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Abstract:- Breast cancer is the most frequently
diagnosed malignant tumor among women in the world,
especially in Indonesia. This is qualitative research with
a descriptive exploratory approach that aims to explore
the experiences of breast cancer patients related to their
diet and eating patterns after being diagnosed with
breast cancer. 15 participants in this study were selected
using selected sampling. Research data were collected
from December 2022 to January 2023. This study used
semi-structured data analysis from Braun and Clarke.
To ensure the rigor and trustworthiness of this study, the
standards used by Korstjens and Moser were applied.
There were three themes discovered covered in this
study: (1) “Vegetarian is the main dietary choice” (2)
“The desire to get better is the reason for a change in
diet”, (3) “Prayer can increase a sense of optimism in
life.” In conclusion, this study determined that most of
the participants felt that a vegetarian diet can ensure
better health and have reduced animal-based food, and
increased their intake of plant-based food, especially
fruits, and vegetables. Further study needs to be done to
delve further into the impact of a vegetarian diet on
breast cancer patients.

Keywords: Dietary Therapy, Breast Cancer, Plant-Based
Diet.

I INTRODUCTION

Breast cancer is the most common cancer that can be
found in women and it accounts for 12% of all cancer cases
worldwide every year (1). In Indonesia, breast cancer is one
of the main causes of death for women with cancer (2). The
prevalence of breast cancer in 2012 was 0.49% and then it
increased to 0.58% in 2018; it is estimated that in 2040 the
prevalence of breast cancer will further increase to 0.89%
(WHO, 2020). In Indonesia, breast cancer is one of the
major causes of death among women, which is around
30.8% (n = 65.585) of the total female population suffering
from cancer (n = 213.436) (Kemenkes, 2022). Meanwhile,
in West Java, it is estimated that around 26 per 100,000
women suffer from breast cancer (3). Hence, it can be
concluded that breast cancer is one of the cancers that attack
women frequently and its prevalence has been increasing
every year.
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Being a breast cancer patient is a challenging
experience in a person’s life and not all patients can accept
their condition of being diagnosed with breast cancer (4).
Some breast cancer patients have changed their daily living
habits and are committed to improving their diet and
lifestyle in the hope to have a healthier body (5). This is a
necessary step because a healthy diet has a role in
preventing and helping the process of breast cancer
treatment (6). Hence, it can be concluded that when
diagnosed with breast cancer, the patient begins to choose a
healthy lifestyle including a better diet.

Research studies related to the effect of diet and breast
cancer progression are still limited and need to be explored
further to reach a strong conclusion (7). Diet is one of the
lifestyle factors associated with an increased risk of
developing breast cancer (8). Further, eating non-vegetarian
food regularly can greatly contribute to the induction of
breast cancer (9). On the other hand, consuming fruits, and
vegetables, and adopting the Mediterranean diet can reduce
the risk of breast cancer (10). In addition, foods derived
from whole grains can prevent and help in the treatment of
breast cancer (11) while reducing the intake of red meat, fat,
and high-sugar foods and drinks can reduce the risk of breast
cancer (6). Furthermore, a cross-sectional study on breast
cancer patients found that there was a positive relationship
between breast cancer risk and intake of red meat, smoked
products, organ meats, animal fats, white bread, potato
products, and candy (12). In daily life, a change in diet may
happen especially when diagnosed with breast cancer, and
there were only limited studies that explored and described
this kind of experience. Hence, this paper would like to
delve further in terms of dietary change among breast cancer
patients.

1. METHODS

This is qualitative research with a descriptive
exploratory study design, in which the researcher wanted to
explore the experience of changing dietary patterns among
participants who had been diagnosed with breast cancer in a
private hospital in Bandung. The data for this study were
collected through semi-structural interviews which lasted
approximately 30 to 50 minutes and were conducted in two
meetings. The first meeting emphasized the profile of the
participants and time contracts for the next meetings and
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during the second meeting, the participants were asked a set
of questions in line with the purpose of this study. A third
meeting also was conducted and planned in case several
questions needs to be asked. This study uses thematic
analysis from Braun and Clarke (13). The researcher in this
study acted as the main data collector (14). In the interview
process, researchers conducted pre-interviews with breast
cancer patients who were not included in the study as
participants to test the feasibility and preparedness of
researchers to conduct the interviews. In regards to data
collection, the participants who participated in the interview
were willing to participate in the research process, but if the
participant felt uncomfortable, the participant had the right
to stop participating in the data collection process at any
time and without facing any coercion.

