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STRESS, COPING, AND SOCIAL SUPPORT OF PATIENTS WITH COLORECTAL
CANCER RECEIVING CHEMOTHERAPY

SUPAPORN CHONGPRAKOBKIT 4736898 RAAN/M
M.N.S. (ADULT NURSING)

THESIS ADVISORS: TIRAPORN JUNDA, Ph.D. (NURSING),
YUPAPIN SIRAPO-NGAM, D.S.N. (Adult Health Nursing)

ABSTRACT

The present descriptive study aimed at investigating stressful situations,
stress, coping, and the social support of patients with colorectal cancer who were
receiving chemotherapy. The stress, appraisal, and coping model of Lazarus and
Folkman (1984) was employed as the conceptual framework of the study. The study
sample consisted of 50 patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy. The
patients were recruited by means of purposive sampling. Data were collected by the
use of interviews and questionnaires including a demographic characteristics
questionnaire, a stressful situation and level of stress interview form, a symptom
distress scale, the Jalowiec coping scale, and a social support questionnaire.
Qualitative data obtained by the interviews were analyzed using content analysis,
while quantitative data were analyzed by means of descriptive statistics and Pearson’s
Product Moment Correlation Coefficient.

The findings of the study revealed that stressful situations which caused by
chemotherapy can be divided into five causal categories: 1) side effects of the
treatment; 2) uncertainty in treatment; 3) anxiety and fear of pain and suffering; 4)
medical expenses; and 5) transportation. The overall stress of patients with colorectal
cancer receiving chemotherapy was at a low level because the participants of this
study had a high level of support from friends/family etc. and they had also learned
from their previous experiences with chemotherapy. The patients used problem-
focused coping more than emotional-focused coping and palliative-focused coping,
and this also alleviate their level of stress. Family members were the most important
source of social support for these patients, followed by healthcare personnel and
friends and family. Finally, when considering the relationships among the study
variables, it was found that symptom distress from side effects of chemotherapy was
positively related to the level of stress and the level of stress was positively related to
coping, and coping was positively related to social support. The findings of the present
study could be used in devising a nursing plan to care for patients with colorectal
cancer receiving chemotherapy in a note effective way.

KEY WORDS: STRESS /COPING / SOCIAL SUPPORT / COLORECTAL CANCER/
CHEMOTHERAPY
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EXTENDED SUMMARY

Introduction

Colorectal cancer is a global health problem which has a great impact to
people due to the change in social conditions and living behaviors of individuals. The
causes of colorectal cancer include heredity, environment, and eating behaviors. In
Europe and the United States, colorectal cancer is the third most prevalent form of
cancer, and it is also the third leading cause of death after lung cancer and breast
cancer. Most of patients with colorectal cancer are diagnosed during the second stage
of the disease which is still the period that the treatment can be very effective, hence a
50-70% chance of survival (Steele, 1993: 26-32). This is partly due to campaigns for
early detection of cancer and for changes in eating behaviors (American Cancer
Society, 2006; Lieberman, 1994: 2003-2007).

In Thailand, according to the statistics of the Ministry of Public Health
(2006), colorectal cancer is the third most prevalent form of cancer after lung cancer
and breast cancer. It is generally found in the male population, and its prevalence
tends to increase, which is consistent with the trend in other countries. Social and
economic changes, highly competitive ways of life, time constraints, and eating habits
with preference for animal fats and animal protein all contribute to the occurrence of

colorectal cancer (Vatansapt et al., 1993: 64). However, the stages at diagnosis and
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the survival rates of patients with colorectal cancer in Thailand are different from
those of other countries because the signs of colorectal cancer are not obvious during
the initial stages and there is no vigorous campaign for early detection of colorectal
cancer in Thailand. As individuals do not realize the significance of health
examination, approximately 60% of the patients seek medical treatment from the
physicians after the cancer has spread (Prapan Kitisin, B.E. 2538: 224).

