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Abstract
Purpose: This qualitative study aims to interpret and describe how young women diagnosed with a breast cancer uses blogs to manage daily life.
Methods: 14 blogs written by women diagnosed with breast cancer aged between 25 and 38 years. These blogs were analysed using qualitative thematic analysis.

Results: Four themes were identified in the data body illustrating what the women were writing about in their blogs: Experiencing frustration, The fear is bigger than
death, Preparing for physical changes, Body and mind are in disharmony. These four themes ended up in a concluding theme: The healing effect of writing a blog.

Conclusion: The young women used writing blogs as a healing activity. The writing was a channel for emotions and thoughts, but was also a way of sharing
experiences and supporting each other. Their narratives revealed the impact of breast cancer experiences on their personal, familial and social lives. Reading blogs is
an activity that could allow healthcare professionals to better understand these women’s life situation and needs.

Implications for practice: Blogs could become a useful tool for healthcare professionals, relatives, patients and the people around them. By reading blogs, not
necessarily commenting on or writing them, there will be a better and deeper understanding about the effects of a cancer diagnosis. Using blogs could facilitate the

provision of requested and needed health care activities.

Introduction

The risk of breast cancer increases with age; it is most common
after the age of 50, but reports have been published showing an increase
in the incidence and mortality in young women i.e., < 40 years of age
[1,2]. Breast cancer is the leading cause of death in both developed
and developing countries [2]. Approximately, 5% to 7% are young
women in some statistic series [3]. Although a diagnosis of breast
cancer is distressing at any age, this occurrence in young women
brings several unique challenges and problems related to issues such
as fertility, premature menopause, sexual functioning, breast cancer
during pregnancy or postpartum [4,5]. These problems are also related
to psychosocial matters such as career and work and uncertainty about
disease relapse [4,6,7]. It could be concluded that younger women have
greater symptom burden and negative long-term psychosocial and
socioeconomic problems and poorer quality of life (QOL) after breast
cancer diagnosis and treatment than older women [8].

These women need social support and networks to share personal
stories and experiences but also to discuss disease issues, broaden their
cancer-knowledge and validate information received from health care
professionals [9]. This social support could be found within writing
personal blogs about their breast cancer experience. Blogging activities
could be seen as an online health resource and can promote good
health. There are studies on the positive effect of expressive writing,
online support as blogging, reported in psychological and oncology
social work [10,11]. Hence, blogging is a way for young women with
breast cancer to express themselves. The purpose of this qualitative,
exploratory study was to interpret and describe how women diagnosed
with a breast cancer uses blogs to manage daily life.
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Method

This qualitative, exploratory study used Thematic Analysis (TA)
according to Braun and Clark [12], which allows researchers to analyse
and report patterns and themes within data

Study participants

A purposive strategy was used. Definitions vary regarding the age
range associated with cancer in young adults [13], but the focus of this
study was on those women aged 20-39 years at diagnosis and treatment.
This study focuses on blogs written in Swedish and the sampling criteria
were as follows: the blog had to be publicly accessible with no login
in or password required; all blogs should focus on the breast cancer
experiences; it had to be clearly stated or noted directly or indirectly,
that the woman had received her breast cancer diagnosis before the age
of 40; the blog had to be easily found on the web using the search terms,
‘young women with breast cancer’ AND ‘blogs’; and finally, the blog had
to be presented in such a way that its content provided statements that
could be analysed and interpreted according to the aim of the study.
The feedback quite frequently posted were not included in the analysis.
A total of 14 blogs were identified regarding the inclusion criteria, and
those were included for analysis. The women were aged between 25
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and 38 years (median 30 years), when diagnosed with breast cancer.
Seven out of the 14 women had children. (About half of the women had
passed away. This was noted in the blogs)

Data collection and analysis

Ethical considerations are evolving due to the expanding data corpus
on the internet. Therefor the researchers carefully considered the ethical
issues of privacy, confidentiality and other ethical principles before
and throughout the study. It was shown that bloggers make conscious
privacy choices that researchers then must discern and respect. Those
blogs that are identified via search engines and open to responses from
others are clearly public blogs. Ethical approval was obtained from the
Regional Ethical Review Board, who demanded special concerns about
the women’s’ confidentiality. No statements are provided since it is easy
to recognize and find the women on the internet.

