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 Background: Finding meaning in life reduces stress and increases life expectancy in 

human beings. The purpose of this study was to examine the lived experiences of 

women recovered from breast cancer and the meaning of their lives. 

Methods: This qualitative study was performed on cured women with breast 

cancer, who referred to Yazd cancer medical centers in January and February, 

2021. Eleven women with breast cancer who have been healthy for at least 5 

years were interviewed based on theoretical saturation, and purposeful, in-depth 

and semi-structured talks. Due to COVID-19 condition, all interviews were done 

by telephone the interviews were analyzed using the Colaizzi's method of data 

analysis. 

Results: Data analysis led to the emergence of a main theme called individual 

and social development and four sub-themes including spiritual perfection, 

oneness, individual well-being and social growth. The patients saw cancer as an 

opportunity to reflect their own values and goals and to correct them in order to 

draw themselves closer to spirituality and to love other beings. 

Conclusion: Achieving perfection, personal growth, striving for well-being and 

social interest play a significant role in life experiences of women recovered 

from cancer. Findings of this study can be used as a conceptual basis for 

designing meaningful teaching intervention models for patients who have 

recently been diagnosed with cancer. 
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Introduction 

Breast cancer is one of the most serious diseases 

threatening women's physical, mental, and social 

well-being. Physical changes caused by sickness, 

treatment chemistry, and radiotherapy may occur 

during the course of illness. Self-awareness, self-

confidence, and a sense of worth and acceptability 

by others can all be affected by changes (1). Nearly 

half of cancer patients, particularly women 

between the ages of 40 and 59, reported high levels 

of stress (2). The role of psychosocial variables in 

the development and progression of cancer has 

long been a subject of speculation. In reality, in 

recent years, epidemiological and clinical 

investigations have offered substantial evidence for 

the relationship between cancer progression and 

persistent stress, despair, and social isolation (3). 

Joulaee et al. asked 11 women with breast cancer 

about their feelings and experiences in a 

phenomenological study (4). Participants 

characterized their unpleasant experiences of living 

with breast cancer as losing something important, 

missing self-confidence, living with fear, 

emotional instability, and needing support, as well 

as their positive experiences of learning new 

things. Existential worries and death fear were the 

most difficult and stressful aspects of these people' 

lives, issues that were easily overlooked because 

usually death anxiety is not expressed directly (5). 

Death, according to Yalom (6), is one of the 

earliest ultimate concerns of human beings, and 

existential conflict originates from the struggle 

between the awareness of death's inevitability and 

the longing for life. The inability to face the 

anxiety leads to a slew of issues and mental 

diseases (6). Having a meaningful life can help you 

avoid the harmful impacts of stress. Important 

aspects in psychological adjustment include 

structures that relate to meaning and a sense of 

cohesiveness in life (7). The significance of a 

person's life is determined by how important, 

meaningful, and understandable he thinks his 

existence is. Some examples include individuals' 

cohesive view of themselves and life events, as 

well as having a lifelong aim (8). Frankel views 

happiness as the process of discovering the 

purpose in life. Meaningfulness, purposefulness, 

and life expectancy are all aspects of improving 

community health. Therefore, if life is purposeful 

and meaningful, it is natural that every occurrence- 

no matter how traumatic, such as acute stress or 

life-threatening sickness- will be meaningful in this 

aspect (9). Esteger considers the dimensions of the 

meaning of human life to be the identification of 

what is important to him and the ability to 

effectively direct his energies. In fact, for him, the 

meaning of life is to make people believe that their 

life is important and transcendent (10). But in Iran, 

the meaning of life is more tied to religion. Ibn 

Sina's (One of the great Iranian philosophers) 

approach to the meaning of life concerns a 

supernatural theory. Belief in the existence of God 

and life after death are the two main pillars of a 

meaningful life. According to him every person's 

life finds meaning where it is in line with God's 

purpose for human creation. Achieving a 

meaningful life requires setting high goals in life, 

constantly striving for wisdom, love, morality, and 

ultimately achieving immortality. Happiness, joy, 

and goodness are the three important concepts of 

Ibn Sina's view (11). The existence of meaning in 

life calls people to action. In fact, man is not 

destroyed by undesirable suffering and destiny; it 

is the meaninglessness of his life that makes him 

sad (12). It seems that the meaning of life reduces 

the perceived stress of cancer patients; a 

meaningful life can adapt patients to the disease 

and improve the treatment process (13). 

To investigate this issue, the authors decided to 

probe the lived experiences of a number cured 

breast cancer women regarding the meaning of life 

in the form of a qualitative research. 

Methods 

To include the characteristics of a real 

community, purposive sampling method was used. 