At present, there are three ways to treat colorectal cancer. They are
operation, radiation treatment, and chemotherapy. Chemotherapy may be
administered after or before the operation (neoadjuvant chemotherapy) to shrink the
cancerous tumors, making it easier to operate. The chemotherapy is generally
administered in continuous courses ranging from five to ten courses with a three to
four week interval (Sumitra Thongprasert, B.E. 2536: 29; Haydon, 2003: 12). The
chemotherapy may cause severe side effects which affect the patients’ physical,
mental, social, and economical well-being. These side effects are unavoidable; thus,
receiving chemotherapy is a situation which causes stress in patients with colorectal
cancer. Such resulting stress can adversely affect the patients’ appraisal capability,
hence narrowed perceptive ability and obstructed critical thinking ability. Their
reception of information and use of resources to appropriately cope with stress can
also be affected (Kanitha Naka & Prasobsuk Intaraksa, B.E. 2536: 23).

However, the stress experienced by patients with colorectal cancer can vary
depending on personal factors and situational factors.  Basic demographic
characteristics of patients are also factors that are related to stress including gender,
age, and educational level. An external resource which reduces individuals’ stress
and enables them to effectively cope with stress is social support (Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984). Social support enables individuals to adjust their perception of
stressful situations and promotes their stress-coping capability (Duangduen
Moolpradab, B.E. 2541: 48). Social support, therefore, is a stress absorbent that
reduces or relieves stress of individuals (Suree Kanchanawong & Jariyawat
Kompayak, B.E. 2545: 48-49; Cohen & Wills, 1985: 310-313) and enables them to
make use of appropriate stress-coping strategies.

The researcher interested in investigating stress, coping, and social support

of patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy based on the stress,
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appraisal, and coping model proposed by Lazarus & Folkman (1984). In this study,
open-ended questions were used with patients with colorectal cancer to make them
recall and describe specific situations which were assessed as stress caused by
chemotherapy and coping strategies. They used were assessed by a set of
questioniaire. It was expected that the findings of this study could be used as a
guideline for nurse practitioners in devising a nursing care plan to reduce stress and

promote coping of patients with colorectal cancer to ensure quality of life.

Theoretical Framework of the Study

In the present study, the stress, appraisal, and coping model of Lazarus and
Folkman (1984) was used as the conceptual framework of the study. Lazarus and
Folkman explain stress in terms of the relationship between individuals and the
environment which is constantly changing with one always having influence on the
other. There are three major concepts of this theory. They are stress, appraisal, and
coping. Stress refers to a situation which individuals appraise as having an effect on
their wellbeing and which requires individuals to make full use of available resources
(Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). That means, stress results from an imbalance between
demands and resources. Furthermore, appraisal refers to a process which individuals
carry out to determine why the situation is the cause of stress. Stress appraisal can be
divided into primary and secondary appraisals. Primary appraisals appraise stress in
three aspects of harm and loss, threat, and challenge, while secondary appraisal is the
appraisal of available resources and alternative ways to deal with the situation.

Appraising whether a situation is a stress situation or not, what type of
stress it is, and how severe it is depends on situational factors, i.e. uncertainty of the
situation, type of the situation, and severity of the situation, as well as personal
factors, i.e. commitments, beliefs, and intellectual capacity of individuals (Somjit
Hanucharunkul, B.E. 2544), including basic demographic characteristics of
individuals of gender, age, and educational level.

Coping is a process in which individuals try to manage their stress. With
this definition, coping is considered part of the adjustment process which is a dynamic
process. There are two types of coping, problem-focused coping and emotion-

focused coping. Social support is seen as one component of coping resources which
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act as a buffer to accommodate stress in the appraisal of the stress situation and which
has an effect on adjustment (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984: 243). It is divided into
emotional support, informational support, and tangible support. (Chularak
Kaweevivitchai, B.E. 2536)

In this study, the stress, appraisal, and coping model of Lazarus & Folkman
(1984) could be used to explain stress in terms of the relationship between
individuals, or patients with colorectal cancer, and the environment, or receiving
chemotherapy, with one having the influence on the other. Stress took place when
patients with colorectal cancer appraised that the demand of receiving chemotherapy
exceeded the capacity of their resources and affected their wellbeing. Therefore, they
had to try to cope with stress using either problem-focused coping or emotion-focused
coping. The coping strategies used by patients with colorectal cancer varied
depending on personal factors of gender, age, and educational background; situational
factor, which was symptom distress caused by chemotherapy; and available resource,
which referred to social support the patients received. The relationship among the

study variables is illustrated in Figure 1 below.

