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FACTORS AFFECTING DELAYED TREATMENT AMONG BREAST CANCER PATIENTS IN
THE CENTRAL-REGION CANCER CENTERS.

NAPHANIT RATTANAPHASURA 4637244 PHPH/M
M.Sc. (PUBLIC HEALTH) MAJOR IN HEALTH EDUCATION AND BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES

THESIS ADVISORS: PARANEE VATANASOMBOOM, Ph.D., SUPREYA TANSAKUL, Ph.D.,
LAKKHANA TERMSIRIKULCHAI, Ph.D., PHONGKITTI THISUPHAKORN, B.Sc.; MBBS;
DTM & H; FRCST; FICS.

ABSTRACT

This cross-sectional survey was aimed to study health care seeking behaviors after self
detection of symptoms and the quantity and types of delayed treatment, as well as the factors
affecting delayed treatment, among breast cancer patients. The 256 samples were selected from
patients newly diagnosed with breast cancer attending 3 Central-Region Cancer Centers, in
Thailand. Retrospective interview using structured-questionnaire was conducted for data collection.
Cross-tabulation and Chi-square test were used to examine bivariate association, then binary logistic

regression analysis was carried out to determine factors affecting delayed treatment.

The findings showed that most of the samples did not immediately seek treatment from
physicians in any health care settings after first self detection of abnormal breast symptoms. 42
percent of women would waited and observed themselves for a period of time and 39 percent
consulted with significant others. Only 5 percent immediately visited a physician. Family
members, especially the spouse, offspring, and siblings, were the most significant persons who
were consulted. After diagnosis as breast cancer, 6 percent of women sought traditional medicines
for their treatment. The evidence showed 44 percent of women had delayed treatment. Patient
delay was more prevalent than system delay (48 % versus 23 %). The finding also showed, when
all factors affecting delayed treatment were simultaneously taken into account, that delayed
treatment was significantly affected by health care seeking behaviors and perceived benefits of
treatment - an increase in steps of health care seeking care increased a chance of delayed treatment
(Odds ratio=2.01, p<0.001), while an increase in perceived benefits of breast cancer treatment
decreased a chance of delayed treatment (Odds ratio=0.90, p<0.05). This finding suggests that the
dissemination of information focusing on perception of risks and benefits of early diagnosis and
prompt treatment of breast cancer, as well as breast self examination, should be promoted. Also,

misled health care seeking behaviors leading to delayed treatment should be eliminated.

KEYWORDS: DELAYED TREATMENT/ HEALTH CARE SEEKING BEHAVIOR/ BREAST CANCER.
142 pp.
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NAPHANIT RATTANAPHASURA 4637244 PHPH/M

M.Sc. (PUBLIC HEALTH) MAJOR IN HEALTH EDUCATION AND BEHAVIORAL SCIENCES

THESIS ADVISORS: PARANEE VATANASOMBOOM, Ph.D., SUPREYA TANSAKUL,
Ph.D., LAKKHANA TERMSIRIKULCHAI, Ph.D., PHONGKITTI THISUPHAKORN, B.Sc.;
MBBS ; DTM & H ; FRCST ; FICS.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Introduction

Breast cancer is one of the important causes of death among Thai women
whereas the death rate has been increased from 3.6 per 100,000 population in the year
2000 to 4, 4.7, 5.8, and 5.9 per 100,000 population in the years 2001 to 2004
respectively (Public Health Statistics, 2004). As regards to morbidity rate of breast
cancer it was found that the rate was at the second rank next to cervical cancer,
approximately 17.2 per 100,000 population. And the prevalence rate of breast cancer
was found to be the highest rate in the central region of Thailand (National Cancer

Institute, 2003 : 47-49)

Early finding the abnormality of breast and getting the treatment in the early
stage enable patients to be healed from breast cancer and get longer life as other
normal people. The treatment of the early-stage breast cancer is more effective than of
the metastatic stage. It was found that the 5 years survival rate of the patients who
received the treatment at the early stage is longer than at the metastatic stage
(Brailey, 1986 : 223). However, the reports showed that there were 70.3, 63.6, 70.2,
65.4 and 62.2 percent of the breast cancer patients at the metastatic stage who came to

get the treatment at the National Cancer Institute during the years 1997 to 2001
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respectively. The data showed the evidence that some of the breast cancer patients had

delayed treatment.

