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Objective: The aim of this study was to gain an in-depth understanding of the lived
experiences and meaning-making processes of caregivers of patients with cancer
within the Iranian cultural context using an interpretative phenomenological approach.
Methodology: This qualitative study was conducted using Interpretative
Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). Thirteen primary family caregivers of hospitalized
cancer patients were purposively selected from Fatemeh Zahra Hospital during 2024
2025. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews and analyzed
following Smith and Shinebourne’s IPA framework. Trustworthiness was ensured
based on Lincoln and Guba’s criteria.

Findings: Data analysis yielded 152 initial themes, which were clustered into 20
subordinate themes and synthesized into six superordinate themes: experienced
emotions, fundamental factors, supportive factors, the process of meaning-making,
feelings of emptiness and meaninglessness, and self-care. The findings revealed
caregiving as a complex and dynamic experience encompassing profound emotional
distress, existential challenges, and opportunities for personal growth.

Conclusion: Caring for a patient with cancer is a deeply emotional and existential
experience that requires comprehensive psychological, social, and educational support
for caregivers. Interventions focused on emotional support, meaning-centered
approaches, and self-care training are essential to promote caregivers’ mental health
and well-being.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Cancer is widely recognized as a chronic, life-threatening illness that profoundly affects not only
patients but also those who assume the role of informal caregivers. Family caregivers are frequently
responsible for providing continuous physical, emotional, and practical support, often without adequate
preparation or institutional assistance. This prolonged responsibility places caregivers at substantial risk
for psychological distress, emotional exhaustion, and diminished quality of life (Molassiotis & Wang, 2022;
Udaykar et al., 2023). Research consistently demonstrates that caregiving burden among cancer caregivers is
associated with elevated levels of anxiety, depression, and chronic stress, which may persist across the
disease trajectory (Deshields et al., 2022; Karimi Moghaddam et al., 2023).

The caregiving experience is shaped by a constellation of contextual and relational factors,
including family functioning, economic pressures, role expectations, and perceived social support. Studies
indicate that poor family cohesion, communication difficulties, and unresolved conflict exacerbate
caregiver burden, whereas adaptive family appraisal and resilience processes can mitigate psychological
strain (Li et al., 2023; Sari & Manungkalit, 2023; Thomson et al., 2022). Moreover, caregivers’ subjective
interpretations of illness and prognosis play a critical role in emotional regulation and coping, influencing
how individuals respond to uncertainty and loss (Castro et al., 2022).

Recent literature has increasingly highlighted the emotional complexity of caregiving, including
anticipatory grief, guilt, and existential distress. Caregivers often experience a sense of loss long before
the patient’s death, accompanied by feelings of helplessness and moral responsibility (Stone et al., 2024;
Tourani et al., 2024). These experiences may intensify during periods of heightened vulnerability, such as
public health crises. Evidence from studies conducted during the COVID-19 pandemic illustrates how
restricted access to healthcare services, social isolation, and increased caregiving demands amplified
caregivers’ distress and exposed gaps in existing support systems (King-Dowling et al., 2023; Sharbafchi et al.,
2025; Weiss et al., 2023).

At the same time, research suggests that caregiving is not solely characterized by suffering.
Protective factors such as social connectedness, spiritual resources, and psychological flexibility have
been shown to buffer the negative impact of caregiving burden on mental health outcomes (La et al., 2024;
Eva Y. N. Yuen & Carlene J. Wilson, 2022). In particular, meaning-oriented and spirituality-based frameworks
emphasize caregivers’ efforts to construct purpose and coherence in the face of prolonged stress and
existential threat (Appelbaum, 2024). Qualitative investigations further reveal that caregivers actively engage
in meaning-making processes, redefining their identities and values through the caregiving role (Doubova
etal., 2023; Maet al., 2023).

Intervention studies have demonstrated the effectiveness of psychoeducational, mindfulness-
based, compassion-focused, and acceptance-based approaches in reducing caregiver distress and
improving coping skills (Allison et al., 2023; Phiri et al., 2023; Safari Dizaj et al., 2023). However, many existing
interventions are grounded primarily in quantitative models and may overlook the subjective, lived
dimensions of caregiving. There remains a notable need for research approaches that prioritize caregivers’
own narratives and interpretive frameworks, particularly within non-Western cultural contexts.