Data extracted from the blogs were inserted in a particular file for
analysis. The text was organized in chronological order, from diagnosis
until the most recent post message. The data body comprised about 4,10,000
words, and were analysed by using TA [12], following the six phases:

1) Familiarizing yourself with data; data was read and re-read
several times to gain familiarity.

2) Generating initial codes; codes were identified and assigned
to text segments that conveyed interesting information considered
pertinent to the research question and the aim.

3) Searching for themes; all initial codes relevant to the research
question were incorporated into a theme. These initial codes could be
combinations of different codes that may have been very similar or may
have been considered to concern the same aspect of the phenomenon.

4) Reviewing themes; the themes that emerged from each blog were
compared and contrasted, resulting in the identification of themes that
were common across all blogs.

5) Defining and naming themes; once a coherent pattern was
formed the themes were considered in relation to the data set as a
whole. The themes were named according to their content.

6) Producing the report; presenting the themes and illustrating
them [12]. In order to increase the trustworthiness of the findings,
the analysis was subjected to peer debriefing by the researchers and
agreement was reached.

Results

Four themes were identified in the data body illustrating what the
women were writing about in their blogs: Experiencing frustration, The
fear is bigger than death, Preparing for physical changes, and Body and
mind are in disharmony All four themes seem to managing emotions
from different point of views. These four themes ended up in a
concluding main theme; The healing effect of writing a blog (Figure 1).

Experiencing frustration

There was a frustration in the blog texts, the women felt anger
and annoyance since they were unable to do something about their
situation. There was also this feeling of disappointment.

The women wrote and repeatedly stated that the health care
professional said that they were too young to have breast cancer. Almost
everyone writing a blog had the same experience-being assured that
their age should in some way protect them from cancer. This made
them frustrated, sad and angry, since there was a delay in diagnosis
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Figure 1. Final thematic map, showing the main theme - the healing effect of writing a blog
and its sub-themes

and treatment. There was distrust in the health care system. They were
convinced that with an earlier diagnosis, they would have been cured.

There was also frustration and disappointment about being the
person who came up with different new treatments or examinations.
The medical profession did not inform them or come up with
alternative treatment freely. When treatment started, it was frustrating
becoming an old woman when you were still young; there were issues
about remaining womanly. This frustration followed the women during
the cancer trajectory; frustration mixed with distrust.

The fear is bigger than death

The blog texts presented an unpleasant emotion-fear. Getting the
cancer diagnosis was terrifying. They believed that there was nothing
but death waiting. However, with the information about the treatment,
they tried to focus on that; they wanted to survive.

Since diagnosis day, there had been a constant anxiety. There were
worries about the side-effects and there were worries about having
relapses. When they had pauses in their treatment cycle, there were
worries about how it would affect the disease. There was also fear caused
by the delayed diagnosis; how it could affect the outcome.

Some of the woman began treatment too late; they had to accept
that despite treatments there was no cure. They had to accept that they
would die. These women felt serenity in having planned the funeral.
They felt that death could be a liberation for themselves but also for
the relatives. Experiencing this fear, living with every day fear and still
continuing a kind of everyday life activity was energy-consuming,
especially mentally and emotionally.

Preparing for physical changes

The women wrote about how their bodies changes; the body is the
same but not the same. They try to emotional master the situation. In
their cancer trajectory, they adapted to their situation and prepared for
what would come. There would be some side-effects of the treatment.
Losing the hair was very hard, not just because it is a part of the woman’s
identity but also since it visualizes the disease. Now it was not only that
they had cancer, now it also looked like they had cancer. They struggled
to keep their hair, but when it started to look awful, wisps of hair falling
off, then they prepared for their new look by shaving off the hair. Some
made it to their new identity-being bald headed.

Those of them using a wig, asked the hairdresser if they could cut
and dye the hair in their natural colour and hairstyle, thus making
the wig personal. Even if people noticed it was a wig, they would look
roughly the same as usual.
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The body had changed, there was breast asymmetry due to surgery.
They had become fat; some body parts were swollen. So, there was a
need to modify the clothing.

The women were also prepared for making changes in food intake-
knowing that taste sensations would change. Food that they loved
before could now became awful. The smell sensation also changed and
affected their food intake.

Body and mind in disharmony

The women wrote about experiencing emotions like a roller coaster.
There was lack of harmony between body and mind. This situation
created both physical and mental strain. Adversity, tiredness and pain
impacted the mind. There was something in the body that they were
trying to control, but they had no control at all.

