he accepted
my suggestion" (Participant 14).

Table 1: Main categories, subcategories, and extracted codes

Main category

Sub-category

Codes

Universal self-

Mindful response to the

Therapeutic and Experimental Nutrition

care needs body's physiological | Acceptance of Forced Rest with Resistance to Passivity
changes
Redefining social | Refining one’s social circle and eliminating energy-draining
boundaries and managing | relationships
relationships Seeking empathy and shared experience with other patients
Developmental | Reconstructing Identity | Mourning the lost body and gradual acceptance
self-care in the Mirror of Bodily | Redefining beauty and human values beyond physical
requisites Changes appearance

Adapting family and
social roles to new
limitations

Lowering expectations of oneself and accepting imperfection
Striving to maintain the roles of mother and wife despite one's
limitations

Health deviation
self-care
requisites

Physical management of
treatment side effects

Using non-pharmacological and traditional methods to
alleviate pain and nausea

Accepting pain as part of the treatment journey (finding
meaning in suffering)

Seeking knowledge and
active participation in
treatment

Actively seeking information from various sources
Participating in treatment decisions
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Discussion

The findings align with Orem's self-care
theory while revealing culturally specific
nuances among Iranian breast cancer
survivors. Conscious management of
universal needs—particularly therapeutic
nutrition and selective social filtering—
echoes Savabi-Esfahani et al. (6) and
Salami et al. (7). However, reliance on
personal trial and error reflects Iran's
biomedically focused healthcare system,
where integrative supportive care is not
formally integrated. Hiding illness from
family contrasts with Western emphasis on
disclosure. This reflects Iran's collectivist
culture and the concept of "aberu" (social
face), where disclosure is a social act with
consequences for family reputation.

In the developmental domain, creative
strategies for redefining beauty differ from
Western  reliance on  psychological
counseling (6), reflecting limited mental
health services and the use of embodied
practices as acts of resistance. Maintaining
maternal and spousal roles despite
limitations contrasts with Western patterns
of role delegation (7), reflecting the
centrality of motherhood in Iranian
women's identity. The health-deviation
domain revealed the use of traditional
methods consistent with Tabaraei et al. (8)
but differing from Western practices such
as yoga and acupuncture, reflecting the
absence of integrative medicine in Iran's
formal cancer care. Finding meaning in
suffering through patience and faith was
prominent but not universal. Active
information-seeking and participation in
treatment decisions indicate growing health
literacy. Yet reliance on peer empathy
reflects the role of informal social
networks, in which trust in formal
institutions is limited (7). These findings
underscore that self-care among Iranian
breast cancer survivors is multidimensional
and shaped by cultural, religious, and
healthcare system factors.

Participants were recruited only from
Dezful, limiting generalizability; future
studies should include diverse regions with
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different cultural contexts. Self-reported
data may introduce recall or social
desirability bias; mixed-methods designs
could mitigate these biases. The cross-
sectional design cannot capture changes
over time; longitudinal studies are needed
to track self-care needs across recovery
stages. Women with very low education or
advanced age were not included; future
sampling should target these
underrepresented groups. Family and
provider perspectives were not examined;
future studies should incorporate these
perspectives to  provide a  more
comprehensive understanding.

Conclusion

The findings indicate that the self-care
needs of Iranian women recovering from
breast cancer, while consistent with Orem's
three categories, appear to be deeply
influenced by Iran's cultural, religious, and
healthcare context. Some findings—such as
conscious responses to physiological
changes, social filtering, and reduced self-
expectations—appear to be consistent with
international research. Others—including
hiding illness, using traditional methods,
relying on patience and faith, and seeking
peer empathy—seem to be rooted in the
Iranian context and are rarely reported in
Western studies.
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Table 1: Interview Questions Guide

Main Question

Probing Question

1. What self-care measures did you need to take
while being treated for the illness?

1. Did you follow these care routines even before your
illness?

2. What about the side effects of your chemotherapy?
3. What about the side effects of surgery?

What about the side effects of radiotherapy?
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Table 2: Demographic characteristics and background information of the participants

N | Age Educational level Job Marital | Duration Treatments Performed
status of illness
(years)
1 44 Below diploma Housewife Married 4 Mastectomy — Chemotherapy
— Radiotherapy
2 45 diploma Housewife | Married 9 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
3 33 Bachelor's degree Employee Single 5 Mastectomy — Chemotherapy
— Radiotherapy
4 28 Associate Degree Freelance Married 2 Mastectomy — Chemotherapy
— Radiotherapy
5 55 Diploma Housewife Married 4 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
6 42 Mastery degree Housewife Single 1 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
7 62 Diploma Retired Married 3 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
8 38 Bachelor's degree Freelance Married 1 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
9 37 Primary education Housewife Married 4 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
10 55 Bachelor's degree Retired Married 10 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
11 54 diploma Housewife Married 12 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
12 44 Bachelor's degree Housewife | Married 9 Bilateral mastectomy —
chemotherapy
13 41 Below diploma Housewife Married 2 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
14 27 Bachelor's degree Housewife Married 1 Mastectomy-Chemotherapy
15 £ phd Istructor Married 6 Mastectomy — Chemotherapy
— Radiotherapy
16 39 Bachelor's degree Housewife | Married 2 Mastectomy — Chemotherapy
— Radiotherapy
17 55 Diploma Housewife | Married 2 Mastectomy — Chemotherapy
— Radiotherapy
18 49 Below diploma Housewife | Married 10 Mastectomy — Chemotherapy
— Radiotherapy
19 45 Diploma Housewife | Married 4 Mastectomy — Chemotherapy
— Radiotherapy
20 55 Diploma Housewife | Married 5 Breast-conserving surgery —
Chemotherapy — Radiotherapy
21 35 Diploma Housewife | Married 5 Breast-conserving surgery —
Chemotherapy — Radiotherapy
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Table: Main categories, subcategories, and extracted codes

category

Main Sub-category Codes

Universal self- | Mindful response to the | Therapeutic and Experimental Nutrition

relationships

care needs body's physiological | Acceptance of Forced Rest with Resistance to Passivity
changes
Redefining social | Refining one’s social circle and eliminating energy-draining

boundaries and managing | relationships
Seeking empathy and shared experience with other patients

Developmental | Reconstructing Identity | Mourning the lost body and gradual acceptance

deviation self-
care requisites

self-care in the Mirror of Bodily | Redefining beauty and human values beyond physical

requisites Changes appearance
Adapting family and | Lowering expectations of oneself and accepting imperfection
social roles to new | Striving to maintain the roles of mother and wife despite one's
limitations limitations

Health Physical management of | Using non-pharmacological and traditional methods to

treatment side effects

alleviate pain and nausea
Accepting pain as part of the treatment journey (finding
meaning in suffering)

Seeking knowledge and
active participation in
treatment

Actively seeking information from various sources
Participating in treatment decisions
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