Regarding the factors affecting delayed treatment, it has been suggested by
the decision-making model as regards to illness (Kasl & Cobb, Kirscht, 1974 : 398)
that illness behavior related to people’s perception, understanding, acceptance, and
recognition of the importance of abnormal symptoms and these factors affected on the
people’s decision making to get or not to get immediate treatment. According to this
concept, there are 4 factors affecting decision to act, those are health motivation,
perceived threat, perceived benefit and perceived barrier. Thus, the delayed treatment
among breast cancer patients may be due to these four factors. In addition, the concept
developed by Igun (1979 : 446) was recommended that the close persons like family
members, relatives, cousins, friends, affected the patients’ decision making on health
service utilization and treatment outcomes. Based on this concept the delayed
treatment may be due to the patients various responding behaviors, which include
self-care by using variety of methods and counseling with other persons, before

making decision to get the treatment in a special health service that they preferred.

The review of literature also showed some demographic factors affecting
delayed treatment. The Older breast cancer patients usually had delayed treatment
than the younger ones (Montella et al., 1995 : 1585 ; Ramirse et al., 1999 : 1127 ; Arndt
et al., 2002 : 1034 ; Bish et al., 2004 : 321). Low educational level increase risk of
delayed treatment of breast cancer (Montazeri et al., 2003 : 4). It was also found for
other factors : marital status, those who were widowered or divorced were risky to have
delayed treatment than those who were single (Montazeri et al.,2003 : 4); family history
of breast cancer (Montazeri et al., 2002 : 397); and low income (Facione, et al., 2002 :

397 ; Freeman & Wasfie, 1989 : 2562-69, Lauver et al., 1995 : 27).

The studies about delayed treatment among breast cancer patients in
Thailand were very rare. It was found the previous studies have been done only in one
specific areas, for example, the study carried out by Suparat Phisaipanth (2002 : 76),

which was done in the hospitals under the government universities in Bangkok. It was
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also found that half of the sampled breast cancer patients took about 5-6 months
before getting treatment. It is necessary to expand the scope of study and to assess the
actual quantity of the delayed treatment as well as the factors affecting the delayed
treatment. The aims of this study were therefore to :1) study health care seeking behaviors
after self detection of symptoms ; 2) to study the quantity and types of delayed treatment ; and
3)tostudy the factors affecting delayed treatment among breast cancer patients.

Research Methodology

Population and Sample. This cross sectional survey research was carried
out with the new breast cancer patients in 3 cancer centers in the central-region,
National Cancer Institute, Lopburi Cancer Center and Chonburi Cancer Center. The
studied population were the new breast cancer patients who were firstly diagnosed,
who never had any treatment of the abnormality of their breasts, and who have started
receiving chemotherapy or mastectomy. The sample size - 256 breast cancer patients -was
determined through the use of the proportion method of estimated sample formula.  This
number of samples was proportionately allocated to each center : 122, 75, and 59 cases for the
National Cancer Institute, Lopburi and Chonburi Cancer Centers, respectively. Quota sampling
was conducted to select samples into the study according to the defined population

characteristics.

Data Collection and Instruments. The data were collected during March to
June, 2006, by using the interviewing schedule. The expected patients were informed
about the objectives of the interview and have been asked to sign the consent forms.
The quality of the data were controlled by training the interviewers of each selected
cancer center regarding the objectives of the study and interviewing technique. During
the collection of the data the researcher has followed-up and provided suggestions for

the interviewers.

The interviewing schedule has been pre-tested with 30 breast cancer patients.

The internal consistency of each part of the interviewing schedule : health motivation ;
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perceived threat ; perceived benefit ; and perceived barrier, was computed by using
Cronbach’s Alpha Coefficient and the computed values were 0.77, 0.81, 0.71, 0.80,
and 0.60 respectively.

