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ABSTRACT

The purpose of this study was to explore the characteristics of symptom
experiences, underlying dimensions and structure of symptom clusters, and their
influences on the functional status of women with breast cancer. Participants were
three hundred and fifty two Thai women diagnosed with breast cancer. They were all
undergoing chemotherapy from out patient oncology clinics at four tertiary hospitals
in Bangkok. They were purposively selected and evaluated for their symptom
experiences and functional status. Factor analysis and multiple regressions were used
to identify symptom clusters and their synergistic effects on the functional status of
the women.

The results showed that the women experienced multiple symptoms
concurrently. A lack of energy was the symptom reported to be the most prevalent.
Lack of appetite was the symptom reported to be the most frequently occurring. Hair
loss was reported as the symptom to be most severe upsetting the patients and
sleeping difficulty was reported as the most distressful symptom. Symptom clusters
existed differently across symptom dimensions. Four symptom clusters existed in
the dimension of symptom severity, with 50.1% variance explained in all the
symptoms. Three symptom clusters were identified in the dimension of symptom
distress, with 50.7% variance in all the symptoms.

The symptom clusters of both dimensions have significant synergistic effects
on the functional status of the women (P<0.05). The factor scores of all four
symptom clusters of symptom severity together significantly explained 19.8% of the
variance in the functional status (P<0.05). The factor scores of all symptom clusters
of symptom distress had significant synergistic effects on the functional status
(P<0.05). They explained about 17.4% of variance in the functional status. The
cluster of Gl and fatigue related symptoms was the strongest key cluster affecting the
functional status in both dimensions of symptom severity and symptom distress.

The conclusions have been drawn from the patterns of symptom clusters that
can occur concurrently and from various etiologies. In addition, symptom clusters
exist and affect an individual’s functional status differently across symptom
dimensions. Recommendations for future research should be centered around
targeting the key clusters and the key symptoms affecting individual outcomes.
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