The data collection began in December 2022 to
January 2023. Interviews were conducted face-to-face in
two meetings. Additional information that was not obtained
during those two meetings was asked through telephone.
The core question of the interview was, “Can you tell me
about your experience regarding diet and eating patterns
before and after being diagnosed with breast cancer?”. Then,
the probing questions that arise are (i) Can you tell me in
more detail about that?”, (i) “What type of diet and eating
pattern do you have currently?”. The interviews were
conducted for 30 to 50 minutes. It was recorded with the
permission of the participants and the recordings were only
listened to by the researchers; it was also given a recording
code, such as RP 1 (Recording of Participants #1), RP2
(Recording of Participants #2), and so on. After that, the
recording was made into the transcript.

15 participants met the inclusion criteria. Participants
in this study were selected using purposive sampling. There
were 15 breast cancer patients with stages ranging from 2A
to 4 (late stage), of which there were two participants with
stage 2A, four participants with stage 2B, two people with
stage 3A, three people with stage 3B, and four people with
stage 4. This study found out also that there were 13
participants who either avoid or reduce their meat intake and
increased their fruit and vegetable consumption.

In regards to their treatment, 13 participants undergo
surgery, one participant used hormonal therapy and one
participant had not used any medical therapy to treat her
breast cancer. The duration of their dietary change ranges
from three months to ten years. The age of the participants
ranged from 45 to 72 years old, and the educational level
varied from elementary school to a bachelor’s degree. In
terms of their religion, twelve of the participants are Muslim
and the other three are Christians. Eleven participants are
Sundanese, two of the participants are Bataknese, and the
other two are Javanese.

All of the participants changed their diet after being
diagnosed with breast cancer. All of them increased their
fiber intake in the form of fruits and vegetables. 13 of the
participants identified themselves as vegetarian and two
participants reduced their meat intake. Participants were
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given codes for example P1 (Participant One), P2
(Participant Two), and so on.

The followings are the rigor and trustworthiness that

served as a foundation for this study (14).

e Credibility: Researchers met participants twice due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Hence, researchers clarified and
validated the data at the second meeting, namely the
results of the interviews and recordings shown to every
participant so that the transcripts matched the
perceptions of participants. Credibility in this study was
obtained from the recorded interview results, transcripts,
and themes obtained was also shown to the research
team.

e Transferability: Researchers make a clear, detailed, and
systematic description of the research results so that the
information conveyed is complete and the context of this
study can be used in other situations.

o Dependability: Researchers conducted a process audit
with the research team starting from determining the
research problem, selecting participants, analyzing data,
and testing the validity of the data.

e Confirmability: The researcher has conducted member
checks regarding the interview transcripts which are per
the experiences conveyed by the participants. In
addition, the researcher conducted a trial audit by the
research team.

. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The results of this study provide an overview of the
experiences of breast cancer patients related to diet and
eating patterns used after being diagnosed with breast
cancer. This experience is described in three research
themes, namely: (1) vegetarianism is the main diet choice;
(2) The desire to recover is the reason for changing diet; (3)
prayer can increase a sense of optimism in life.

» Vegetarianism is the main diet choice

In this study, all participants mentioned that they have
changed their diet to a vegetarian diet. According to the
interview, all of the patients mentioned “...I ate more fruits
and vegetables...I tried to avoid meat.” This is supported by
research related to vegetarianism in which there is an
increase in daily intake of fruits and vegetables, emphasized
intake of complex carbohydrates, drinking plant-based milk
and eating legumes to get sufficient calcium, and limit high
fat, salt, and sugar intake (National Health Service, 2022). A
vegetarian diet reduces the risk of developing breast cancer
and increases the immune system as well (2). The vegetarian
diet is one of the fastest-growing dietary patterns today and
this diet is associated with consuming sufficient amounts of
various vitamins such as ascorbic acid, folic acid, vitamin A,
vitamin B12, and vitamin E (15). In regards to this matter,
the vegetarian diet consumed by the participants in this
study was a diet that consumed more fruits and vegetables
followed by plant-based protein food.

Choosing a vegetarian diet can provide positive results
such as better physical health and also vegetarianism is an
option not to eat animal or meat products (16). A
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prospective study among participants from the UK Biobank
in 022 found a lower risk of postmenopausal breast cancer in
vegetarian women (17). A cohort study conducted on 98,995
women found that women who regularly consumed a
healthy plant-based diet were less likely to develop breast
cancer (18). A similar study related to nutritional choices
during breast cancer treatment, namely increasing the
consumption of fruits and vegetables, and reducing the
consumption of sugar, red meat, and fat can significantly
increase the health of breast cancer patients. (18). Hence, it
can be concluded that a vegetarian diet helps in the
treatment of breast cancer.