Bodily changes due to premature menopause affected their temper;
they became angry easily. They were also more emotionally sensitive,
but also angry because of the cancer that had hit them.

There were also feelings of blame; they were at home, treatment was
finished but they were so tired and had difficulties to show appreciation;
being there with those they loved.

The body was different-ugly-the mind was suspicious; their feelings
were in a war zone. Their partners told them that they were loved as the
woman they were. But the women were doubtful.

The cancer anxiety monster had found his nest in their body and
mind; feeling fragile, crying almost the whole time and having a lot
of hard thoughts about what could happen. These feelings came
and went and they were never really prepared. There were constant
ups and downs; sometimes they felt so peaceful and then angry and
disappointed.

The healing effect of writing a blog

The women’s starting point for writing blogs was to set down
thoughts, emotions and experiences related to diagnosis, treatment and
recovery. There was anxiety, so many worries and fears in these women’s
minds. Writing a blog was one way to channel these emotions. It was a
form of self-help. This writing had a healing effect; it gave them strength
to keep on struggling.

Writing blogs was a way to share personal stories and experiences,
and thereby support and help other young women who had been hit by
breast cancer. The blog could also function as a kind of diary or even
testimony-presenting the woman and her life story. Something to be
presented to the children in the future.

There was a lack of information to be found about young women
and breast cancer. The women read what they could find and then they
commented on it in the blog, and the information could be discussed
and even validated. These women both read and write blogs as a source
for information; giving advice and practical tips.

Writing blogs were providing support to women to strengthening
themselves as well as supporting the woman in the same situation. The
blogs were also intended to support the families, next of kin or friends.
Blogs represented a way of keeping their friends informed and updated.
Some women had lost their friends in real life-they just disappeared
with the cancer diagnosis. So, these blogs supported them with new
friends who were interested in and understood their new situation.
Support and confirmation were sent to the bloggers from the people
following the blogs.
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The healing effect of writing blogs seems clear; the women were
supported and confirmed as the women they were-young women with
breast cancer. Writing a blog helped the women continue and should be
seen as a healing activity.

Discussion

The main theme in this study was the healing effect of writing a
blog, whereas the women used the writing as a channel for emotions
and thoughts coming through, but also as a way of sharing experiences.
Other studies have also reported about treatment experiences [10,11]. A
recent study about expressive writing as an intervention showed similar
results, the cancer patients used this writing as a process, writing as a
therapeutic activity, and writing as a support to others [13]. The unique
thing about the present study is that it focuses on how the women used
the blogs and not only on how they presented their side-effects and
treatments. In a recently published study [14] a major reason for reading
blogs is to search for persons with similar experiences. Understanding
the experiences of other cancer patients in a similar situation gave the
blog readers and bloggers a feeling of hope and confidence. So, writing
blogs may have a healing effect on women themselves as well as others
and significant others.

The women reported the feeling of frustration with doctors and
with health care system, since they had not paid attention to their
situation due to their young age. A breast cancer diagnosis and its
treatment interrupt the course of one’ life [15], and had brought these
women an uncertain future [16]. Many dreams and plans had been
interrupted among these young women regarding motherhood or
professional fulfilment [4,7]. Similar findings were presented in a study
[17], whereas the breast cancer diagnosis caused a great disorganization
in the women’s lives, bringing them frustration.

In this situation, blogging gave these women the opportunity
of sharing their feelings, getting feedback from others who inserted
comments and stimuli in the blogs, which supported them with some
strength.

It is shown in other studies [16,18,19], that the experience of fear
and the phantom of death are constantly present, and this was also
reported in the analysed blogs.

It is notable that the fear was more distressing than death: being
informed about there was no cure. Fear is about being insecure and
living with uncertainty. Not be able to plan and not knowing if there is a
future to come [20].In the present study, the women used the strategy of
writing blogs as a way of overcoming the fear and also of helping other
women to do the same. When no cure was to be found, the women
wrote about acceptance and sorrow, but not in a bitter way. They wrote
freely about death and their planning for the funeral, in order to give
family, friends and workmates relief. This was also a way to present a
memorable picture of themselves as persons.