® Gender
® Age

® Educational background

Level of stress Coping

® Symptom distress caused

by side effects of

chemotherapy Social support

Figure 1 Relationships among study variables
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Research Questions

The present study aimed to answer the following research questions:

1. What are the situations that cause stress in patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy?

2. What are the levels of stress of patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy?

3. What are coping strategies of patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy?

4. What are sources of social support of patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy and to what extent do patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy receive support from these sources?

5. Is there a relationship between gender, age, educational level, and
symptom distress from the side effects of chemotherapy and level of stress of patients
with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy?

6. Is there a relationship among level of stress, coping, and social support of

patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy?

Research Hypotheses

1. There is a relationship between gender and level of stress of patients with
colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy.

2. There is a negative relationship between age and level of stress of
patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy.

3. There is a negative relationship between educational background and
level of stress of patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy.

4. There is a positive relationship between symptom distress from side
effects of chemotherapy and level of stress of patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy.

5. There is a positive relationship between level of stress and coping of
patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy.

6. There is a positive relationship between social support and coping of

patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy.
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7. There is a relationship between social support and level of stress of

patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy.

Research Methodology

Population and sample

The population of the study consisted of patients with colorectal cancer who
received chemotherapy at the Observation Wards 1 and 2, Surgical Inpatient Ward of
the Department of Surgery, Inpatient Ward of the Department of Medicine, and Short
Stay Service (SSS) Department of the Faculty of Medicine, Ramathibodi Hospital,
Mahidol University.

The study sample was selected by means of purposive sampling. The total
number of subjects in the study was 50 patients with colorectal cancer receiving

chemotherapy.

Research Instruments

The research instruments used in this study consisted of the following:

1. Screening instrument

The Set Test was an instrument used with patients aged 60 and older

who had normal cognitive status to select those who were eligible to take part in the
study. In the present study, the Set Test developed by Isaacs & Akhtar (1972 cited in
Isaacs & Kennie, 1973) was used. The total score of the test was 40 points. As for
the interpretation of scores, those who had scores equal to or higher than 25 points

were considered having a good brain capacity.

2. Data collection instruments
Demographic characteristics questionnaire was employed to elicit data
regarding demographic characteristics of patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy.
Stress situation and level of stress interview form was employed to
elicit oral data regarding stress situations and levels of stress of patients with
colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy. The interview questions could be divided

into two parts as follows:



o

wdiaIMeay Wi Ineaeniaa We.u. (Manennag ng) / 125

Part | consisted of four open-ended questions which elicited data regarding
situations related to chemotherapy that caused stress in the patients, the effects of
stress on the patients, and other stresses of patients with colorectal cancer during the
administration of chemotherapy.

Part Il was used to assess the level of stress of overall stress situations of
patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy as described by the patients
themselves. The scoring was done by using a visual-analog scale with a straight line
ten centimeters in length. The researcher explained to the patients that the leftmost
end of the line indicated least stress, equal to 1 point, while the rightmost end of the
line indicated most stress, equal to 100 points. The patients were asked to draw a
vertical line “ | ” on the horizontal line to indicate their level of stress. After that, the
researcher measured the length from the leftmost end of the line to the point where the
patients had drawn a vertical line, in millimeters. The length between the leftmost
end to the vertical line indicated the level of stress of the patients.

Symptom Distress Scale was developed by McCorkle and Young (1978)
to assess the symptom distress in cancer patients caused by the side effects of the
treatment. The scale specified different symptoms commonly found in cancer patients
and asked the patients to rank how much these symptoms caused them distress. There
were altogether ten items arranged in a five-point Likert scale with the responses
reflecting the patients’ feelings. In the present study, the Symptom Distress Scale was
used to assess symptom distress from side effects of chemotherapy in 50 patients with
colorectal cancer. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was equal to 0.83.

