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Abstract

Cancer is inherently associated with social stigma, where patients are not only
affected by the physical suffering of the disease but also face social judgment.
This study aims to explore how individuals with cancer perceive and under-
stand the judgments and labels placed upon them socially. The research adopts
a qualitative approach guided by grounded theory methodology. Data were
collected through semi-structured interviews, which continued until theoretical
saturation was reached. The participants included 13 individuals — 4 men and 9
women — diagnosed with cancer. The interviews were transcribed, coded using
MAXQDA software, and analyzed to extract relevant categories and concepts.
The findings reveal that negative attitudes, fear, and feelings of guilt related
to the diagnosis lead to concealment, denial, and social withdrawal, thereby
threatening patients’ mental health. Underlying factors such as the intensity
and repetition of stigma across various environments play a significant role in
sustaining these perceptions. Support from family and positive behaviors from
healthcare providers can substantially reduce these negative effects, while dis-
crimination and negative interactions exacerbate feelings of worthlessness and
anxiety among patients. Changing cultural and educational beliefs, active pa-
tient participation in raising societal awareness, and reforming healthcare pol-
icies are key strategies for reducing stigma and discrimination. Consequently,
creating a supportive and accepting social environment can improve patients’
quality of life, foster empathy within the community, and ultimately promote a
more humane approach to caring for cancer patients.
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Extended Abstract

1.Introduction

Cancer, as one of the leading causes of mortality worldwide, not only poses phys-
ical challenges for patients but is also accompanied by social stigma and negative
judgments. These stigmas lead to rejection, isolation, and reduced quality of life
for patients. This study aimed to explore the understanding of cancer patients re-
garding social stigma and its impact on their lives. The research sought to answer
the question of how cancer patients experience social stigma and what conse-
quences these experiences have for them. Previous studies have shown that the
social stigma of cancer manifests in various ways across different societies and
acts as a barrier to early diagnosis, treatment, and social participation. However,
this study provides a deeper analysis of the phenomenon by focusing on the lived
experiences of patients. The theoretical framework of this research is based on
Goffman’s theory of stigma, which defines stigma as an attribute that discredits
individuals in society. Goffman identifies three types of stigma: physical, psycho-
logical, and identity-related. In this study, cancer stigma is considered a combi-
nation of these three types, affecting patients’ identities and social relationships.
This study employs a phenomenological approach to map how these macro-level
stigma structures become internalized as lived experience. By examining the dia-
lectic between societal narratives and individual meaning-making, we reveal the
adaptive strategies patients develop to navigate this hostile psychosocial land-
scape. The subsequent sections present findings through the novel theoretical lens
of “stigma embodiment,” demonstrating how social perceptions become biologi-
cally embedded in patients’ iliness trajectories. This paradigm shift has profound
implications for precision medicine approaches in oncology, suggesting that com-
prehensive cancer care must address malignant cells and malignant social envi-
ronments with equal urgency. The present study seeks to answer two interrelated
questions: How do cancer patients in Iran experience social stigma, and what con-
sequences do these experiences have for their identities, relationships, and health
trajectories? By foregrounding the voices of patients themselves, this research
aims not only to expand theoretical understanding of stigma but also to provide
practical insights for healthcare providers, policymakers, and community leaders.
Ultimately, it argues that any effective strategy for cancer care must adopt a bio-
psychosocial perspective—recognizing that healing requires dismantling both the
medical and social dimensions of disease.

2.Methodology

This qualitative study utilized a grounded theory approach. Data were collected
through semi-structured interviews with 13 cancer patients. Sampling was con-
ducted using purposive and snowball techniques, and interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was achieved. Participants were selected from among pa-
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Cancer Stigma: Patients’ Perceptions of Social Labeling

tients who had been diagnosed at least one year prior to ensure they could ful-
ly articulate their experiences. The analysis process involved three stages: open,
axial, and selective coding. Open coding extracted initial concepts, axial coding
organized these concepts into main and sub-categories, and selective coding cul-
minated in the development of a paradigmatic model. This model included causal
conditions, contextual factors, coping strategies, and the consequences of social
stigma. To ensure validity, methods such as member checking and inter-coder
agreement were employed. Additionally, neutrality and accurate reflection of pa-
tients’ experiences were prioritized to enhance the trustworthiness of the findings.

