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Physical activity experiences may contribute to psychological and social well-
being among breast cancer survivors. The main purpose of the current study was
to qualitatively explore the development of social relationships, social support,
and posttraumatic growth among breast cancer survivors participating in a dragon
boat program over 19 months. Guided by interpretative phenomenological analysis
{Smith, Flowers, & Larkin, 2009}, semistructured interviews were conducted with
17 breast cancer survivors on five occasions over their first two seasons of dragon
boating. Narrative accounts were developed for each participant, and four profiles
emerged describing processes of social and posttraomatic growth development
over time: “developing a feisty spirit of survivorship.” “I don’t want it to be just
about me,” “it’s not about the pink it's about the paddling,” and “hard to get close.”
Profiles were discussed in terms of developing social relationships and support,
providing support to others, physicality and athleticism, and negative interactions
and experiences.

Keywords: social support, posttraumatic growth, interpretative phenomenologi-
cal analysis

Breast cancer survivors often experience substantial stress associated with the
disease and its treatments {Cordova & Andrykowski, 2003). These challenges may
continue for years afier trestment is complete, and have an ongoing impact on quality
of life (Vivar & McQueen, 2005). Physical activity may improve quality of life and
facilitate adaptation to breast cancer. Physical activity has numerous benefits for
breast cancer survivors, including decreased distress, fatigue, and risk of death from
breast cancer, and increased mood, self-esteem, and fitness (Courneya, Mackey, &
McKenzie, 2002; Holmes, Chen, Feskanich, Kroenke, & Colditz, 2003). Consistent

Meghan H, McDonough is with Health and Kinesiolosy, Purdug University, West Lafavette, IN.
Catherine M. Sabiston is with Kinestology and Physical Education, McGiHl University, Montreal, QC,
Canada. Sarash Ulirich-French is with Educational Leadership and Counseling Psychology, Washiagton
State University, Puliman, WA.

627




628 McDonough, Sabiston, and Ullrich-French

with the general population, most breast cancer survivors are not sulficiently active
to receive health benefits (Blanchard et al., 2003}, and side effects such as fatigue,
pain, weight gain, and loss of acrobic capacity may make physical activity chal-
lenging in this population (Schmitz et al., 20103, Even with these challenges, sport
and exercise programs for broast cancer survivors have grown in recent years. One
activity that has become popular is dragon boating. A dragon boat is & 20-person
canoe-like boat that is particularly suitable for breast cancer survivors because it
is a non-weight-bearing, repetitive activity with relatively low injury risk, and it
accommodates participands of different physical abilitics, as cach person works as
hard as they are able to collectively propel the boat (McKenzie, 1998},

in qualitative explorations of breast cancer survivors’ expericnces on dragon
boating teams, several themes have emerged regarding improved body image,
regaining conlrol, active coping, psychological growth in the wake of breast cancer,
and developing soctal relationships and support (McDonough, Sabiston, & Crocker,
2008; Mitchell & Nielsen 2002; Parry, 2007, 2008; Sabisten, McDonough, &
Crocker, 2007; Unruh & Elvin, 2004). Social relationships on these teams have
been descrbed as invoking feelings of belonging, community, and camaraderie:
they provide an opportunity o have an unspoken intimate bond with other breast
cancer survivors (Mitchell & Niclsen, 2002; Parry, 2067; Sabiston et al., 2007;
Unroh & Elvia, 2004). Survivors are drawn to the idea that that they can connect with
other survivors without support or cancer being the focus of the group’s activitics
{McDonough et al., 2008; Muchell & Nielsen, 2002; Parry, 2007; Unruh & Elvin,
2004). Even though many breast cancer survivors do not join dragen boaling leams
in search of support, they often receive a type of support that they did not know
was missing, and come to value that support (McDonough et al,, 2008). Support
comes in many forms, including empathizing with the breast cancer experience
and sharing first-hand information (McDonough et al., 2008; Parry, 2007, 2008).
Many breast cancer survivors (ake solace In having this source of anconditional
support available if they need it in the future, particularly if they were to have a
recurrence {Sabiston et al., 2007; Parry, 2067, 2008).

