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ABSTRACT

The objectives of this qualitative research were to define the meanings of
head and neck cancer, radiotherapy, illness experience with significant others in a
social context, and the identity of the patients during and after radiotherapy. Data was
collected from 10 patients aged between 20-60 years old who were referred from
many hospitals to the Radiotherapy Center, Pathumthani Province. They were treated
either only with radiotherapy or both with radiotherapy and chemotherapy. Field data
was collected from October 2008 to February 2009.

The results revealed that patients defined cancer as having two meanings,
one was the representation of a feared assault and the other was the uncertainty of life.
They also defined radiation as resembling a natural ray or heat which was invisible,
although they doubted that the power of an invisible ray could kill cancer cells. The
patients who gained their illness experiences were depending on their social contexts;
experiences as a mother, wife or relative when interacting in family contexts, as a
consultant when interacting with the other new patients, as a sick person when
interacting with the doctor, and as employees when interacting with their employers,
regarding the causes of cancer and the healing process.

There were three processes of illness experiences of the head and neck
‘cancer patients after having confidence in the doctor expertise : trust in the modern
treatment technology, changing behavior according to medical regimens, and, a hope
to be recovered.

The levels of identity of head and neck cancer patient’s were also studied.
Results revealed that the two preferable identities that the patients would like to have
were a normal identity, and an uncertainty identity. Illness experiences lead chronic
patients to build up their identities after they are sick. Individuals preferred identities
that symbolize assumptions, hopes and desires to survive and have a good life.
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