3. Findings

The findings are presented within five main categories:

Causal Conditions:

Negative Societal Attitudes: Patients reported that society associates cancer with

death and disability, leading to rejection and discrimination; Perceived Association

with Sin: Some patients, particularly women with cervical cancer, felt that society
viewed their illness as a consequence of immoral behavior; Fear and Disgust: Avoid-
ant behaviors, such as separating patients’ utensils, exacerbated feelings of isolation;

Lack of Family Support: Some patients faced rejection or inadequate emotional sup-

port from their families.

Contextual Factors:

Domains of Stigma: Stigma was experienced in various settings, including workplac-

es, healthcare facilities, and even within families; Intensity and Repetition of Stigma:

Some patients reported frequent and severe encounters with stigma.

Coping Strategies:

Concealment and Denial: Many patients hid their illness to avoid judgment; Social

Withdrawal: Some patients completely withdrew from social interactions; Efforts to

Change Societal Attitudes: Some patients, especially women, participated in aware-

ness-raising initiatives; Acceptance of Iliness: Over time and with counseling, some

patients came to terms with their condition.

Intervening Conditions:

Avoidant Behavior of Healthcare Providers: Some patients faced discrimination in

medical settings; Economic Insecurity: Fear of job loss compelled patients to conceal

their illness; Feelings of Inferiority and Psychological Distress: Patients struggled with
diminished self-esteem and depression.

Consequences:

* Isolation and Withdrawal: Fear of stigma drove patients to distance themselves from
society; Depression and Anxiety: The psychological toll of stigma threatened pa-
tients’ mental health; Sense of Abnormality: Patients perceived themselves as funda-
mentally different from others; Savior Victims: Some patients contributed to societal
awareness by openly discussing their illness.
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4. Conclusion

This study reveals cancer stigma as a complex social pathology that operates as
both cause and consequence of health disparities. The findings suggest that stig-
ma doesn’t merely accompany cancer - it actively worsens health outcomes by
discouraging early detection, complicating treatment adherence, and undermining
recovery environments.

This study, employing Goffman’s theoretical framework, analyzes the stigma of
cancer not as a marginal phenomenon, but as a multidimensional and active social
construct that systematically affects patients’ identity, relationships, and health
trajectory. The findings support the view that social stigma is not merely a con-
sequence of illness, but itself acts as a key determinant in exacerbating health
inequalities. The results indicate that cancer patients experience a dual battle: a
cellular-level fight against the disease and a social-level struggle against stigmas
and prejudices that target their existential and social legitimacy. This study pro-
poses three main theoretical insights:

1. The Invisibility of Stigma’s Power: Unlike physical symptoms amenable to
medical intervention, stigma operates through subtle social cues, unspoken as-
sumptions, and institutional blind spots, making it simultaneously pervasive and
particularly challenging to address.

2. The Relational Nature of Stigma: Stigma manifests not merely within patients
nor solely within society, but in the intersubjective space and within the altered
nature of social interactions post-diagnosis. This finding explains how even
well-intentioned individuals can unintentionally contribute to the reproduction of
stigma-based behaviors.

3. The Mutability of Stigma: Although stigma is a powerful phenomenon, this
study identified numerous instances where patients, through advocacy, artistic
expression, and open dialogue, successfully redefined the dominant narratives
surrounding their illness.

This research argues that cancer stigma is a matter of social justice and public
health that requires urgent and comprehensive attention alongside medical ad-
vancements. The study emphasizes the necessity of adopting a Biopsychosocial
approach in cancer care; an approach that considers recovery dependent on simul-
taneously combating both cancerous cells and cancerogenic social environments.
The article’s final conclusion points towards a “Precision Sociology” which, anal-
ogous to precision medicine, aims to target and neutralize the specific “social
mutations” that enable the persistence of stigma.

Keywords: Cancer, Social stigma, Patients, Rejection, Discrimination.
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