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Background: More than 25% of cancer patients experience moderate to severe levels of distress arising
from awareness of existential issues. Existential experiences in adults with advanced cancer are dynamic
situation that precedes the encounter with death. A question that has not been addressed in past
researches, and this research aims to address it, is whether existential anxiety is experienced in the same
way in all these patients and follows the same pattern.

Aims: This study aims to identify the lived experience of cancer patients from existential anxiety and how
to face them.

Methods: The present study was conducted with a qualitative approach and with an experimental and
interpretive phenomenological method in the field of cognitive anthropology.The statistical community
included all cancer patients in Shiraz.From this population, based on porposive sampling method, twelve
cancer patients who were homogeneous in terms of the severity of the disease and were only under
palliative care due to the lack of response to treatment, were selected, and in order to understand their
perspectives regarding their lived experience of existential anxieties a semi-structured interview was
conducted with them.

Results: The analysis of the interviews led to the extraction of 9 codes about existential anxieties, five of
which (death, loneliness, responsibility, meaning of life, uncertainty) were in line with the findings of
research conducted in other cultures, and the other four (spirituality, love, cancer, emotions, and feelings)
were extracted in this study. Also, a triple pattern in facing these anxieties, acceptance and submission,
conflict and ambivalence, and complete lack of acceptance was identified.

Conclusion: The findings of this research highlight the necessity of using meaning-oriented interventions
by health and clinical professionals, as well as training and preparing doctors to pay attention to the
existential anxieties of patients, especially those who are in the end stage of life.
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Introduction

Cancer is a global health problem that not only has an
increasing economic burden but is also associated
with high rates of psychological distress such as
depression and anxiety  (Word Health
Organization,2018). More than 25% of cancer
patients experience moderate to severe levels of
distress arising from awareness of existential issues
(Lee and Louise, 2012). Existential experiences in
adults with advanced cancer are the dynamic state
that precedes the encounter with death and is defined
by different and shared responses to cognitive
challenges related to the indicators of existence
(body, time, others, and death) that It is associated
with an increase in the capacity of existential growth
(Elis et.al 2019). Despair arising from existential pain
is a predictive factor of suicidal thoughts in cancer
patients (Nakamura and Kawasi, 2021). Basic
existential anxieties include fear of death, loss of
meaning, loneliness, responsibility, dignity, and
uncertainty. They are connected with personal
identity disorder and vulnerability and can cause
existential distress (2010; Henoch and Danielson,
2009). If these concerns are resolved, they can lead to
a sense of life and positive health outcomes, but when
they remain unresolved, it can cause a negative
impact on their well-being (Heinon et al., 2008).
According to Kisan (2000), suffering never threatens
the integrity of a person as much as when the
existential distress of a patient is taken care of under
palliative care. Kisan reminds us that our goal should
be to alleviate suffering and help our patients have a
more peaceful journey through death.

Many quantitative and qualitative researches have
been conducted abroad regarding the existential
anxieties of cancer patients .However, the few
qualiative internal studies conducted in the field of
existential anxieties of dying patients, especially
cancer patients. Quantitative studies of course cannot
deal with these anxieties in depth, and the concept of
existential anxiety among quantitative data and
statistical analysis disappear or fade. The current
study aims to address this issue with the method of a
qualitative study. In addition, since philosophical
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issues such as existential anxieties are very culture-
dependent concepts, it is necessary to conduct
internal studies about these anxieties in Iranian cancer
patients who live in a religious and traditional
context. Referring to these needs, the current research
has sought to answer the question of whether the
existential anxieties in the Iranian cancer patients who
are under palliative care are the same as the basic
anxieties mentioned in the existential literature and in
the research conducted in the other cultures and are
there other themes that arise when facing cancer as an
incurable disease.

Method

The present study was conducted in the framework of
a qualitative method with an experimental
phenomenological  approach. In  terms of
methodology, this study has used the cognitive
anthropology domain, in which the in-depth
interview method is used to understand the
individual's perspectives on existential phenomena.
The statistical population of this research was cancer
patients. Sampling was done purposefully by
selecting critical and homogeneous cases.
Determining the sample size was based on the
saturation principle. According to this principle, after
interviewing 12 cancer patients and analyzing and
extracting codes, it became clear that increasing the
number of patients does not lead to obtaining more
information and codes, and therefore sampling was
stopped. To gather data, in-depth semi-structured
interviews were used. To prepare the content of the
interview, the researchers first prepared a set of
targeted questions based on the theoretical
background of existentialism and similar interview
items in the experimental literature of this study. The
initial version of the questions was given to several
psychologists and oncologists and based on their
suggestions, the final changes were made and the
validity of the content of the interview was
strengthened. After these steps, the final version was
prepared by conducting a trial interview with two
patients other than the research sample. The average
length of interview time with the patients was
between one hour and one and a half hours, and of
course, for most of them, according to their physical
and mental conditions, the interview took place in two



Journal of

sessions. With the knowledge and consent of the
patients, the entire interview session was audio-
recorded. To analyze the data, both inductive and
deductive steps were used. To analyze the content,
three strategies were used: text search through the
extracted codes, text search based on the title and
research objectives, and analytical search to answer
the research question. These strategies helped to
integrate information and move from the level of
descriptive analysis to the level of conceptual and
inductive analysis.

