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The Lived Experience of Body Alteration and Body Image with Regard to Immediate Breast
Reconstruction among Women with Breast Cancer

Ahn, Jeonghee' - Suh, Eunyoung E.2

'College of Nursing, Seoul National University, Seoul
“College of Nursing + Research Institute of Nursing Science, Seoul National University, Seoul, Korea

Purpose: The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experience of body alteration and body image with regard to immediate
breast reconstruction among women with breast cancer, Methods: Data were collected from July to December 2020 through individual
in-depth interviews with 15 women who had undergone immediate breast reconstruction due to breast cancer. Verbatim transcripts were
analyzed using Colaizzi's phenomenological analysis, Results: The following four theme clusters emerged. First, “revalued meaning of
breasts due to cancer” illustrated the fact that cancer removal surgery brought the participants to reconsider the meaning of their
breasts. Second, “had no choice but breast reconstruction” demonstrated the participants” decision-making process of not wanting to
lose breasts. Third, “unsatisfied breasts despite reconstruction” portrayed the distress due to the unexpected surgical outcomes. Finally,
“restarted everyday routines with the altered body” described the healing process of the participants by accepting their changed bodly.
Conclusion: In Korea, where family-centeredness and fidelity are highly valued, women perceived their breasts not only as a symbol of
femininity but as the mediator connecting the self to family. Despite the distress related to imperfect breasts, the participants were
thankful for their reconstructed breasts. Breast reconstruction helped them return to daily life as the psychological trauma of breast
cancer was healed. The participants rebuilt their body image by accepting their scarred new body. This may allow health professionals to
provide constructive and culturally appropriate counseling in advance by providing insight into women’s perception of their body image
with regard to breast reconstruction.
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Table 1. Demographic and Disease-Related Characteristics of the Participants
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Participant . Economic Marital No. of Type of Postoperative
Age (yr) Education Employment : Cancer stage . .
no. status status children reconstruction period (yr)
1 44 College Middle Unemployed Married 1 Rt: stage Il Rt: TRAM flap Rt: 3
Lt: stage | Lt: implant Lt:1
2 49 College High Employed Married Lt: stage O Lt: LD flap, implant 6
3 49 High school Middle Unemployed Married Lt: stage | Both: TRAM flap 1
Rt: stage Il
4 7 College Low Employed Married None Rt: stage O Rt: implant 2
5 42 Graduate Middle Employed Married 2 Rt: stage Il Rt: TRAM flap 9
6 35 Graduate Middle Employed Married 1 Rt: stage O Rt: implant Less than 1
7 59 College Middle Employed Married 2 Rt: stage Il Rt: TRAM flap 10
8 64 College Middle Unemployed Married 2 Lt: stage |l Lt: TRAM flap 1
9 65 College Middle Unemployed Married 2 Rt: stage | Rt: TRAM flap 6
10 50 College Middle Unemployed Married 2 Lt: stage | Lt: implant Less than 1
n 52 College Middle Employed Married 2 Lt: stage Ill Lt: TRAM flap 2
12 38 Graduate Low Employed Single None Lt: stage | Both: implant 3
Rt: stage |
13 40 College Middle Unemployed Married 1 Lt: stage Il Lt: implant 2
14 35 College Low Employed Single None Lt: stage | Lt: implant Less than 1
15 42 College Middle Employed Divorced None Lt: stage Il Lt: implant 1

LD = Latissimus dorsi; Lt = Left; Rt = Right; TRAM = Transverse rectus abdominis myocutaneous.
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Table 2. Theme Clusters and Themes on the Lived Experience of Body Alteration and Body Image with Regard to Immediate Breast Reconstruction

among Women with Breast Cancer

Theme cluster

Theme

Revalued meaning of breasts due to cancer

Had no choice but breast reconstruction

Unsatisfied breasts despite reconstruction

Restarted everyday routines with the altered body

Symbol of femininity

Mediator of attachment connecting the self to family

Hoped to live with a normal body as others

Refused to have an unfeminine body

Endured laborious surgery for the family

Messed-up breasts contrary to expectation

Breasts that don’t feel like my body

Residual and still unfamiliar symptoms

Grateful for the reconstructed breasts despite the disappointment
Returned to daily life as the psychological trauma of cancer was healed
Accepted a scarred new body
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