The Jalowiec Coping Scale JCS) was specifically designed to assess the

level of stress of cancer patients undergoing chemotherapy. In the present study, the
Jalowiec Coping Scale which was translated into the Thai language by Nongluck
Boonyia (B.E. 2537) was used. The translated version was examined for content
validity by a panel of five experts. It consisted of 36 items regarding coping
behaviors which could further be divided into three aspects of problem-focused
coping (13 items), emotion-focused coping (nine items), and relief of stress (14
items). In the present study, the Jalowiec Coping Scale was used with 50 patients
with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was
equal to 0.82.
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Social Support Questionnaire (SSQ) used in this study was adapted by
Chularak Kaweevivitchai (B.E. 2536) from the Social Support Questionnaire that
Somjit Hanucharunkul (1988) adapted from the Social Support Questionnaire (SSQ)
Part Il designed by Schaefer et al. (1981) and Norbeck et al. (1981) to assess social
support in three aspects of emotional support, informational support, and tangible
support from three sources including family members, closed friends, and healthcare
professional. In the present study, the Social Support Questionnaire was used with 50
patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient

was equal to 0.88.

Data Collection

The present research was approved by the Ethical Committee on Research
Involving Human Subjects of Ramathibodi Hospital, Mahidol University. During
data collection, the researcher asked the subjects to respond to the research
instruments in the following order: The Stress Situation and Level of Stress Interview
Form, the Symptom Distress Scale, the Jalowiec Coping Scale, the Social Support

Questionnaire, and the Demographic Characteristics Questionnaire.

Findings

The research findings are divided into five parts according to the research
questions and research hypotheses as follows: 1) Characteristics of patients with
colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy, 2) Stress situations of patients with
colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy, 3) Symptom distress caused by side effects
of chemotherapy, level of stress, coping, and social support of patients with colorectal
cancer receiving chemotherapy, 4) Relationships between gender, age, educational
level, and symptom distress caused by side effects of chemotherapy and level of stress
of patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy, and 5) Relationships
among level of stress, coping, and social support of patients with colorectal cancer

receiving chemotherapy.
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Part I. Characteristics of patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy

Descriptive data

The study sample consisted of 50 patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy.  During data collection, the subjects were first interviewed to elicit
data regarding their stress situations and levels of stress by the researcher. After that,
they were asked to respond to the Symptom Distress Scale, the Jalowiec Coping
Scale, the Social Support Questionnaire, and the Demographic Characteristics
Questionnaire, respectively. Data collection lasted approximately 40 to 60 minutes.
There were 15 subjects who were older than 60 years old, so they were screened with
the Set Test. The results showed that the scores of these 15 subjects ranged from 35
to 40 points, thus indicating that these patients with colorectal cancer had a normal
level of perception (Isaacs & Akhtar, 1972 cited in Isaacs & Kennie, 1973).

Demographic characteristics of patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy

Half of the subjects were male, and the other half were female. They
ranged in age from 27 to 79 years old, with the mean age of 55.24 (SD = 11.42). In
addition, most were Buddhists and married, and they had a family income of 10,000
to 200,000 baht per month, with the average of 36,300 baht per month (SD =
34983.52). More than two-thirds, or 68%, had sufficient income, and 20% had
sufficient income with savings. As regards to educational background of patients
with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy, 30% of them completed elementary
education, and the duration of study was between 0 and 20 years, with the mean of
10.98 years (SD = 5.37). In terms of occupation, close to half, or 42%, were
government officials or public enterprise employees. Forty-eight percent had
complete reimbursement for the medical treatment expenses, but 18% did not have
any reimbursement.

When considering the prognosis of colorectal cancer and treatment, it was
found that about three-fourths of the subjects, or 76%, had stage 3 of colorectal
cancer, and 20% had stage 3. They received two to 14 courses of chemotherapy, with
the average of five courses (SD = 2.23). More than half, or 58%, received two

formula of chemotherapy Leucovarin and 5-FU.
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Part I1: Stress situations of patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy

I interviews data of patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy
were analyzed by means of content analysis and the findings were presented in terms
of qualitative data, frequency and percentage. According to the findings, the stress
situations of patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy could be
categorized into five types—those related to 1) problem with side effects to get
treatment, 2) feeling of uncertainty of the treatment, 3) feeling of anxiety, fear of
suffering and pain, and fear of side effect chemotherapy 4) problem with medical
expenses, and 5) transportation, as shown in Table 1. Furthermore, the effects of

chemotherapy socioeconomic effects, were presented in table 2.