In the current research, maintaining and applying the
principles of informed and written consent, and the
principle of confidentiality and anonymity were
emphasized. The comfort of the participants was

Vol. 22, No. 127, 2023

questions, which were centered around the existential
anxieties of the patients, were designed in such a way
as to cause the least worry and mental pressure,
considering theie mental conditions.

Results

The researcher and two other independent
psychologists, by repeatedly reviewing the text of the
interviews, in the first place, each of them reached 13,
12, and 14 topics with different frequencies of
repetition, and after comparing and considering the
similarities and differences within these topics, eight
common codes were extracted. The following table
shows the titles of the extracted codes and their
description along with examples of the patients'

another important principle, so the interview statements.
Table 1. Codes extracted from interviews conducted with patients
Code title Discription Examples of patient statements

Dead anxiety

Responsibiltty anxiety -

Patients express their feelings about death.
Patients talk about worrying about their unfinished

Life continues after
I am worried about my children

Lioness anxiety
Meaninless anxiety

Spirituality,religious and God
Cancer
Felling or emotions

love

Uncertainty and conflict

Patients' description of being alone
Patient's attitude to life after cancer

Every conversation that the patient has about spiritual
and religious beliefs and God

Any direct or indirect reference that the patient has

about her or his illness
Cases where the patient has mentioned her
psychological emotions.

Cases where the patient has mentioned her feelings
about her family or other relatives or they towards her
the patient talks about her uncertain situation or in her

statements about her beliefs, hopes or feelings,
contradictions are seen.

but sometimes | feel lonely when they are with me
No, life is not meaningless. When God creates man,
he creates for life

I had an exam before God, | will pass that exam

No, illness itself is a kind of life, it is a part of life.

I think that | got sick because of a mistake in my life.
| say maybe | did something bad (feeling guilty)
My wife gives me more hope and peace, she
sacrifices a lot.

Sometimes | say that maybe I'm fooling myself that
I'm getting better... I'm lying to myself

By comparing patients' statements about existential
issues, researchers encountered a triple pattern: 1)
Fully accepting the disease, stable in spiritual beliefs,
feeling satisfied with life and surrendering to destiny;
2) Conflicting and ambivalent: doubts in beliefs;
accepting the disease on one hand and not accepting
it on the other hand and 3) Completely unacceptable:
they see their illness as unfair. Each of these patterns
have had different effects in provoking and
awakening the four existential conflict anxieties
(death, loneliness, responsibility, and meaning). Also,
the analysis of the answers showed that these patterns
play a role in the formation or orientation of other

dimensions such as defense mechanisms, emotional
responses, and behavioral reactions.

Conclusion

The codes extracted in this research, which represent
the basic existential anxiety (death, loneliness,
responsibility, and meaningless) as well as the other
inductive codes extracted (cancer, spirituality, and
love) are similar and consistent with the anxieties
mentioned in previous studies (i.e. Philip et al., 2020;
Nikoi Kuhpas et al., 2020; Mai Nihan, Lagerdahl
Stollery, 2014; Schaffel, 2010; Milberg, Sand, and
Strong, 2008; Halldores Doutier and Harmin, 1996).
Most of the patients participating in this research have
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stated that they are not afraid of death and believe in
another world after death. Most of their responsibility
anxiety has been about the duties they had towards
their family members and they were worried that their
death would cause these duties to remain unfulfilled.
The participants have mentioned that the presence of
their family members, makes them not feel alone and
not defenseless against illness. The qualitative
analysis of this research, in line with Carno and
Eisenbeck’'s (2022) conclusion, shows that cancer
diagnosis provokes existential concerns, especially
concerns related to the meaning of life, and at the
same time, it stimulates meaning creation processes.
Probably, other extracted existential issues such as
spirituality and love are newly created or
strengthened meanings that have emerged due to
facing possible death and perhaps lead to a kind of
psychological balance between the feeling of
emptiness and the discovery of new meanings in the
patient's life. The discovery of three patterns of facing
existential anxieties in this study is consistent with the
findings of Ellis et al. that individual differences and
coping methods affect the type of reaction to
existential anxieties. The findings of the current
research can be a basis for future qualitative and
quantitative research, especially in the field of
individual differences and including personality in
the face of incurable diseases such as cancer. Also,
these results suggest that doctors, nurses, and other
members of treatment groups, especially in the field
of palliative care, should pay more attention to
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patients' existential anxieties and psychologists
should consider existential interventions more. The
patients participating in this research, despite being
under palliative care, were unaware of their imminent
death due to the insistence of their families, and this
cultural issue was a limitation to obtain more real data
in this research.
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