Body changes due to breast cancer are well known and there are
several studies approaching it [16,21-23]. These body changes were
also identified by the women writing blogs. In their cancer trajectory
they adapted to their situation and prepared for what would come.
They realized that their bodies would look different. Their bodies now
showed to other people that they had cancer. The women modified
clothes, wigs, food etc. so that they would seem quite the same as before.
Another way to manage these changes and not hide them or deny
them is by sharing feelings as well as videos and photos on the blogs,
and being confirmed by others [14]. Thus, they would help others to
become gradually familiar with their new body image, and from others’
posts and comments they could be encouraged to go on with their lives.
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There is sparse research regarding the effect the treatment of
breast cancer has on the women’s emotional status, except in regard to
depression. The women in this study, wrote about the changed body,
how it looked different, but also that the body acted differently. They
did not recognize themselves in some ways, which is in agreement with
another study [23]. The women experienced their emotions as being in a
roller coaster. Similar findings are presented in a study from the relatives’
perspective [24], the fear, distress and emotions due to the diagnosis and
the treatment. In our study the roller coaster experience seemed to be due
to a combination of fear and hormone changes in the body.

The main finding in our study was the healing effect of writing a
blog, finding a way to venting their own feelings. Some of the women
had never written a blog before and the cancer diagnosis became a
reason for doing so, and the blog became a vehicle for this outburst.
Blogs were used as a way of exposing aspects of private life, or even
intimacies; exposing aspects of everyday life associated with living
with a particular disease [25], thereby helping them to cope with the
experience. However, this was not the only role of writing blogs. This
healing tool also served as a strategy for achieving self-awareness. This
means that the process of writing blogs was also a reflexive process
through which the women immersed themselves and the things that
come close and with which they live. They reviewed life, struggles, plans,
and pondered possibilities. This is also pointed out by other studies
[15,26]. Writing blogs served as a strategy for their own empowerment,
and also contributed to the empowerment of other women living in a
similar situation.

In addition, the disclosure of personal experiences of breast cancer
has contributed much to creating a state of alert for other women with
regard to self-care. This was also noticed in another study, whereas
internet has become an important source of health information [26].
By gathering knowledge from institutional or medical websites, women
become able to establish a new relationship with healthcare professionals
and health systems. Despite the problem of trustworthiness, as pointed
out in other studies [27,28]. there has been an increase in the number
of people reading and writing blogs on the breast cancer experience.
That means there is also an increase in the number of people who have
confidence in these blogs and use their information for the development
of self-efficacy.

Writing blogs is an instrument of a younger generation, and their
results are positive. Young women are familiar with the language,
strategies, varieties and possibilities of blogs. Accustomed to using this
instrument, they easily adapt to it when sharing their experiences about
breast cancer and can best explore the potential as a healing tool.

Blogs could become a useful tool for healthcare professionals,
relatives, patients and people around them. By reading blogs, not
necessarily commenting on and writing them, there will be a better
and deeper understanding about the effects of a cancer diagnosis. As
one study pointed out [29], in these blogs there could be information to
assist cancer patients who may not have enough strength for blogging.

Fourteen blogs could be seen as a small sample. The data body
contained more than 410 000 words in these blogs. It is an amount of
data, comparable to more than 100 of interviews. This amount of data
is difficult to handle with pure interpretive methods, so the choice of
thematic analysis seemed relevant. Thematic analysis is a method that
works both to reflect reality and to unravel the surface of reality [12].
Another limitation could be that there are no statements/quotations
to facilitate readers understanding. Most qualitative methods use
quotations to strengthen their findings. However, following the
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demand of the Ethical Review Board and protecting the women’s
confidentiality, we lean on the systematic analysis we performed and
accurate reflections of the content of the entire data set.

Conclusion

The young women used writing blogs as a healing activity, which is
an online health resource and could promote good health. The writing
was a channel for emotions and thoughts; a way of sharing experiences.
The young women’s narratives revealed the impact of the breast cancer
experience on their personal, familial and social lives. They expressed
frustration about the abrupt interruption of dreams and plans for
the future, as well as frustration related to the health system and
professionals who did not pay attention to their situation, represent an
important alert for all of those who work in this area; breast cancer is no
longer a disease of women older than 50, and young women should be
included earlier in the priorities for early detection programs.

Writing and reading blogs with narratives of personal experiences
is an important way of supporting women who have/ have had breast
cancer. This is an activity that should be included by healthcare
professionals and caregivers in order to better understand these
women’s life situation and needs.
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