Variables and Measurement. Dependent variable was the delayed treatment
which was recognized as the dichotomous variable. This delayed treatment referred to
the time duration of 3 months or longer after the patients have found the abnormality
and have been diagnosed whereas non-delayed treatment refered to treatment that has
been done within or less than 3 months. The independent variables including
education, occupation, economic status, family history of cancer, health insurance
were measured as the nominal scale. For other independent variables regarding age,
health motivation, perceived threat, perceived benefit, and perceived barrier of the
cancer treatment health service seeking behavior and health service acceptance were

measured as the interval scale.

Data Analysis. The analysis of the relationship between the selected factors

and the delayed treatment was done by employing binary logistic regression.

Results

Distribution of the Samples

Among 256 sampled cases it was found that : the high percentage of
the group were 45-54 years old (50.8%) with the average of 49 years ; 71 percent of
them were married, 61.0 percent completed primary school and lower and only 21.0
percent completed Diploma and higher ; 50.8 percent earned their living by working
independently, for example, traders, low-skill labors while one-fourth of them were
government offices, permanent or temporary officers ; and more than half of the

samples indicated that they had adequate income.
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Health Care Seeking Pattern

Regarding the first response of the breast cancer patients toward the
abnormal breast symptoms found by themselves, it was found that 42 percent waited
to observe the symptoms, 39.1 percent sought recommendations from other persons
while 4 percent tried to treat the abnormal symptoms by themselves and only 5
percent consulted the physicians in various health services immediately after finding
the abnormality. Besides, it was found that about 6 percent of them have utilized the
alternative medicine, for example, using herbs, before going to see the modern

physicians.

The pattern of the self-responses to the abnormal breast symptoms
found before getting the treatment at the Central-Region Cancer Centers could be
categorized into 8 steps (averagely 4 steps). The pattern of the responded behaviors of
most of the sampled group were composed of 3 stages as follows : (a) counseling with
other persons visit the physician at the health service center>getting the treatment at
the cancer center (39.8%) ; (b) waiting to see the symptom>counseling with other
persons> visit the physician at the health service center>getting the treatment at the
Cancer Center (27.3%) and (c) visit the physician at the health service center>getting
the treatment at the Cancer Center (12.1%).

Delayed Treatment of Breast Cancer

There were about 44 percent of the samples who had delayed treatment
with almost 4 months (112 days) starting from the first finding of their abnormal
breast until getting the treatment at the Cancer Center. When the consideration has
been made about the types of the delayed treatment it was found that 48 percent
indicated that the delayed treatment was due to the patients themselves whereby the
average period of time starting from their first finding of the abnormal signs until their
first visit to the physician was almost 4 months (113 days). There were 23.0 percent
of the respondents indicated that the delayed treatment was due to the health service
system, it took averagely more than 2 months (77 days) from the first visit to the

physician to the beginning of the treatment (Table 1).
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Factors Affecting Delayed Treatment of Breast Cancer

According to the binary logistic regression analysis (Table 2) it was found that
all of the independent variables which included age, occupation, educational level,
economic status, family history of cancer, health motivation, perceived threat, perceived
benefit of treatment, perceived barrier of treatment, health care seeking, health service
acceptance, and health insurance, can be used to predict delayed treatment of breast
cancer patients significantly (y’=74.147, df=15, p-value<0.001). In consideration to the
effect of individual independent variables when controlling the other variables, it was
found that the factors which significantly related to the delayed treatment were health
care seeking and perceived benefit of treatment (p<<0.001, P<0.05 respectively). Health
care seeking positively related to the chance of delayed treatment — the probability of
being delayed treatment would increase by 2 times when one step of health care
seeking had been added (Odds ratio=2.01). For the perceived benefit of treatment, the
result showed the negative relationship - the probability of being delayed treatment
would decrease by 10 percent when the perceived benefit of treatment increased by one

unit (Odds ratio = 0.90).

