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Exercise Barriers and Facilitators for Breast Cancer Patients After Surgery:
A Qualitative Content Analysis

Su Jin Yeon MS', Ji Hee Min PhD'?, Ji Yong Byeon MS', Jin Joo Min MS, Ji In Ryu BS', Ansuk Jeong PhD’, Jee Ye Kim MD’,
Seung Il Kim MD, PhD**, Justin Y. Jeon PhD'**
"Department of Sports Industry Studies, Yonsei University, Seoul; ?Exercise Medicine Center for Diabetes and Cancer Patients, Yonsei University, Seoul; *Institute of

Convergence Science, Yonsei University, Seoul; “Department of Surgery, Yonsei University College of Medicine, Seoul; *Cancer Prevention Center, Yonsei Severance
Hospital, Seoul, Korea

PURPOSE: This study aimed to understand the barriers to exercise and facilitators of exercise for up to 4 weeks following breast cancer
surgery.

METHODS: A descriptive qualitative research method was used in this study. Twelve patients were recruited through purposive sam-
pling immediately after breast cancer surgery.

RESULTS: Physical aspects (pain at the surgery site, reduction in the range of motion, and decrease in fitness), environmental aspects
(difficulty in movement due to drain, lack of information on exercise), and psychological aspects (concerns about side effects, fear of
pain, and fear of injury during exercise) were identified as barriers to exercise. Expectation of positive effects (recovery from surgery,
prevention of lymphedema, usefulness for future radiation therapy, prevention of cancer recurrence, and health management) of exer-
cise and social support (hospital education, support from medical staff, and exercise information received via mass media) were identi-
fied as facilitators of exercise.

CONCLUSIONS: We recognized different barriers to exercise and facilitators of exercise among patients who recently underwent
breast cancer surgery. Future exercise intervention studies should consider minimizing such barriers and maximizing the facilitators
identified in our study.

Key words: Breast cancer surgery, Exercise, Exercise barrier, Exercise facilitator, Qualitative study
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Table 1. Characteristics of Participants

Neo-adjuvant

Participant Age (yr) Weight (kg) Type of surgery Cancer stage Operation side e Dominant arm
Participant 1 60 66.0 TM/SLNB 1A Left X Right
Participant 2 55 775 TM/SLNB 0 Left X Right
Participant 3 53 53.8 TM/SLNB 2A Right X Right
Participant 4 38 63.2 TM/ALND 3A Left 0 Left
Participant 5 56 516 TM/ALND 1A Right 0 Right
Participant 6 58 63.0 TM/ALND 2B Right (0] Left
Participant 7 67 56.2 PM/SLNB 1A Right X Right
Participant 8 51 64.4 PM/SLNB 1A Right X Right
Participant 9 41 50.7 PM/SLNB 1A Left (0] Right
Participant 10 48 62.3 PM/ALND 2A Left X Right
Participant 11 51 579 PM/ALND 1A Right 0 Right
Participant 12 56 64.6 PM/ALND 0 Left 0] Right

PM, partial mastectomy; TM, total mastectomy; SLNB, sentinel lymph node biopsy; ALND, axillary lymph node dissection.
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Table 2. Barriers to exercise

EXERC SCi

Category % (n) Sub-category % (n) zz;e(:; :3::;'5:](25 Meaningful quotes
Physical 91.7(11) Pain at the 66.7 (8) PM/SLNB 79(2)  The pain got worse last week. | did less after the surgery,
aspects surgery site PM/ALND 10,11 (2) but | couldn't exercise much last week because of the
TM/SLNB 1,23(3) severe pain. As the date of the surgery went by, the area
TM/ALND 6(1) of the surgery hardened and pulled more. The pain came
when | pulled it as it hardened, the pain made it more
painful and the range of exercise becomes smaller.
(Participant 11)
Reduction of 66.7 (8) PM/SLNB 79(2) Istillfeel a pull. It's hard to extend my elbow joint. | cannot
range of PM/ALND 11,12(2) fully extend my arm. Unless | try really hard to extend my
motion TM/SLNB 23(2) elbow, my elbow joint is partially flexed at rest.
TM/ALND 56(2) (Participant 6)
Decrease of 333(4) PM/SLNB 7(1)  Istilldon't have enough physical fitness to do intense
fitness PM/ALND 11,12(1) workout. | think | lack strength and overall physical
TM/SLNB - fitness. (Participant 4)
TM/ALND 4(1)
Environmental 83.3 (10) Difficulty in 66.7 (8) PM/SLNB 89(2) Theattached drain become limitation. It is difficult to
aspects movement due PM/ALND 10,11 (2) move around with drain attached to my body, it is
to drain TM/SLNB 1,23(3) another source of mental stress. (Participant 8)
TM/ALND 6(1)
Lack of 50 (6) PM/SLNB 78(2) Ifound exercise information for breast cancer patients
information on PM/ALND 10,12(2) without drain, but | do not find any exercise information
exercise TM/SLNB 3(1) for breast cancer with drain, that is one of the reasons for
TM/ALND 5(1) not exercising. (Participant 8)
Psychological ~ 50.0 (6) Concerns about 41.7 (5) PM/SLNB 78(2) Whenldoyoga, | do it within the range of what | can do.
aspects side effects PM/ALND 11(1) However, | feel uncomfortable when | try hold my body
TM/SLNB 2(1) straight and decided not to exercise any more.
TM/ALND 5(1) (Participant 5)
Fear of pain 16.7 (2) PM/SLNB 7(1) ldon'texercise atall. | fear injuries. Also, | cannot raise my
PM/ALND 11(1) arm up. (Participant 7)
TM/SLNB -
TM/ALND -
Fear of injury 16.7 (2) PM/SLNB 7(1)  I've never done a resistance exercise before. | haven't tried
during exercise PM/ALND - it yet because I'm afraid that | might fall over and injure
TM/SLNB 1(1) myself, especially my surgery site. (Participant 1)
TM/ALND =