Table 1 Frequency and percentage of stress situations caused by chemotherapy (N = 50)

Stress situations caused by chemotherapy Frequency Percentage
Problem with side effects to get treatment
- Fatigue 11 22
- Symptoms of the gastrointestinal system 28 56

(squeamish feeling, nausea, vomiting, diarrhea, sore
throat, mouth

sores)

- Symptoms of the nervous system 7 14

(numbness at the end of the hands and feet,
dizziness)

- Hair loss 5 10

- Insomnia 2 4
Feeling of uncertainty of the treatment 9 18
Feeling of anxiety, fear of suffering and pain, and fear 9 18
of side

effect chemotherapy

Problem with medical expenses 5 10
Transportation 3 6

Remark: One patient with colorectal cancer may have more than one stress situation.
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Table 2 Frequency and percentage of effects of chemotherapy (N = 50)

Effects of chemotherapy Frequency Percentage
Physical effects
e Physical fitness (exhaustion, lack of 15 30
energy)
e Chang to behavior of food consumption 4 8
e Daily living 4 8

Psychological and emotional effects

e Decreased sense of self-worth 6 12
e Desperation and despair 5 10
e Embarrassment 4 8
e Concern about family 4 8
e Boredom and irritability 3 6
Socioeconomic effects
e Work and career 14 28
e Social relationships 7 14
e Loss of income 4 8

Remark: One patient with colorectal cancer may have more than one stress situation.

Part I11: Symptom distress caused by side effects of chemotherapy,
level of stress, coping, and social support of patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy

Symptom distress caused by side effects of chemotherapy

According to the study findings, symptom distress caused by side effects of
chemotherapy of patients with colorectal cancer was at a moderate level, with the
mean score of 25.68 points. The standard deviation was 7.03, and the range was 15 to
42 points.

Level of stress

According to the study findings, the level of stress of patients with
colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy was at a low level, with the mean score of
33.44 points. The standard deviation was 19.44, and the range was 6 to 75 points.

Coping

The analysis of coping was done using the raw scores as shown in Table 3.
When considering each aspect of coping, it was found that the mean score of
problem-focused coping was 42.32 points, the mean score of emotion-focused coping

was 18.62 points, and the palliative-focused coping was 40.86 points. The raw score
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of each aspect of coping was higher than the possible minimum score, hence
suggesting that all patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy used all

three aspects of coping

Table 3 Range, mean, and standard deviation of coping scores of the subjects as

calculated from (raw scores) (N = 50)

Coping Min - Max Mean SD
Possible Actual
Overall 36-180 75-137 101.80 12.49
Problem-focused coping 13-65 31-57 42.32 5.87
Emotion-focused coping 9-45 13-28 18.62 3.77
Palliative- focused coping 14-70 28-61 40.86 6.00

When considering the relative scores of coping, it was discovered that the
proportion of different aspects of coping used by patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy was as follows: problem-focused coping was equal to 0.42,
emotion-focused coping was equal to 0.18, and palliative-focused coping was equal to
0.40. Thus, it could be concluded that patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy used problem-focused coping more than other aspects of coping and

used emotion-focused coping the least, as shown in Table 4.

Table 4 Range, mean, and standard deviation of stress coping of the subjects as

calculated using relative scores) (N = 50)

Coping Min - Max Mean SD
Problem-focused coping .35-.52 42 .03
Emotion-focused coping 13-.24 18 A3
Palliative- focused coping 32 - .48 40 .03

Social support

As regards to the findings on social support (Table 5), it was found that the
scores of overall social support of the patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy ranged from 10 to 60 points, from the possible scores of 0 to 60 points.

The mean score of overall social support was equal to 41.40, with the standard
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deviation of 10.10.  Furthermore, patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy received most social support from their family members, with the mean
score of 16.48 points and the standard deviation of 3.50. This was followed by social
support from healthcare professionals and closed friends including relatives,
neighbors, and coworkers, with the mean scores of 12.56 and 12.36 and standard
deviations of 4.15 and 4.91, respectively. In addition, when considering the
proportion of social support the patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy received from different sources, it was found that the possible scores of
emotional support and tangible support were two times higher than the possible score
of informational support. Thus, to be able to accurately compare the proportion of
social support that patients colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy received, the
mean scores of emotional support and tangible support were divided by 2. The results
shown that the patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy received
emotional support and tangible support most from their family members, with the
mean scores of 3.56 and 3.09, respectively. As for informational support, patients
with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy received most from healthcare
professionals, with the mean score of 3.26. Moreover, when considering the
minimum score of the possible scores of these three aspects of social support, which
was equal to 0, it could be concluded that there may be some patients with colorectal
cancer receiving chemotherapy who did not receive a certain aspect of social support

from their family members, closed friends, and healthcare professionals at all.