Social support is an important resource for both coping with stress (Cordova
& Andrykowski, 2003} and initiating and maintaining exercise (Vrazel, Saunders,
& Wilcox, 2008). However, there has been little emphasis on how support develops
over ime in dragon boating groups, what these relationships mean 1o survivors,
and how they relate to improvements in psychological well-being. Posttrsumatic
growth theory provides a framework to explore these questions (Tedeschi & Cal-
houn, 2004), The theory states that when an individuoal goes through a traumatic
event, such as breast cancer, 1n addition to distress they may also experience
posiiive psychological growth as they work through and adapt to the realities of
the disease, its treatment, and hife as 2 survivor. The term posfirasenatic growth
refers to both this process of adaptation and growth and to the outcomes: a greater
appreciation for life, realization of new possibilities, more intimaie relations with
others, enhanced personal strength, and spiritual change (Tedeschi & Calhoun,
2004). Group physical activity progrars for breast cancer survivors are expected
to Tacilitate postiraumatic growth by providing opportunities for social support
and schema change (Tedeschi & Calhoun, 2004). Research with group physical
achivifies has found that developing a positive support system, creating opportu-
mtes for disclosure, acting as sounding boards 1o help each other work through
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challenges, and role modeling ways to positively rebuild following breast cancer
facilitate posttraumatic growth (Hefleron, Grealy, & Mutrie, Z008; Sabiston et al,,
2007). The physical nature of exercise may also promote posttraumatic growth, as
the body 15 both a focus of the trauma and fear of cancer, as well as a conduit of
growth and renewal as one reconncets with the body during recovery (Hefleron,
Grealy, & Mutrie, 2010). Indeed, tackling physical challenges together with other
survivors may aid posttraumatic growth (Sabiston ct al., 2007}, Previous rescarch
examimag social support and postiraumatic growth on breast cancer survivor dragon
bouating teams has typically been retrospective, has involved a single interview or
followed teams for a short time period, and has drawn participants from established
teams. These features have limuted the ability to examine how social relationships,
support, apd postiraumatic growth are initiated and develop over time.

Social relationships, support, and posttrasmatic growth hisge on individu-
als’ understandings and interpretations. Therefore, we examined the develop-
ment of social relationships, support, and outcomes of dragon boaling over time
using inferpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA} {Smith, Flowers, & Larkin,
2009). Interpretative phenomenological analysis is & qualitative methodology
used fo examine how people understand and make sense of life experiences; this
analysis is at once phenomenological, hermencutic, and idiographic. Interpretative
phenomenclogical analysis takes the phenomenological perspective that people
understand their experiences in relation (o their context, bodies, and interper-
sonal relationships. The hermencutic foundations reflar to the interpretation of the
explicit meamng of the participant’s words, the conlext of the participant, and the
researcher’s understandings. 1t s a doubly hermencutic method in that it involves
both the participant’s understandings and the researcher’s interpretations (Larkin,
Waits, & Clifton, 2006). The idiographic roots indicate that IPA is concerned with
the experiences of people or cases within a very specifically defined experience
{Smith et al., 2009). Therefore, IPA invoives conducting detailed analyses of one
cuse before analyzing subsequent cases (Smith, Harré, & Van Langenhove, 1995;
Smith, 2004}, Interpretative phenomenological anslysis does not test hypotheses
based on theory or empirical literature. Rather, # is an inductive approach that
involves detailed examination of a small nnmber of cases, and making interprefa-
tions across cases and in light of existing theory and research only insofar as those
inlerpretations are evidenced in the data (Smith, 2004; Larkin et al., 2006). Using
JPA 10 focus on the physical and social world as central o meaning muking and
to emphasize individual interpretations of significant life expenences make it par-
ticularly well suited (o explore positive adaptation o breast cancer.