Discussion

The result of this study regarding the quantity of the delayed treatment
showed that the proportion of the quantity was quite high. It was found that there were
44 percent of the breast cancer patients had delayed treatment whereas the average
time duration between the first finding of the abnormality by themselves until starting
the treatment was about 4 months. This finding was closely similar to the study
carried out by Suparat Phisaiphanth (2001 : 1), whereby the same definition of the
delayed treatment was used. It was found that the delayed treatment was 50 percent
with the average time duration of 5.5 months. But the study by Paramee Thongsuksai
(2001 : 108) showed that 26.6 percent had patient delay from the duration between the
first finding of the abnormal breasts until the first visit with the physicians while 24.4
percent had the system delay during the time between the first visit with the

physicians until the starting of the treatment. Based on the use of the criteria of 12
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weeks for each time duration of the delayed treatment, the findings that the patient
delay was 48 percent and the system delay was 23 percent pointed out that the

patients themselves were the significant factor for delayed treatment.

Regarding the health care seeking behavior, as it has been found that 42
percent of the patients waited to see the symptoms and 39 percent consulted other
persons, showed that going to see the physicians right away has not been done by
females after finding the abnormal signs/symptoms by themselves. This finding was
congruent with the concept developed by Igun (1979 : 446) which was indicated that
those persons have assessed that the symptoms are not severe so they would wait to
see the symptom for a while to be certain about it, including seeking the information
and suggestions from other persons before making decision to see a physician. Thus,
the support information that was found that 80 percent and 55 percent of the sampled
group perceived that “The abnormal symptom of their breasts will disappear without
any treatment” and ““The abnormal symptom found is not cancer” respectively.
Waiting to see the symptoms and counseling with other persons will increase the time
duration length before going to see the physician. This finding was similar to the
finding of the study be Chutima Tunghirun (1995 : 1) which was found that the patients’
close persons play a very important role in their decision making for selecting the
sources of the treatment. Besides, it was also found that some of the sampled group
(5.6%) have sought the treatment from the alternative medicine by using herbal
medicine or some local traditional drugs before getting the treatment from the
physicians. This information showed that some of the breast cancer patients still hold

misbeliefs about the treatment of breast cancer.

When other factors have been controlled, it was found that health care
seeking behavior and perceived benefit of treatment significantly affected the delayed
treatment. Health care seeking behavior positively related to the chance of delayed
treatment (Odds ratio=2.01), which meant that the more steps for seeking treatment
are the higher degree of the chance to have delayed treatment will be. This finding
should be due to the reason that the action in each step of the treatment seeking

behavior took sometimes to carry out especially when the females found the abnormal
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symptoms of their breasts and their treatment seeking behaviors have been done by
waiting to observe the symptoms, consulting with other persons or even trying to treat
the symptoms by themselves before going to see the physician. Therefore, the more
actions they have done the more time will be used. As it has been found that the
perceived benefit of the treatment of breast cancer had a negative relationship with the
chance to have delayed treatment (Odds ratio=0.90), this finding meant that the higher
level of perceived benefit is the chance to have delayed treatment will be lower.
According to the concept regarding decision making model developed by Kasl &
Cobb (Kirscht, 1974 : 387), it can be stated that if the patients assessed that early
treatment of breast cancer is highly beneficial they will tend to see the physician
immediately after they have found the abnormal sign/symptom of their breasts. Thus,
the negative relationship was found between the delayed treatment of breast cancer.
However, according to the same concepts, the suggestion has been made that health
motivation, perceived threat, perceived benefit of the treatment and perceived barrier
of the treatment are the main factors affecting decision making for action of the ill
persons, but the result of this study showed the relationship only with perceived
benefit of the treatment whereby no relationship was not found between delayed
treatment and the other variables : health motivation, perceived threat of cancer and
perceived barrier of the treatment. This finding was not agreed with some studies
which showed the relationship between perceived threat of cancer and perceived
barrier of making a visit for diagnosis and treatment (Suparat Phisaiphanth, 2002 : 1;

Hyo-Sook et al., 2004 : 259-266).