Cancer treatment centers in Yazd (Iran) introduced 

14 eligible patients who had been recovered from 

breast cancer for at least 5 years. They were 

contacted and the explanations were given about 

the project. 11 people were willing to participate in 
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the project. Due to COVID-19 epidemic, telephone 

or online interviews were done by voice or text 

after providing the appropriate explanations to the 

patient, receiving their consent, ensuring the 

confidentiality of information and having the right 

to leave the study. The interviews were in-depth 

and semi-structured, began in January 2021 and 

lasted until June. 

The interview questions were designed by 

studying the sources related to the meaning of life, 

reviewed by two professors of psychology, and 

presented in the form of 5 main questions. 

In addition, other exploratory questions were 

asked to better understand the answers. 

The following questions were asked: 

1."What is the purpose of human creation?"  

2."What does cancer mean to you?" 

3."What satisfies you in life?" 

4. "According to this thinking, what are the 

values of your life after recovery?" 

5."How can people prepare themselves for 

death?" 

 To analyze data, the Colaizzi approach was 

employed, and the responses were recorded and 

implemented to encode and extract the concepts. It 

was analyzed numerous times to comprehend the 

participants' feelings and experiences. In the 

second step, after reviewing all of the participants' 

descriptions, the sentences relating to the 

phenomena being discussed. Were highlighted. In 

the third stage, a semantic unit was extracted from 

each sentence, expressing the meaning and the 

fundamental component of one's thinking. 

Naturally, after getting these semantic units, the 

appropriateness of the written meaning in respect 

to the main and elementary phrases was checked, 

as well as the correctness of the relationship 

between them. The semantic units were sorted 

based on similarity after the codes were extracted 

using Colaizzi's fourth stage. Sub-themes emerged 

as a result of this process. A major theme was 

derived from all sub-themes in the last step (figure 

1). The number of interviews was increased until 

data was saturated. Participants and external 

evaluators were given access to the data in order to 

consolidate it and avoid the researcher's mental 

judgment. Then, its validity was checked. 

 

 
Figure 1. Qualitative themes and subthemes 

 

Results 

Patients' age ranged from 36 to 61. All except 

one were married, and their education was from 

diploma to PhD. The recovery duration ranged 

from 5 to 12 years, and all but one of the patients 

underwent cancer surgery, Table 1. 

Four sub-themes emerged from the semantic 

units established during the interviews: "spiritual 

perfection, uniqueness, individual well-being, and 

social interest". The interrelationship between 

these four aspects gave rise to the research's major 

theme, "individual and social development",  

Table 2. 

The main theme is that patients generally 

consider achieving growth and development in 

both individual and social spheres as the meaning 

and purpose of life, and consider suffering 

necessary part to achieve this goal. In the 

following, the sub-themes of this research will be 

explained. 

  

Individual and social development 

Social interest Individual well-being Uniqueness Spiritual perfection 
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Table 1. Demographic characteristics of patients with cured breast cancer 

% N  Variable 

27 3  30-39 

Age 18 2 40-49 

54 6 50-59 

45 5 High school diploma 

Education 
18 2 Bachelor's degree 

27 3 Masters' degree 

9 1 PhD 

54 6 Employee 

Job 9 1 Self-employment 

36 4 Housewife 

91 10 Yes 
Marital status 9 1 No 

18 2 1 

Number of children 
36 4 2 

18 2 3 

27 3 0 

73 8 5-9 
Recovery time 

27 3 10-15 

 

Table 2. Data analysis based on evaluation of interview results 

Major theme Sub-themes Semantic units 

Individual and 

social development 

Spiritual perfection 

Looking at suffering as a platform for growth and 

development, the Lord 's test ¬ to obtain mercy from 

God, the evolution of man, gaining experience, 

cancer as an opportunity for growth 

Uniqueness 

Performing unique human mission, specific 

personality and beliefs in each individual, 

impossibility of replacing individuals with each 

other, personal effort 

Individual well-

being 

Self-awareness and strengthening positive aspects of 

self-acceptance and active coping with illness, 

optimism, ability to solve problems (self-efficacy) 

Social interest 

Helping each other-compassion, sharing in the 

sorrows and joys of others, empathy, respecting the 

rights of others, paying attention to the suffering of 

others 

 

1- Spiritual perfection 

Patients saw the purpose of life in "reaching 

perfection." According to them, growth and 

gaining experience take place in the context of the 

sufferings God has devised in the form of tests; 

this is to move them away from this world and 

draw them closer to the Lord. Some of the 

participants considered this world to be part of the 

evolutionary stages of man. According to them, 

this world is part of a larger experience for growth 

and development. 