Method

Participants

Seventeen women who attended at least one practice of 2 new dragon boating team
for breast cancer survivors participated. They had an average age of 51.24 (8D =
11.09), were predominanily Caucasian (n = 16), and masmied or hiving with a part-
ner (7 = 16). Most (n = 15) had a postsecondary degree or diploma, and median
houschold mcorme was between $80,000 and $100,000. On average, their first
diagnosis with breast cancer had occurred 4.06 years before the start of the study
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(SI> = 3.53), and two had experienced a recurrence or new mcidence of cancer,
The average time since last breast cancer treatment {excluding hormonal therapy
and reconstructive surgery) was 2.25 years (80 = 2.24). All had undergone mul-
tiple treatments for breast cancer, including lumpectomy, axillary node dissection,
mastectomy, reconstructive surgery, chemotherapy, radiation, hormonal therapy,
and alternative/herbal treatments, Four had attended a support group, and three
were current participants. Nine were friends with at least one other team member
before joining.

Procedures

Sampling, inferviewing, and data spakbysis were guided by IPA (Smith et al., 2009),
Seventeen participsats who signed up for a new dragon boating team for breast
cancer survivors were purposively sampled. Following University Reseuarch Ethics
Board approval at the lead author’s institofion, the executive commitiee of a pewly
forming dragon boating team for breast cancer survivors was approached to recruit
participands. Participants were recruited at the frst tearn mieeting n mid-January by
the first author and a recruitment c-mail was sent to the team, Volunteers contacted
the first author, Participants were interviewed on four oceasions coinciding with
team mulestones: (1) late January or early February, at the beginning of their dry
land training perrod; (2) in mmd-March after “the launch,” their £rst experience pad-
dling a dragon boat; (3) in late July, after their first irip 10 a breast cancer survivor
dragon boating festival; and (4) in mid-October at the end of the on-water scason.
Following analysis, many participants’ social relationships and posttraumatic
growth were still developing. Therefore, an amendment was made to the study to
include a fifth interview, in mid-October the following vear. All 17 participants
were inviled via e-mail o take part in this fith interview. In four cases, attemnpts
to contact participants were unsuccessful, Therefore, 17 women participated in the
first four mterviews, and 13 also completed the ffth interview.

interpretative phenomenological analysis 1s typically conducted with smaller
samples and single interviews with each participant, but it is a flexibie method
that can be adupted to larger designs as dictated by the rescarch questions {Smith
et al., 2009}, Including 17 participants in this prospective design allowed us to
sample breast cancer survivors who may develop different social and posttraumatic
growth expenences. Interviewing participanis on muliple occasions allowed us to
examine the dynamic processes of forming social relationships and postiraumatic
growth over ume. These decisions present challenges, mchuding the time and
effort required to analyze a large quantity of data, and having to limit the focus of
the study to provide a concise final report. Previous 1PA studies have used larger
samples and multiple interviews to answer questions about sach dynamic processes
as the transition into motherhood (Smith 19944, 1994b) and coping with the onset
of Alzheimer’s disease (Clare, 2002).

Semistructured interviews were used to inquire about pariicipants’ socizl
relatzonships, support, and psychosocial outcomes of dragon boating, The first
author conducted 70 interviews, and 11 were corducted by the third author or a
research assistand owing o scheduling restrictions. The inferviews lasted 30-90
min, and the main questions addressed social relationships with (e.g., What arc
your relationships like with other members of the dragon boating feam?) and social
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support from {¢.g., Do you feel supported by the other people in the dragon boating
program? Whai makes you feel supported?) other members of the dragon boating
team, and outcomes related to their experiences in dragon boating (e.g., Do you
feel that your participation 1n the dragon boating program has impacted you in any
way? How?}. Interviews were andio recorded. At the end of the {ifth interview, each
participant was provided with a sumimary of how her first four interviews had been
coded and interpreted. In particalar, we asked participants about their reactions to
our interpretations of their experiences as postiragmatic growth. Throughout the first
four interviews, we did not use the words posftraumatic growth or ask specifically
about positive changes, as we did not want to impose pressure (0 appear positive in
the wake of breast cancer (Lechner, Stoelb & Antond, 2008). At the end of the Time
5 interview, we explained the concept of postiraumatic growth and showed them
our Interpretations. Each participant was asked if she thought she had experienced
posttraumatic growth and was invited to provide additional comments and her
perspective on the interpretations, similar to an approach used by Smith (1994b).
In six instances, participants provided clarifications or minor modifications to code
labels, All modifications were incorporated. Recordings were transeribed verbatim
by a research assistant and cheeked for accuracy.