However, there were some limitations in carrying out this study, as follows :
1) the interviewing of the retrospective data for each stage starting from the beginning
of having the abnormality of their own breasts until getting treatment of breast cancer
may not be reliable since the time durations answered may be shorter and longer than
the real ones due to the patients failed to remember ; 2) the delayed treatment in this
study was emphasized on the total delay and most of the variables that have been
expected to relate with the delayed treatment were some of the internal and

interpersonal factors which may not be good enough to explain the delayed treatment.
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Recommendations

1. As it has been found that most of the sampled females after have found the
abnormality of their breasts they did not go to see the physician right away but they
have waited to observe the signs/symptoms, consulted with other persons, and some
of them have treated themselves by using the alternative medicine, for example, using
the local traditional medicine or herbal medicine, before getting the modern medical
treatment from the physicians, and it was found that the increased steps of health care
seeking behavior has increased the chance of being delayed treatment of breast

cancer, thus, the recommendations are as follows :

1.1 The educational program should be organized for the target group by
emphasizing on breast self-examination, going to see the physician immediately after
abnormal signs have been found and the negative outcome of using local traditional

medicine or herbal medicine.

1.2 The propaganda on the use of local traditional medicine or herbal

medicine for the treatment of breast cancer should be controlled.

2. As it has been found that the higher level of perceived benefit of the
treatment is, the lower opportunity to have delayed treatment will be, therefore, the
educational program for females should be organized by emphasizing on the benefit
of early treatment of breast cancer whereby the cancer may be cured, at the primary
care up to the tertiary care levels by using variety of methods and channels, for
example, assigning the group of health personnel who are directly responsible for
providing counseling for the breast cancer patients who come to get the service,
training the female volunteers who have ever had breast cancer but presently have
been cured, to give counseling, using media in order to reach the target group while

they are waiting for treatment, etc.
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Recommendations for Furthering Researches

1. Other factors that may affect the delayed treatment of breast cancer should
be studied, especially the factors relating to health service system, for example, time

duration for laboratory services, time duration for waiting of the available beds, etc.

2. The factors affecting the delayed treatment in each type of delay should be
studied.

3. In order to minimize the error of the information regarding the delayed
treatment, the information should be asked regarding the time duration in each stage
starting from the finding of the abnormal signs/symptoms of breasts by themselves

until beginning to get the treatment from relatives or close persons of the patients.

Table 1 Distribution of number and percentage of the respondents by types of the

delayed treatment.

Types of delay N %
Total delay” 112 43.8
Patient delayb 124 48 .4
System delay®

Y Y 59 23.0

Note : N =256
? The total time duration of 3 months and longer, from the first finding of the abnormal signs/symptoms
by themselves until starting the treatment.
® The time duration of 1 month and longer, form the first finding of the abnormal signs/symptoms
by themselves until the first visiting.
¢ The time duration of 2 months and longer, from the first visiting until starting the treatment.



unte Saumqs unagldmsudusms /110

Table 2 The result of the analysis of the Logistic Regression of delayed treatment of

breast cancer.

Independent Variables Coefficients Odds ratios
Constant 1.635
Age -0.025 0.97
Educational Level
Primary education and lower 0.321 1.37
Secondary education or equivalent 0.352 1.42
Diploma or higher === 1.00
Occupation
Unemployed -0.028 0.97
Temporary Workers 0.097 1.10
Freelance === 1.00

Economic Status

Not adequate 0.715 2.04
Adequate 0.467 1.59
Adequate and can save some money === 1.00

Family History of Breast Cancer

Never 0.245 1.27

Ever === 1.00
Health Insurance

30 Baht Health Insurance coverage -0.006 0.99

Other * === 1.00
Health Motivation -0.059 0.94
Perceived Threat of Breast Cancer -0.009 0.99
Perceived Benefit -0.105%* 0.90
Perceived Barrier 0.035 1.03
Health Care Seeking 0.699%*#* 2.01
Health Service Acceptance 0.000 1.00

Model X 2= 74.147*%%* df=15 N =256

= = Reference Category *p <0.05, ** p<0.01, ***p <0.001
includes self-payment, government welfare, social insurance and life insurance.

a
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