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Background: The experience of cardiovascular diseases affects various physical, psychological, social
and existential aspects of the patient. But, after studying the research background, it was found that Each
of the conducted studies have studied only one of these dimensions. Therefore, the absence of a research
that examines all the mentioned components in relation to each other is a sign of the existence of a scientific
gap in this field.

Aims: The present research was conducted with the aim of studying the "disease experience" in people
suffering from cardiovascular diseases.

Methods: In this qualitative research, interpretive phenomenological method was used. Sampling was
done using the purposeful sampling method and in order to collect data, a semi-structured interview based
on the axes proposed by Spradley (2016) was conducted individually with 16 cardiovascular patients. The
data were analyzed based on the 6-step strategy of Smith, Larkin and Flowers (2021) and using
MAXQDA-2020 software.

Results: From the analysis of the findings, the central category of "Disease-caused Transformations" was
identified, which includes five main categories of phenomenal body, agency barrier, communication
interference, difficult emotional experiences, and existential challenges.

Conclusion: According to the obtained results, it can be said that cardiovascular diseases cause profound
changes in various aspects of the patients' personal and social life. Using the categories identified in the
current research can be a guide for specialists to evaluate that In which of the categories of "pathological
changes" does the cardiovascular patient have more serious problems and as a result, it can help specialists
in designing and implementing interventions according to the same category.
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Introduction

Rapid changes in health, demographic changes, aging
process and rapid lifestyle changes along with socio-
economic changes have led to an increasing trend of
morbidity, disability and mortality from non-
communicable diseases including cardiovascular
problems (Reddy, 2002; Thompson et al., 2023;
acquah et al., 2023). Cardiovascular diseases include
diseases of the vascular system which affect the blood
supply to the heart, brain and peripheral areas of the
body (yang et al., 2020). The experience of such
diseases which are considered among chronic
diseases (ahmadi, jabalameli, moghimian, and Seyed
Hossieni Tezerjani, 2022), It is not limited to physical
disturbances, identification of symptoms or required
care, but also includes metaphors and meanings,
moral judgments, identity questions, Reconstruction
of Self, daily struggles (Charmaz, 2000). in general,
the experience of illness can be considered a kind of
changing life experience during which all aspects of
the patient's life may be affected (Forestier, Anthoine,
Reguiai, Fohrer, and Blanchin, 2019). In fact, the
study of the experience of illness in chronic patients
in general and in people with cardiovascular diseases
in particular, refers to the way in which patients see
themselves as sick people, and it deals with how the
disease affects their lives (Charmaz, 2000).

What is important in the field of cardiovascular
diseases is the analysis of how these diseases are
experienced by the affected people and how they face
with their disease. But according to the review done
in the theoretical and research literature, it seems that:
A) Each of the existing psychological researches in
the field of the disease experience among people with
cardiovascular diseases, only by using quantitative
methods, have investigated one or more of the
concepts such as emotional experiences, anxiety,
depression, suicidal thoughts and stress management,
And for this reason, they do not provide an integrated
and coherent picture of the " illness experience” in
cardiovascular patients. b) According to the review,
most of these researches have been done in non-
Iranian cultures. ¢) And finally, what has been done
in internal sources using qualitative research
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methods, they have only identified some components
related to the experience of the disease, such as
emotion regulation or anxiety and depression, and for
this reason, they have not been able to determine the
interpretation orientation and linguistic
representation of these diseases in the mental world
of people. In general, by studying the research
background, it can be said that there have been studies
conducted in Iran about the illness experience, But the
important point is that each of the studies has focused
only on a specific and predetermined component such
as anxiety and depression (Malekpour, Nasrollahi and
Darandegan, 2017) or emotion regulation (Akbari,
Alipour and Hosseinzadeh, 2019) and similar cases.
Some studies are also only on a specific group of
people, for example, only those who have undergone
surgery or were waiting for surgery (Abassi, Gaini
and Eskandari, 2017), or studies that were conducted
only on men or only women (Naseri and Moeeni,
2017). However, in the current research, it was tried
to study all the physical, psychological, social and
existential aspects of the ilness experience among
women and men, as well as people who had
undergone surgery and people who only received
drug therapy.