Table 5 Range, mean, and standard deviation of social support scores of the subjects

both overall scores and aspect (N = 50)

Social support Min - Max Mean SD
Possible  Actual
Overall 0-60 10-60 41.40  10.10
Family members 0-20 3-20 16.48 3.50
-Emotional support 0-8 2-8 3.56 1.23
-Tangible support 0-8 0-8 3.09 1.80
-Informational support 0-4 0-4 3.18 0.98
Healthcare professional 0-20 3-20 12.56 4.15
-Emotional support 0-8 0-8 3.01 1.83
-Tangible support 0-8 0-8 1.64 2.68

-Informational support 0-4 2-4 3.26 0.66
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Table 5 Range, mean, and standard deviation of social support scores of the subjects
both overall scores and aspect (N = 50) (cont.)

Social support Min - Max Mean SD

Possible Actual
Close persons 0-20 1-20 12.36 491
-Emotional support 0-8 1-8 2.93 1.86
-Tangible support 0-8 0-8 1.77 2.72
-Informational support 0-4 0-4 2.88 1.02

Part 1V: Relationships between gender, age, educational level, and
symptom distress caused by side effects of chemotherapy and level of stress of
patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy

The research question no. 5 stated, “Is there a relationship between gender,
age, educational level, and symptom distress from the side effects of chemotherapy
and level of stress patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy?” so the
relationship was determined using Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation
Coefficient. The results showed that gender, age, educational level was not associated
with level of stress with statistical significance at the .05 level. But symptom distress
from the side effects of chemotherapy was positively associated with level of stress

with statistical significance at the .01 level

Part V: Relationships among level of stress, coping, and social support
of patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy.

Research question no. 6 stated, “Is there a relationship among level of
stress, coping, and social support of patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy?” According to the study findings, level of stress was positively
associated with coping with statistical significance at the .05 level and coping was
positively associated with social support with statistical significance at the .01 level.
But social support was not associated with level of stress with statistical significance
at the .05 level
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Discussion of Findings

The findings revealed that side effects of the treatment, especially the
symptoms of the gastrointestinal system, including feeling squeamish, nausea,
vomiting, diarrhea, sore throat, and mouth sores, as well as loss of appetite, which
caused the most symptom distress to patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy. This was because these symptoms prevented the patients’ body from
receiving sufficient nutrients, so they perceived these symptoms as a threat to their
health status and assessed these symptoms as a stress situation. Fatigue was also seen
as a stress situation by patients as it threatened their ways of life, as one patient
explained, “I felt discomfort and inconvenient, both physically and mentally. My
body is exhausted, and | do not have energy to do anything.”” Such findings were
incongruence with the stress, appraisal, and coping model of Lazarus and Folkman
(1984) that individuals will assess a situation as a stress when such situation causes
harm or loss or threatens their wellbeing.

Feeling of uncertainty of the treatment was another situation which was
regarded as a stress by patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy. This
was because cancer is an ongoing disease which has uncertain prognosis and the
success of the treatment cannot be confirmed, cancer patients are generally unable to
predict what will happen to their future—whether they will be cured or how many
courses of chemotherapy they will need, as described by one patient that, “I don’t
know what will happen in the future. I don’t know if my symptoms will improve or
worsen, or how long the treatment will take. Most importantly, |1 don’t know if I will
be completely cured or not.”” Such findings were consistent with the stress, appraisal,
and coping model of Lazarus and Folkman (1984) that individuals will appraise a
situation as a stress if there is uncertainty and ambiguity which makes individuals
unable to predict correctly whether they will be able to control the situation.
Likewise, patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy had to face fear and
anxiety about the possible side effects of chemotherapy because they were unable to
control the treatment situation nor could they predict how severe their side effects
would be. The lack of predictability of the situation has more effects on individuals

