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Experiences of Korean-American Women with High Risk Hereditary Breast Cancer

Choi, Kyung Sook' - Jun, Myunghee? - Gwen Anderson®

'Department of Nursing, Chung-Ang University, Seoul; “Department of Nursing, Daejeon University, Dagjeon, Korea & University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee,
USA; *School of Nursing, San Diego State University & VA San Diego Healthcare System, San Diego, USA

Purpose: This micro-ethnographic study aimed to understand coping experiences of Korean-American (K-A) women after diagno-
sis with breast cancer due to a hereditary gene mutation. Methods: Participatory observation and in-depth interviews were performed
at one breast cancer screening center in Southern California, in 2005 with eleven first generation K-A immigrant women. All tran-
scribed interviews and field notes were analyzed using ethnographic methodology. Results: K-A womens experience varied based on
acculturation risk factors including: limited English speaking ability; disrupted family relationships, individualistic family values, or
intergenerational communication barriers; lack of Korean speaking nurses; and Korean physicians who lacked knowledge about he-
reditary breast cancer risk. These risk factors led to isolation, loneliness, lack of emotional and social support. In comparison to Kore-
an homeland women in a similar medical situation, these K-A immigrants felt disconnected from the healthcare system, family sup-
portand social resources which increased their struggling and impeded coping during their survivorship journey. These women were
not able to access self-support groups, nor the valuable resources of nurse navigator programs. Conclusion: Professional oncology as-
sociations for nurses and physicians have a moral obligation to support and promote knowledge of hereditary cancer risk and self-help
groups for non-native speaking immigrants.

Key Words: Korean Americans, Acculturation, Breast Neoplasms, Loneliness, Self-Help Groups
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P: A|d E=2-o] & A... [ think everything is combined to-
gether my family was very support to me you know I have an aunt
(who) lives in W city. She came down two times just take care of me
and help with my mother and I also joined the American Cancer
Support Group. That is actually very very helpful. JLFSHH... of
course, you know, family can't give you a lot of support that... be-
cause they haven't got through cancer themselves. They really don’t
know what your experience things (0|91 282}, 30t -3¢ &
A A=),
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P: And then my family member’s that very loving on support. Ev-
ery time [ need them, they stayed up with me at night. When I vomit
one time I vomited. all of it in a bathroom and my mother came and
she just clean everything up, you know, when I see that It’s just feel-
ing touch of me, but even still she cannot connect, you know, men-
tally because she has been experienced when I go through. Z12}|A]..
cancer support group is very instrumental. When I go through can-
cer support group, you know we can say just one or two words I can
say one or two words. And people not their head. And Ilook at their
eyes and you know like understanding them. I feel I am not alone.
And I feel that other people have gone through it. So that’s been very
helpful(©]R1 282}, 30tf] 553 24} Hg A=),
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CH(Table 1, Fig. 1).
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Table 1. Interview Data Supporting the Concept ‘Searching for a Reassurance which are Mentally Connected to Going through Their Loneliness’

Theme

Analytic data (data source)

Cancer experience: loneliness

Underserved nursing care

Acculturation factor Immigration disease

Lack of update new
information since
immigration

Changed family system

Living for payment
Respecting private life

Combined supports Medical counseling for
altogether which getting professional
give assurances assurance
and hopes Sometimes family

support did not work
Easily getting hurt from

the ineffective commu-
nication with neighbour

Beneficial cancer

Association of death (06-04)

Shock, insomnia (09-03)

Sense of loss (03-03)

Fear about the recurrence (03-01) (10-03)

Due to lack of English competencies (06-02)

Emphasize on the self responsibility, sense of control about self disease (06-09)

Lack of nursing care: self-care information mainly from self study of reading the patient guide books
distributed by the hospital and American cancer society (02-20)

After surgery, patients have to go out for a job as soon as early (06-11, 02-01)

Inaccurate knowledge about cancer cause (02-19)

Knowledge deficit about the symptom management after cancer treatment (02) (06) (10)

Never heard about the genetic test (02-004)

Too short hospitalization after surgery and rare exposure to nursing education (02-21)

Too expensive to purchase medical insurance (06-10, 02-02,03,20)

Difficult to comprehend the insurance system (06-10, 02-02,03,20)

Having communication difficulties. So usually accompany children when see the doctors (06-02).
Poor attendance on the preventive screening programs (02-03)

Health promotion through using alternative treatment (06-13) (05-02)

lack of information to find out physicians or getting second opinion (06-04, 02-13)

So complicate to find out the physicians specialized for the patients” oncologic need (02-16, 04-12)
Difficult finding out oncologic experts available in the Korean community (01-05)

Used to undergo nervous gastric disease while acculturation (06-07)

Since beginning to earn dollars, learning English was easily given up (06-06)

Inability to engage western society because of communicative incapability (06-10)

Stuck there and fixed on the time when they immigrated to the U.S. (01-06,04)

Exposure on only Korean mass medias like newspaper, radio, TV, and DVD (08-02)

Made women stronger and men weaker in American than Korea (06-07)

Every Korean men in the U.S are called as a chief executive officier (CEO) (06-07)

While patriarchal and confucian family system remains, housewife’s workload has been increased in the
U.S. (06-07, 02-06)

Altered family cohesiveness (07)

No work is not permitted due to lifelong loan (06-11, 02-01)

Changed relationship among relatives in the U.S. Even though family member, it is important to make an
appointment before visiting (06-11)

| finally met Korean doctor who gave me a assurance. Counseling with her (Korean doctor) worked well
for me. (04-12)

It's just feeling touch of me, but even still she cannot connect, mentally because she has not been
experienced when | go through. (01-04)

Children can’t understand mother’s Korean speaking. (06-08)

Mother was very emational, very protected of me. Her goal is falling a part. She feels guilty although
| completely disagree. (01-01)(03-05)

Got emotional hurt from the neighbour’s phone call. (03-05)

| did not want them to show me sympathy or look me a pity. (01-04)

I look at their eyes and you know like understanding them. | felt “I am not alone there” (01-04)

support group But it was difficult to reach to cancer support group because they were not Korean. (02-20)
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Acculturation factor
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Cancer experience: Loneliness

Fig. 1. Experience of Korean-American women who have high risk
factor of hereditary breast cancer.
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