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The Spiritual Pain of Patients Suffering from
Terminal Cancer and Being Cared for at Japanese
Palliative Care Units

Masako Kawa

A qualitative study was conducted in an attempt to improve our
understanding of the spiritual pain of terminally ill cancer patients in Japan. The
subjects were inpatients at four officially approved palliative care units.
Through interviews, the patients related their own experiences in which
spirituality was considered to be identifiable. The records of the interviews
were analyzed by using constant comparative analyses as proposed in relation
to the grounded theory approach.

The analysis included records on 11 inpatients, from which a variety of
descriptions of distress were obtained. Four general categories related to the
cause of distress were found in these descriptions. From three of these, a core
category, “consciousness of a gap between the patient’s aspirations and the
present situation”, emerged. In light of this core category, we analyzed again
the descriptions and related conditions of the subjects. From the second
analysis, the following three categories related to gap-induced distress were
elucidated: distress arising from consciousness of a gap between the present
situation and 1) how an individual wanted to live his life; 2) an individual’s
image of how he wished to die; and 3) how an individual wished to maintain his
relationships with others. One initial category, “distress in relation to
impending death itself,” remained unchanged.

The aspirations causing the gap were then interpreted from the viewpoint of
spirituality as an anchor in life for Japanese patients with terminal cancer.
Distress due to a gap is rooted in spiritual domain and is important as a clue to
understanding a patient’s spiritual pain, thus allowing one to provide the most
suitable care. On the other hand, distress in relation to impending death itself is
a difficult issue to handle, because it relates to the true nature of human
existence and produces intense psychological reactions. With respect to
spiritual pain, further research is needed regarding these four categories to
identify factors that may exacerbate or relieve distress in order to provide
proper care for patients with terminal cancer.
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