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Much has been written about the impact of risk-reducing
breast and ovarian surgery on quality of life and high-risk
women’s surgical decision-making, but much less is
known about how this group experiences these elective
procedures. In this paper we describe the ways in which
women who have undergone risk-reducing breast surgery
(+/- ovarian surgery) describe their surgical experiences.
Data was collected during in-depth interviews with 21
Australian women from the kConFab Psychosocial study
who had undergone risk-reducing mastectomy in the
previous three years. Interview questions centred on
decision-making, information needs, perceived costs and
benefits of surgery, risk perception, pre-surgery expecta-
tions and knowledge, the surgery experience and conva-
lescence, and overall satisfaction with surgical decision.
When describing their experiences of surgery and conva-
lescence women drew on two main narratives in which
they described the immediate impact of surgery on con-
valescence and either embraced or vigorously rejected
the sick role (Parsons, 1951). The extent to which
women appeared to accept/reject the sick role appeared
to be related to the amount of support/lack of support
they received from families, friends and healthcare pro-
fessionals. We conclude by arguing that the concept of
the sick role can provide us with some insight into high-
risk women’s’ experience of surgery and convalescence.
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