» The desire to recover is the reason for changing the diet

Breast cancer patients tend to choose a healthy diet
such as avoiding foods that contain high fat, and high sugar,
and reducing the intake of alcohol and animal protein; these
aspects were found to be associated with a lower risk of
death, and also eating healthy foods helps restore energy and
rebuild the body tissue (19). In this study, all participants
revealed that they had changed their diet after being
diagnosed with breast cancer and they mentioned that
“...after knowing I had breast cancer, I tried to eat healthy
foods”. This is supported by research related to breast cancer
patients changing their diet by reducing their intake of red
meat, seafood, noodles, and poultry, and also increase intake
of fruits and vegetables after being diagnosed with breast
cancer; this information was received from different sources
such as doctors, social media, and family members (20).
Breast cancer patients also tend to take action concerning
health information and decided to change their diet by
increasing their fruit and vegetable intake, and reducing
meat, fat, and food high in sugar (21). Therefore, the
participants in this study prefer to change their diet so that it
can help in the healing process of breast cancer.

Further, changes in diet also occurred in breast cancer
patients undergoing surgery, where reducing consumption of
red meat and animal products can help during the wound
healing process after the surgery (22). In addition, changes
in diet by increasing the consumption of fruits and adopting
healthier dietary patterns during chemotherapy can help
maintain the ideal body weight (5). A cross-sectional study
using ECHO (Eating Habits Changes in Oncologic Patients)
of 684 breast cancer patients found that the majority of
breast cancer patients changed their diets by reducing
consumption of red meat and animal products, increasing
consumption of fruits and vegetables after being diagnosed
with breast cancer which aims to counteract the effects of
breast cancer therapy (6). Therefore, it is concluded that
changes in the diet of the participants of this study happened
to improve health during the duration of breast cancer
treatment.

» Prayer can increase a sense of optimism in life

The diagnosis and treatment of cancer can cause
significant psychological problems and in turn, reduce the
hope for recovery in breast cancer patients (23). In this
study, all participants revealed that prayer was a way to be
more accepting of their situation, especially when diagnosed
with breast cancer. One of the most common expressions
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found among the participants was: “...surrender everything
to God and pray more frequently...”. This view is supported
by a cross-sectional study on 88 cancer patients in which
there was an association between spiritual well-being and a
sense of optimism with the results of the study showing that
breast cancer patients who pray frequently were more
optimistic and have a better spiritual life (24).

Qualitative research related to spirituality and breast
cancer showed that religious support can improve
psychosocial adjustment towards breast cancer which also
gave a sense of purpose and meaning in life that has been
shown to increase positive attitude and reduce (25). Several
factors increase the sense of optimism in breast cancer
patients such as family support, self-happiness, seeing
children grow well, getting closer to God, and also
surrendering everything to God (26). Further, another
qualitative research was done on 18 breast cancer patients in
which it delves into the spirituality of breast cancer patients
and there were four themes discovered such as connection,
peace, meaning and purpose, and transcendence; and also
spiritual needs are closely related to all aspects of life among
the breast cancer patients (27). Research on 21 breast cancer
patients related to coping after being diagnosed with breast
cancer found that breast cancer patients who are active in
religious activities have a positive coping mechanism in
integrating their cancer experience into everyday life, one of
these religious activities was prayer (28). Thus, it can be
concluded that the feeling of optimism in living a life as a
breast cancer patient is related to the prayers and religious
activities carried out by the participants in this study.

V. CONCLUSION

In this study, there were three themes found, namely:
(1) vegetarianism is the main diet choice; (2) The desire to
recover is the reason for changing diet; (3) and (3) Prayer
can increase a sense of optimism in life. The new insight
different from other research on the same topic is that a
vegetarian diet became the main choice of diet among breast
cancer patients. Even though there are many types of
vegetarian diets but the main emphasis is to reduce animal-
based food and increase more intake of plant-based food,
especially fruits, and vegetables.

Furthermore, it is recommended to explore deeper the
role of diet in the quality of life and health before and after
being diagnosed with breast cancer. One of the limitations of
this study is that there were only two meetings held with
participants, nevertheless, researchers have increased the
credibility of this study by showing the transcripts and
recordings of the interviews with the participants.

The researchers would like to acknowledge the
research participants who have been willing to share their
experiences and other parties who have helped during the
research process.
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