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Abstract INTRODUCTION: Awareness of breast cancer symptoms has
made a positive impact on recognition and screening, however
there is little research describing how women interpret their
bodily changes. This study was conducted to explore how
Malaysian women with breast cancer appraise their symptoms
and how their interpretation of the symptoms had been shaped
by the social norms, knowledge and previous experiences.
MATERIALS AND METHODS: 14 women with breast cancer were
recruited using purposeful sampling. The participants took part
in in-depth, one-time, face-to-face, and audio-recorded
interviews. All the interviews were subsequently transcribed
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verbatim and analysed using structure and content of a narrative
approach. RESULTS: Women interpreted their symptoms based
on the physical presentation of the symptoms, previous
experiences, and societal norms and beliefs. Some women
immediately understood the potential meaning of their breast
changes and sought medical opinion, while others waited from
one week up to until one year to observe symptoms or
normalised them in terms of previous and current experiences.
The use of narrative enabled these women to recapitulate
particular experiences that had special meaning in order to make
sense of their action. CONCLUSIONS: The way women
interpreted their symptoms reflected their understanding on the
significant meaning of the symptoms. Acknowledging this
symptom appraisal information may assist healthcare
professionals in providing appropriate information that can
challenge misconceptions, myths, and negative beliefs about
breast cancer to improve breast cancer awareness and early
detection among the community.
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