than controllable or predictable situations.
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In addition, the side effects of chemotherapy have three effects on patients
with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy—physical effects, psychological and
emotional effects, and socioeconomic effects. As regards physical effects, patients
tended to recall how they had lost physical strength after undergoing chemotherapy,
which made them lose their appetite during the initial period or unable to eat despite
feeing hungry at a later stage. This resulted in physical fatigue, which in turn affected
their ability to carry out daily living activities. In terms of psychological and
emotional effects, having to encounter various symptoms caused by the treatment
reduced the patients’ capability, hence a decrease in sense of self-worth. Finally, as
for socioeconomic effects, the work and career of patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy would be mostly affected. In this study, close to three
quarters, or 74%, of the subjects were in their middle adulthood, which was the time
of work to ensure the family’s financial stability. The side effects of the treatment
made these patients become weak and unable to work as hard as they used to. They
may have to change their position or job, and they lost the chance to reap the full
benefits of their work, hence their career would be adversely affected once their
chance of professional growth was limited.

In the present study, patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy
assessed the treatment with chemotherapy as moderately stressful. According to the
stress, appraisal, and coping of Lazarus & Folkman (1984: 19), appraisal of stress
depends on personal factors and situational factors. The former include gender, age,
and educational level. In this study, it was found that when it came to gender, most of
the male and female subjects were married, so they had their spouse as a source of
support that could reduce their stress. As for age, most of the subjects were in their
middle adulthood. At this age, individuals have gone through crises in life and have
accumulated considerable life experiences. They have maturity and critical thinking
skills. Thus, when they have to face a stressful situation, they should be able to select
appropriate means to cope with it, hence a reduction or elimination of stress (Lazarus
& Folkman, 1984: 172). With regard to educational level, more than half of the
subjects in this study held a high vocational certificate or a bachelor’s degree, so they
were able to use reasoning to solve problems. They were also able to seek for

assistance and advice from various sources when they were dealing with stress, so
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they were able to solve problems and relieve their stress. Furthermore, when
considering the situational factor of symptom distress from the side effects of
chemotherapy, it was found that nausea and vomiting were the most distressful
symptoms for the patients. However, all patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy would be given the anti-nausea and anti-vomiting medicines before the
administration of each course of chemotherapy, and they were advised to take these
medicines at home after finishing each course of chemotherapy as well. As a result,
they should experience less nausea and vomiting. For these reasons, the patients with
colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy assessed the treatment situation as causing a
moderate level of stress. Besides, when facing stress, patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy used all aspects of coping—problem-focused coping,
emotion-focused coping, and palliative- focused coping. Similarly, Lazarus and
Folkman (1984: 157) have pointed out that how much individuals combine problem-
focused coping and emotion-focused coping depends on the stressful situation they
are facing. In this study, the patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy
used problem-focused coping more than other aspects of coping. This was followed
by emotion-focused and relief of stress, respectively.

Regarding social support, the findings of the study revealed that patients
with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy received social support from family
members, healthcare personnel, and closed friends, respectively. When considering
the sources of social support, it was found that patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy received emotional support and tangible support from their
family members more than any other sources. This can be explained that the patients
felt that their family members were individuals whom they could confide in and who
should be able to understand them better than relatives, friends, or healthcare
personnel. However, the patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy
received informational support from healthcare personnel more than any other
sources. One plausible explanation is that, generally, healthcare team members have
direct responsibility to disseminate health knowledge and information and make sure

that patients receive necessary information that benefits their health.
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Relationship between gender, age, educational level, and symptom
distress and level of stress of patients with colorectal cancer receiving
chemotherapy

Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation Coefficient revealed that gender,
age, and educational level were not associated with level of stress. Thus, the research
hypothesis 1, 2 and 3 was not accepted. One possible explanation is that the subjects
in the study had overall social support at a high level. In general, when individuals
receive sufficient social support, they will be protected from stress. According to
Lazarus and Folkman (1984), social support is a phenomenon which is related to
stress. It acts as a buffer of stress and protects individuals from stress. However, it
was found that symptom distress from side effects of chemotherapy was positively
associated with level of stress at the .01 level. Therefore, the hypothesis 4 was
accepted. It could be because the side effects of the treatment made patients
misunderstand that the treatment was not effective, leading to worsening symptoms
and physical, psychological, emotional, and socioeconomic effects, so they had more
stress.