Participant 1: "The purpose of life is to reach 

perfection and closeness to God, and suffering is 

bedrock for our growth and development." 

Participant 5: "We come to this world to be 

tested. God tests everyone, according to the 

capacity of human beings, to reach perfection. 

Participant 10: "We are in one of our 
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evolutionary stages in this world." 

2- Uniquness 

Participants saw the purpose of living in this 

world as achieving personal growth and 

excellence. One of its examples is the uniqueness 

of every human being; that human beings each 

have their own personal mission and a duty to 

strive and achieve. Patients stated that human 

suffering makes people more familiar with their 

unique selves. The uniqueness of each person leads 

him to personal effort and self-fulfillment. 

Participant 3: "Surely, God saw something in me 

that set this early test for me. In my opinion, the 

difficulty level of the test is determined in 

proportion to each person's level of belief." 

Participant 2: "We are here to fulfill our unique 

mission." 

Participant 10: "It gave me an opportunity to 

think about what I have done so far and what I 

want to do from now on." 

3- Individual well-being 

Personal well-being is another example of 

personal growth mentioned by patients. Trying to 

improve the life quality, self-awareness and 

strengthening positive aspects, active acceptance 

and coping with the disease, and the ability to 

solve problems (self-efficacy) were some of the 

things that the participants mentioned as 

meaningful activities in life. According to some of 

them, maintaining mental health and optimism 

increases the level of individual well-being. 

Participant 11: "Life is not long enough for me 

to live through unhappiness, stress and pressure, 

and it is not short enough for me to take the 

slightest pleasures for granted. I put stress 

reduction, self-care, and self-friendship among my 

values and goals". 

Participant 8: "After cancer, I suffered a spinal 

cord injury and I have no sensation or movement 

from chest down. My wife and I were saddened by 

these two unfortunate events! We suffered a lot of 

psychological damage, but we soon found 

ourselves. We learned how to continue now and 

enjoy life as much as possible". 

4- Social interest 

Participants knew the meaning of life regarding 

social interest in the form of helping others and 

loving and empathizing with them. They stated that 

serving one's fellow man without expectation can 

create spiritual pleasure and happiness in human 

beings and create a happy world. 

Participant 6: "One of our existential 

philosophies in this world is to help each other." 

Participant 5: "We came to this world to solve 

other people's problems, to be creative, to love 

each other to create a better world." 

Participant 8: We came to rejoice and share with 

others. "Without a social brain, we cannot be 

happy. Empathy is the prelude to happiness and 

joy". 

Discussion 

This study provided an in-depth look at the 

meaning of life regarding patients recovering from 

breast cancer. The first sub-theme of this analysis 

was "spiritual perfection". Patients knew the 

meaning of life in reaching perfection and 

closeness to God. For patients, cancer and its 

suffering were seen as opportunities for active 

coping and growth (14). The ability to find 

meaning and peace in life had the greatest impact 

on optimal adaptation during cancer recovery; faith 

also seemed to be uniquely associated with post-

cancer growth (15). In a study, Wagner (16)
3
 

defined and explored the existential and spiritual 

experiences of 10 cancer patients who recovered 

without medical treatment. The narrations of ten 

participants showed that cancer was like a warning 

to them, leading them to unprecedented existential 

and spiritual growth. 9 participants reported that 

they were healed not only physically, but also 

emotionally. They described a new and intense 

relationship with divinity, as well as unity with all 

beings, which was not based on religious 

orientation. 9 out of 10 participants felt that cancer 

was a gift. 

In a study, Maliski et al. (17) showed how faith 

in God helped low-income people overcome the 

initial shock of cancer, replacing healthcare 

providers and families. Faith empowered them to 

take an active part in their treatment and improve 
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the outcome of their treatment. 

Patients' religious beliefs played an active role 

in defining the meaning of life. In a post-cancer 

coping study, Gal et al. (2009) revealed that 

religious coping strategies were aroused in early 

stages of adapting to breast cancer (18). 

Taleghani et al. (2006) concluded that patients, 

inspired by the religious principles and the 

religious approach of "surrender", look at the 

disease as a divine destiny (19). Spirituality was 

considered the main source of psychological 

support among patients, and almost all cancer 

patients attributed their will to God, as Harandi et 

al. found (20). 

The findings indicated that religious beliefs 

played an important role in both the spiritual 

development of patients and treatment of cancer. 

The second sub-theme of this study revealed that 

uniqueness in the field of individual development 

can define the meaning of life. Patients find the 

meaning of life in fulfilling their personal mission, 

which itself requires belief in uniqueness of all 

human beings. Individuals tended to be real, which 

was associated with higher levels of life 

satisfaction and well-being (21). 