As a result, considering the deficiencies in
psychology literature, especially in Research
resources inside Iran, in the field of understanding the
illness experience in people with cardiovascular
diseases, the present study aims to determine the
nature and dimensions of the illness experience in
terms of its antecedents and consequences. In this
regard, the present research, as a pioneering and
exploratory study, sought to answer the question that
how is the "illness experience" of people with
cardiovascular diseases in the context of Iranian
society?

Method

The present qualitative research studied the disease
experience of people suffering from cardiovascular
diseases with the interpretive phenomenology
analysis method. The sample was selected using the
purposeful sampling method from among the
research population, which included patients with
cardiovascular diseases who referred to the medical
centers of Tehran in 2022. The inclusion criteria
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were: Being in the age range of 35 to 60 years, the
history of receiving a diagnosis of one of the
cardiovascular diseases by a specialist doctor,
Preparation for informed participation in research and
the ability to express information. Exclusion criteria
also included the following: Suffering from mental
ilinesses and other chronic physical illnesses, Taking
psychiatric drugs, Use of drugs and alcohol. In order
to determine the sample size and sampling adequacy,
the saturation criterion was also used (Creswell and
Creswell, 2019). In the present study, 16 patients
were included in the study. The criterion of saturation
was achieved in interview number 14, and to ensure
saturation, the sampling continued until the next 2
people (15th and 16th interviewees). The
demographic information of the participants is
presented in Table 1. The process of data collection
and analysis was carried out based on the suggestion
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of Smith, Larkin and Flowers (2021) in such a way
that semi-structured interviews were conducted at
first. The interviews of the current research were
based on the axes proposed by Spradley (2016),
which includes descriptive, structural, comparative
and evaluative axes. In the next step, the conducted
interviews, whose duration was between 40 and 90
minutes depending on the patient's condition, were
implemented in the form of text. Then, the text of the
interviews were re-read in two stages, and then the
themes were coded and categorized, and then the
relations between them was determined. Finally,
conceptual labels were assigned to the main
categories, and it should be noted that the chosen
labels were tried to be at the conceptual level. In the
following, a summary table of themes and categories
was also prepared. It should be noted that data
analysis was done using MAXQDA-2020 software.

Table 1. Demographic information of participants in the research

Type of cardiovascular disease

Marital status Education Gender Age Code

high blood pressure

High blood pressure/tachycardia
Bicuspid aortic valve

Tachycardia and low blood pressure
high blood pressure
Dilation of the left heart valve and high blood pressure
high blood pressure
Clogging of the main artery of the heart, carotid occlusion,
arrhythmia, high blood pressure
Mitral valve prolapse, heart arrhythmia

high blood pressure

Heart failure, pressure on the heart valve and high blood pressure

Open heart surgery due to blood clots
Cardiomegaly
Heart failure, high blood pressure
Heart valve infection and open heart surgery
Vascular occlusion and stent treatment

married Bachelor Female 46 1
Single Master Female 52 2
married Bachelor Female 48 8
married Diploma Female 49 4
married Bachelor Female 50 5
Single Bachelor Female 54 6
married Diploma Male 58 7
married Bachelor Female 52 8
married Diploma Female 42 9
married Bachelor Female 40 10
Single Master student Male 29 11
Single Diploma Male 38 12
Single Pre-university Female 39 13
married Master Male 45 14
Single Diploma Female 32 15
married Diploma Male 41 16