Relationships among level of stress, coping, and social support of
patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy

Pearson’s Product Moment Correlation Coefficient revealed that level of
stress was positively associated with coping with statistical significance at the .05
level. Therefore, the hypothesis 5 was accepted. When using Lazarus and Folkman
(1984)’s categorization of coping strategies according to their purpose of using
proportion of the selected coping strategies (Table 4), it was discovered that patients
with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy used more problem-focused coping
than emotion-focused coping. Maybe, a total score level of stress of colon cancer
patients under chemotherapy who participated in this study was at a low level.

According to the study findings, social support was positively associated
with coping with statistical significance at the .01 level, which supported the
formulated 6 hypothesis. When considering each item of coping, it was found that
patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy used problem-focused coping
more than any other form of coping. This is because social support received from
family members, relatives, friends, or healthcare team members enabled these patients
to better predict the situations that would take place in their life. This finding yielded
support to the finding reported by Halstead and Fernsler (1994).
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However, social support was not associated with level of stress with
statistical significance at the .05 level. Thus, the hypothesis 7 was not accepted.
Possibly, colon cancer patients who participated in this study perceived low level of
stress during their received chemotherapy; as a result, they did not need to seek more
social support.

In summary, the present study used the stress, appraisal, and coping model
of Lazarus and Folkman (1984) as the conceptual framework. The findings showed
that personal factors did not have an effect on level of stress. However, the situational
factor of symptom distress from side effects of chemotherapy was associated with
colorectal cancer patients’ level of stress. According to the stress, appraisal, and
coping model of Lazarus and Folkman, the factors which have an effect on appraisal
of stress situations are personal factors and situational factors, some of which were
examined in this study. Moreover, one external resource which is important and
which can help reduce stress of individuals is social support. The findings of this
study showed that level of stress was not associated with social support with statistical
significance, but social support was positively associated with coping with statistical

significance.

Recommendations for clinical nursing practice

1. The findings of this study showed that the stress situation of patients with
colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy resulted from uncertainty, ambiguity, and
unpredictability of the treatment. Thus, clinical nurses should devise a discharge plan
to equip patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy to appropriately cope
with their stressful situation at home.

2. The finding showed that suffering from side effects of chemotherapy was
positively associated with level of stress for colon cancer patients under
chemotherapy. This means that patients who perceived severe suffering will develop
high level of stress. To help these patients releasing their stress, nurses should manage
symptom distresses that occur with cancer patients during their received
chemotherapy.

3. The finding showed that fatigue-related treatment can reduce the ability

of cancer patients in performing their activities of daily living. This information
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should be a nursing concern by creating a nursing care plan to assess the level of
functional ability among these patients. Low level of functional ability indicates that

patients perceived severe fatigue.

Recommendations for Nursing Research

1. Further research should be conducted with the use of random sampling
and a larger sample size so as to better generalize the findings of the study to a wider
group of population of patients with colorectal cancer receiving chemotherapy.

2. An experimental study should be conducted to develop and confirm the
effectiveness of a self-care promotion program for patients with colorectal cancer
receiving chemotherapy.

3. A longitudinal study should also be carried out in patients with colorectal
cancer receiving chemotherapy to shed light on changes in the stress situations and
patients” coping during each period since diagnosis to treatment to after the end of the

treatment.
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X [ a d v v d Jd o
MInaaeuvennadiesnuueamanlssansana NN s v UNyS oY (Pearson’s  product

moment correlation coefficient)

MINLAA AT ANREY AIUTIUVUNIATTIULASAINAAOUNITUINUIIUNAVDI91Y

SLAUNITANYI AIUNNINTWIUIINGINITTIUABIVDIBUATNITA TEAY

ANVIATIANTINTYANMIATIANASUIIT UV TYUNNAIANVINGUAIDEN 1 AE

T¥adanaaou Komogorov - Smirnov (N=50)

famls Min - Max Mean SD K-S  Sig2 tailed
Possible  Actual

01y 29-79 5450 11.42 416 .995%*
FLAUMIANYI 0-20 12.00 5.37 1.239 .093*
ANUNNTINTIUIN 10-50 1542 2568 7.03 697 17
91MINUABIVEI AT

1i1ia

JZAUANNIATON 1-100 6-75 3412 1928  .906 385%
MIHTYANNATIA 36-180  75-137 101.80 1249  .563 910%
usamiuayunNdan 0-60 10-60 4140 10.10  .814 S21%

*normal distribution
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