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Abstract

Introduction: Breast cancer is the most common cancer in Iran.
Delay in diagnosis is one of the causes of increased mortality in
these patients. There are several obstacles to achieving an early
diagnosis. This study seeks to identify the social determinants
influencing breast cancer diagnosis.

Methods: This qualitative study was conducted at Reza Oncology
Clinic in Mashhad in 2019-2020. The study sample included 21
patients with breast cancer selected via purposive sampling. Data
were collected using semi-structured in-depth interviews. Data were
recorded, handwritten, and coded, subthemes were identified, and
then the original themes were refined. By integrating the subthemes,
they became the main themes.

Findings: Economic status, life crises, social support, stigma, family
history of cancer, fateful beliefs, preventive behavior, disease
recognition, role conflicts, gender inequalities, and access to medical
opportunities were the social factors mentioned in the narratives.

Conclusion: This study has shown that social, cultural, and
economic factors influence breast cancer diagnosis. Therefore, any
effort to improve disease diagnosis requires a multidisciplinary
approach that addresses biomedical, social, cultural, and economic
factors simultaneously.
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Introduction

Breast cancer, the most common cancer
among lIranian women, has made cancer
control one of the three main priorities of
the health system in Iran. Seventy percent
of patients with cancer are diagnosed in the
advanced stages of the disease, which has
increased the mortality rate of women (1).
Research in Iran has shown that delay in
seeing a doctor for symptom evaluation is
the most critical delay stage in diagnosis.
Among the factors that affect health, social
factors, or in other words, the conditions in
which people are born, grow up, live, and
work, have the most significant impact (2).
Because of the increase in the incidence of
breast cancer among lranian women, the
study of social determinants of delayed
diagnosis of breast cancer seems
necessary.

Materials and Methods

The research was conducted using a
grounded theory approach. After the
COVID-19 epidemic hit, the interviews
were conducted via the WhatsApp
application, which allows for audio/video
calls. The participants were selected
purposefully to achieve theoretical
adequacy and saturation through continual
comparison.

The participants were breast cancer
patients at Reza Oncology Center in
Mashhad. The data was gathered in 2019-
2020. The audit approach was utilized to
ensure research reliability, and the research
team manager oversaw the work processes
as an auditor. The data analysis technique
was thematic analysis, and the data
analysis was performed using the
MAXQUDA 10 software.

Results

A number of themes were identified as
associated with early diagnosis of breast
cancer. These were background conditions
such as stigma, inspirational fatalistic
beliefs, maximum  social  support,
informative disease history of cancer,
absence of life crisis, and suitable
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economic  status; causal conditions
including maximum preventive behavior
and complete knowledge of the disease,
ease of access to health care, and
management of multiple role conflicts; and
facilitating conditions including being
aware of the body and seeking help from
the expert social network.

Also, we identified categories of themes
that were associated with a delayed
diagnosis. These were as follows: the
background conditions including lack of
access to health care, non-informative
disease history, limiting stigmas, minimal
support, and lack of body awareness;
causal conditions including conflicts of
role obligations, lack of access to
specialized sources of diagnosis, poor
knowledge of the disease, and concealment
of stigma; and aggravating conditions
including  tensions  weakening  the
diagnosis, passive activism, seeking help
from the non-specialist social network, and
not disclosing the disease.

Discussion

A woman needs to be able to situate
unclear signs and symptoms in the context
of her social life to obtain an early
diagnosis. To this end, she should be able
to put her “body” in the focus of her
attention and other areas of her life. High
economic  status, the absence of
challenging crises in life, and the high
social support from the people around
them have placed patients with early
diagnosis in a situation where they had the
opportunity to shift the center of attention
from life events to the body.

A negative self-image leads to
dissatisfaction with the body and,
ultimately,  preoccupation  with  the
appearance of a part of the body, leading to
early detection of the disease. To
understand why people ignore the obvious
signs of cancer, it is necessary to pay
attention to the cultural and social contexts
in which women are located. Women’s
decisions about their health are made in the
family. The socialization process of
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women makes them responsible for taking
care of others. This situation where women
work outside and inside the home involves
women in conflicts of obligations, creating
a break in diagnostic behavior.

The existence of gender inequalities in the
family causes the woman to be powerless.
The husband’s interference in choosing a
doctor, the emphasis on going to a specific
doctor or paying attention to the doctor’s
gender, the existence of norms in the
Iranian society that leave the choice of a
doctor for a woman in the hands of her
husband, and having to obtain permission
to go out of the house, along with other
problems in married life, reduce women’s
opportunities for medical follow-up and
prevent women from getting an early
diagnosis of the disease. Katan et al. (3)
also showed that challenges and obstacles,
such as needing permission from the
husband or family to see a doctor, are
crucial to diagnosis.

Another adequate condition is the patient’s
fatalistic beliefs. Although a woman
inspired by fatalistic beliefs considers
cancer a part of her destiny, she also
emphasizes his active role in changing this
fate. This belief leads to early diagnosis of
the disease. Zohr et al. (4) showed that
religious beliefs that consider health to be
God’s grace were associated with
mammography and early diagnosis. But
suppose these beliefs focus on the axis of
unchangeable fate and consider cancer to
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