Results

The present study was conducted to study how the
illness is experienced in people with cardiovascular
diseases. The central category, which was extracted
based on the coding of the content of the interviews
and the classification of the main and subcategories
resulting from it, is the concept of "Disease-caused
Transformations”. The concept of pathological
changes includes 5 main categories along with sub-
categories that express the emergence of a kind of
transformation in different aspects of the personal and
social life of affected people. The main categories

include the following: Phenomenal Body (A person's
body that had its normal function automatically in the
past and before the disease, Now it has become the
focus of the patient's attention and repeatedly
confronts the person with various problems),
Experiences of difficult emotions (Suffering from
cardiovascular diseases brings a range of difficult and
unpleasant emotions such as fear, anger, chronic
worry and regret), Agency Barrier (A person's feeling
about his ability to manage his personal and
professional affairs is challenged. In fact, a person's
ability to influence his inner and outer world is
limited), Communication Interference (These
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diseases do not only affect the patient, and the people
around them also experience many unpleasant
emotions, and also their daily life suffers due to the
care of the patient), Existential Challenges (In fact,
patients perceive their illness as a flip which warns
them that the path they have taken in life has been
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accompanied by destructive behaviors that have made
their health and existence vulnerable and for this
reason they have been distinguished from other
people). The main categories and themes related to
how the disease is experienced are shown in Table 2.

Table 2. Main and subcategories of disease experience in people with cardiovascular diseases

Main categories

Subcategories

1. Debilitating pains, 2. unbalanced heartbeat, 3. physical weakness, 4.

Phenomenal Body

difficulty breathing, 5. physical dysfunction, 6. vision problems, 7. spread of

damage, 8. persistence of disease, 9. sudden deterioration

Experiences of difficult emotions
Agency Barrier

1. Anger, 2. Fear, 3. chronic worry, 4. regret
1. Behavioral agency, 2. physical agency, 3. occupational agency

1. Transferring negative emotions to others, 2. Worrying about the family, 3.

Communication Interference

Existential Challenges

Disruption in the lives of others, 4. internal-external contradiction, 5. The
feeling of not being understood
1. Personal worth, 2. Creating awareness, 3. negative differentiation

Conclusion

According to the obtained results, it can be said that
when faced with cardiovascular diseases, various
aspects of the patients' personal and social life
undergo profound changes. These changes occur not
only in the mental and physical level of the sick
person, but can also cause Transformations in the
lives of those around the person. The concept of
"Disease-caused Transformations” refers to the
creation of such extensive changes in various
dimensions of the experience and understanding of
"disease" and indicates the dimensions of a person's
understanding of the disease. The changes created
such as the highlighted body, interference in the
agency and the problems created in interpersonal
relationships, in a reciprocal relationship with each
other, become the basis for experiencing unpleasant
emotions such as anger and fear. As a result, this
condition confronts the affected person with some
existential challenges such as paying more attention
to the preciousness of life and health, And it also
increases the patient's awareness of the harmful
consequences of lifestyle, which has not been paid
much attention so far. After contracting the
cardiovascular diseases, these dimensions are more
seriously taken into consideration by the patient and
make the person adapt to this disease.

In the end, it can be said that the concordance of the
present findings with previous research findings
about people's experience of cardiovascular diseases

indicates the accuracy and validity of the findings,
which increases its reliability and generalization. The
current research also faced some limitations. For
example, although an attempt was made to record
information related to the severity of the disease of
each of the interviewees, the lack of staging systems
to determine the degree and severity of cardiovascular
diseases was a limitation of the research. The next
limitation is related to the qualitative nature of the
research, which limits the generalization of the
findings and the extracted central category needs to
be tested on a quantitative level as well. Finally, it is
suggested that in order to expand the central concept
obtained, similar researches should be conducted in
other samples of cardiovascular patients in terms of
severity and type of disease, in order to improve the
model and provide a basis for increasing the accuracy
and generalizability of the findings. It is also
suggested to use the components obtained in the
current research to evaluate the extent and how the
disease affects cardiovascular patients because using
the categories identified in the current research can be
a guide for specialists to evaluate that in which of the
categories of “pathological changes" does the
cardiovascular patient have more serious problems
and as a result, it can help specialists in designing and
implementing interventions according to the same
category.
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