POD, post-operative period; PM, partial mastectomy; TM, total mastectomy; SLNB, sentinel lymph node biopsy; ALND, axillary lymph node dissection.
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Table 3. Facilitators to exercise

Category % (n) Sub-category % (n) stn":;ee?; :3::35:1{:‘ t) Meaningful quotes
Expectation 91.7(11) Recovery from 75.0(9) PM/SLNB 9(1)  Whenlleft my arm up, there is a spot, protruded. | feel those are
of positive surgery PM/ALND 11,12(2) loosening out after stretching. | see the range of motion and
effects TM/SLNB 1,23(3) degree of abduction is different in the affected arm compared
TM/ALND 45,6 (3) with unaffected arm. Yet, | feel those protruded part of my
arm, gets flatten out and more relaxed. (Participant 9)
Prevention of 333(4) PM/SLNB 9(1) lexercise for my arm.I'm trying to prevent lymphoma from
lymphedema PM/ALND 12(1) coming to one side of the surgery and keep my arms moving.
TM/SLNB = So I'm following the exercise in the brochure. (Participant 12)
TM/ALND 45 (2)
Useful for future 16.7 (2) PM/SLNB 7(1) My radiation oncologist said that | have to wait until range of
radiation therapy PM/ALND 12(1) motion should be closed to normal before | can start my
TM/SLNB - radiation therapy. My oncologist gave me one week. In one
TM/ALND - week, | need to improve the range of motion to a normal level.
Even if | feel some pain, | am willing to exercise if my doctor
tells me to. (Participant 7)
Prevention of cancer  16.7 (2) PM/SLNB 89(2) Ithought proper weight management was needed to improve
recurrence PM/ALND = my physical strength and prevent a recurrence.
TM/SLNB = I thought | should do exercise to get the effect of maintaining
TM/ALND - weight. (Participant 8)
Health 16.7 (2) PM/SLNB - | want to learn exercises like yoga because of my lack of flexibility.
management PM/ALND 12(1)  lalsowant to do some exercise that | can do in the future. | want
TM/SLNB 2(1) to do a steady walking exercise and | need to do a lot of
TM/ALND - strength training. Anyway, as | get older, | get fat and my
muscle mass decreases. For this reason, | thought | should do
exercise. | always walk on my legs, so it's a little okay.
So, I'm going to do a dumbbell exercise that | can do at home.
(Participant 12)
Social 75.0(9) Hospital education  50.0 (6) PM/SLNB 79(2) The brochure, provided by the hospital, gave specific exercise
support PM/ALND 10,12 (2) for 7 days after surgery, or 10 days after surgery. So | did those
TM/SLNB 3(1) exercises when | was at the recovery center and | still do those
TM/ALND 6(1) exercises. (Participant 7)
Support from 333(4) PM/SLNB - | avoided exercising because | felt pain, but the doctor said |
medical staffs PM/ALND 10,11 (2) have to exercise, otherwise, My arm will get stiff. So,
TM/SLNB 1(1) | continued exercising. (Participant 11)
TM/ALND 4(1)
Exercise information  25.0 (3) PM/SLNB 9(1) lwas cautious about the affected arm and tend not to use it for
received via mass PM/ALND 11,12(2) daily activities. However, | exercise that arm following
media TM/SLNB = instructions from the brochure, provided by the hospital and
TM/ALND = also YouTube video. (Participant 12)

PM, partial mastectomy; TM, total mastectomy; SLNB, sentinel lymph node biopsy; ALND, axillary lymph node dissection.
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