In Iran, caregiving is deeply embedded within cultural, familial, and moral expectations, often
framing care as an obligation rather than a choice. While this cultural orientation may foster meaning and



commitment, it can also intensify self-sacrifice and emotional suppression. Iranian studies highlight
substantial unmet informational, emotional, and psychosocial needs among family caregivers of cancer
patients, underscoring the inadequacy of current support structures (Mohammadian et al., 2024; Moshtagh &
Allahyari, 2022). Despite these findings, there is a scarcity of in-depth qualitative research that explores
caregivers’ lived experiences through an interpretative lens.

Given these gaps, the present study employed an interpretative phenomenological approach to
explore the lifeworld of caregivers of patients with cancer, aiming to illuminate the emotional, contextual,
and existential dimensions of caregiving as experienced within the Iranian sociocultural context.

Methods and Materials

This study adopted a qualitative design grounded in Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis.
Participants consisted of thirteen primary family caregivers of patients diagnosed with cancer who were
hospitalized in a major referral hospital. Purposive sampling was used to recruit caregivers who had direct,
sustained caregiving responsibilities and were willing to articulate their personal experiences. Inclusion
criteria included being a first-degree family member, serving as the main caregiver, and providing
informed consent.

Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews lasting approximately 45 to 60
minutes. Interviews focused on participants’ emotional experiences, perceived challenges, sources of
support, meaning-making processes, and self-care practices. All interviews were audio-recorded and
transcribed verbatim. Data analysis followed the systematic stages of interpretative phenomenological
analysis, including repeated reading, initial noting, development of emergent themes, and clustering of
themes across cases. Ethical principles such as confidentiality, voluntary participation, and the right to
withdraw were strictly observed.

Findings

Data analysis yielded a rich and multidimensional thematic structure. A total of 152 initial themes
were identified, which were subsequently organized into 20 subordinate themes and synthesized into six
superordinate themes representing the core dimensions of caregivers’ lived experiences.

The first superordinate theme, experienced emotions, reflected intense and persistent emotional
responses, including fear, anxiety, sadness, guilt, and emotional exhaustion. Caregivers described
fluctuating emotional states shaped by uncertainty about prognosis and continuous exposure to the
patient’s suffering.

The second theme, fundamental factors, encompassed contextual conditions influencing the
caregiving experience, such as family role expectations, financial strain, treatment uncertainty, and
personal psychological characteristics. These factors significantly shaped caregivers’ capacity to cope
with caregiving demands.

The third theme, supportive factors, highlighted the protective role of emotional, social, and
informational support. Support from family members, healthcare professionals, and social networks
reduced feelings of isolation and enhanced caregivers’ sense of control.

The fourth theme, the process of meaning-making, described caregivers’ active efforts to find
purpose in their experiences. Some participants reported adaptive meaning-making through spirituality,
personal growth, or altruism, while others struggled to construct meaning.
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The fifth theme, feelings of emptiness and meaninglessness, captured experiences of existential
distress, including hopelessness, loss of purpose, and questioning the meaning of life, particularly during
periods of prolonged caregiving strain.

The sixth theme, self-care, reflected caregivers’ emerging awareness of the need to attend to their
own physical and psychological well-being. Some participants described gradual shifts toward setting
boundaries, seeking support, and re-evaluating personal priorities.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study depict caregiving for patients with cancer as a deeply emotional and
existentially charged experience. Caregivers navigate a complex interplay of emotional distress,
contextual pressures, relational dynamics, and meaning-making efforts. The coexistence of suffering and
personal transformation underscores the dual nature of caregiving as both a source of vulnerability and
potential growth.

The prominence of intense emotional experiences highlights the need for interventions that address
not only symptom reduction but also emotional validation and expression. The role of contextual and
structural factors emphasizes that caregiver distress cannot be understood in isolation from broader family,
economic, and healthcare systems. Supportive relationships emerged as critical buffers, reinforcing the
importance of integrating caregiver-focused support into cancer care services.

Meaning-making processes and experiences of existential emptiness reveal that caregiving extends
beyond practical responsibilities into the realm of identity and purpose. Caregivers’ struggles and
successes in constructing meaning suggest that psychosocial interventions should incorporate existential
and meaning-centered components. The emergence of self-care as a transformative outcome indicates that
caregivers can develop adaptive strategies over time, particularly when supported by appropriate
resources.

In conclusion, this study provides an in-depth interpretative understanding of the lifeworld of
caregivers of patients with cancer. By foregrounding caregivers’ lived experiences, the findings highlight
the necessity of comprehensive, culturally sensitive psychosocial support programs that address
emotional, contextual, and existential dimensions of caregiving. Integrating such approaches into
oncology care has the potential to enhance caregivers’ well-being and improve the overall quality of
cancer care.
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