In a review, Mustax (2016) emphasized that 

personality is unique and essential to each 

individual, and that mental health depends on 

accepting individuals’ uniqueness. Instead of 

trying to construct their identity according to 

external judgments or imposed values, human 

beings must find their inner guide (22). People 

who actively strive for personal growth often 

believe that they can change and grow (23). Breast 

cancer was considered both a risk and an 

opportunity. Most cancer survivors reported 

personal growth after fighting breast cancer (24). 

Compared to healthy women, cancer patients 

reported greater personal growth, especially in 

relation to others, life appreciation, and spiritual 

change, which was associated with perceived life-

threatening behavior (25). 

Striving for individual well-being was another 

example of the meaning of life, presented by the 

participants in the form of a third sub-theme. 

Graham and Shier (26) defined a person's well-

being as his feeling about life; its characteristics 

include satisfaction, positive emotions, absence of 

depression and anxiety, and mood swings. 

Participants considered self-knowledge and 

strengthening their positive aspects, active 

acceptance and coping with illness, optimism, and 

problem-solving ability (self-efficacy) as strategies 

to improve the level of well-being and create 

meaning. In reviewing the research conducted on 

semantic units derived from the theme of 

individual well-being, the concept of life and 

recovery from cancer, the authors encountered 

many similar concepts summarized below. 

Optimism played a mediating role in the 

relationship between the meaning of life and the 

positive and negative aspects of well-being. Higher 

meaning in life was significantly associated with 

more optimism, less depression, less emotional 

pain and less financial distress; it could even be a 

factor in recovery (27-30). 

There was a strong relationship between the 

meaning of life and positive dimensions of well-

being such as self-improvement and participation 

(31, 32). Correction of cognitive processes such as 

catastrophizing, distorted thoughts, cognitive 

reframing and purpose in life towards self-

knowledge plays an important role in 

psychological well-being and survival of breast 

cancer; it helps the individual to interpret stressful 

experiences and organize and perceive the disease 

from a less negative perspective (33, 34). Findings 

regarding the active acceptance of this disease 

showed that increasing women's active coping 

from 1 to 6 months after surgery was associated 

with a simultaneous decrease in emotional distress 

and an increase in emotional well-being and 

meaning in life (18, 35). 

Considering the role of self-efficacy in 

individual well-being, it has been shown that self-

efficacy predicts the existence of meaning in life 

and psychological-emotional well-being, and 

consequently leads to lower levels of anxiety and 

depression (36, 37). The fourth sub-theme of this 

study revealed that patients found the meaning of 

their lives in social development - the social 

interest that a person experiences in the form of 
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helping others, kindness and empathy. According 

to Adler (1927), social interest is an important 

measure of mental health and one of the best 

criteria for human values. He believed that people 

with a weak social interest feel inferior or superior 

in life, and their energy is spent escaping this 

feeling and finding personal position and 

usefulness (38). 

Some studies demonstrated that social interest 

had a positive relationship with psychological 

well-being and life satisfaction (39) and sources of 

coping with stress (40); social interest had a 

negative relationship with frustration (41) and 

anxiety (42). People with a positive attitude 

towards societal behavior are helpful, happier and 

have a greater sense of well-being (43). 

In a study, Klein found that people who 

participated in voluntary social acts and spent 

money for the benefit of others reported 

experiencing more meaning in their lives and 

feeling more self-worth and self-esteem (44). 

Meaning of life, self-efficacy and social behaviors 

had a significant positive relationship and self-

efficacy was a mediator between the meaning of 

life and social behaviors (45). Hanguj (2019) 

showed that a greater willingness to participate in 

social affairs had a positive effect on the course of 

the disease in adolescent and young cancer 

patients, as participation recreates a sense of 

normalcy and decision-making power in daily life 

and persuades altruism in helping others (46). 

Of the limitations of this study was the sample 

monopoly on Iranian Muslim women with breast 

cancer, which limited the use of samples. Due to 

the small sample size, generalizability should be 

done with caution. Also, due to telephone and 

online interviews, they might not be as accurate as 

face-to-face interviews. 

The findings of this study can be a conceptual 

basis for designing educational models of 

meaningful intervention for patients who had 

recently been diagnosed with cancer. 

Conclusion 

Reaching spiritual perfection, personal growth, 

striving for well-being, and social interest play a 

significant role in lived experiences of women 

recovering from cancer. In general, it can be 

concluded that altruism and helping others lead to 

experiencing a sense of satisfaction and meaning in 

life and has a positive effect on the course of 

cancer. Therefore, there is a need to create and 

hold spiritual interventions according to the 

concepts above in cancer care programs. 
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