In IPA, interpretations are formed by first examining each participant as a single
case before moving on to making inferpretations across cases and in light of theory
(Smith, 2004}, Both participanis’ perspectives and researcher interpretations arc
essential, but an idiographic focus is pnoniized so mterpretation must be grounded
in dafa (Larkin et al., 2006; Smmith et al., 2009). Extant theory 1s incorporated to the
extent that 3t fits the data. The analyses iovolved multiple readings of each transcript
to capture several Jevels of interpretation and meaning, The first author read one
participant’s Time 1 transcript to obtain a view of the interview as a whole, This was
followed by & line-by-line analysis to code for the participants’ claims, concerns, and
understandings that pertained to the research questions. The software QSR NViveB
was uscd to assist with data storage and organization. Coded texl was organized
into themes with common meanings. Memoing was osed to note inferpretations
and possibic connections among concepts. Once this process was complete for one
interview, another Time 1 transcript was examined and the procedures repeated,
creating codes as new meanings emerged and grouping simidar meanings into exist-
ing codes. Al Time 1 transcripts were coded, Tollowed by subsequent time points
as they were completed and transcribed. Once all transeripts had been coded, the
first author reread the coded data to ensure relevant text was appropriately coded.
In cases where emergent themes were similar to those documented in previons
Literature, similar labels were used (e.g.. McDonough et al., 2008; Sabiston et al.,
2007). The second and third authors reviewed the themes and example quotations
and provided feedback about the coding and inferpretations. When disagreements
arose, the alternate points of view were discussed by all three researchers, and in
each case were resolved by consensus, .

A chart of codes for each participant at each time point was created, similar to
an approach used by McDonough et al. (2008) with breast cancer survivor dragon
boaters, Using the table and another reading of each participant’s complete set of

© transcripts, a narrative accounl was written for each participant. The individual par-
ratives were examined, and participants with similar experiences were grouped. A
collective narrative of each group was wiatten, including an interpretative sccount of
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the experiences within that profile, a detailed narrative of an example participant, a
discussion of convergeat and divergent experiences within the group, and support-
ing example quotations throughout. The rescarchers’ memos, interpretations, and
observations that were made by looking af similarities and differences across cases
were incorporated. These interpretative narratives were reviewed by the second and
third authors. Their feedback was discassed und incorporated. In cases of disagree-
ment, aliernate interpretations were discissed and a mutual agreement was reached.

Results

The results include (1) a description of, and quotations exemplifying, cach of the
33 resultant thermes: (2) & table of when themes were experienced for each par-
ticipant; and (3) 2 narrative description explaining the four profiles or patterns of
expericoces found.

Social Relationship and Dragon Boating Outcomes Themes

The 33 themes that emerged fell info two main categories describing the social
relationships among teammates and outcomes of being in the dragon boating pro-
gram. The social relationship category included 17 themes in three calegories (see
Table 1). “Degree of connection™ included themes regarding the type and degree
of relationships that the women had with their tearnmates. “Negative interactions”
included aversive or problernatic social interactions. “Social support” included
helpful actions and perceptions of available help and support. The outcomes of
participating in the dragon boating program category contained 16 themes (see
Fable 2}, including 12 that aligned with the five posliraumatic growth concepts
(“appreciation of life,” “closer relationships,” “new possibilities and opportunities.”
“personal strength,” and “spiriteal growth™. Two codes related to motivation for
and Improvements in health or fitness, and two codes dealt with negative outlcomes:
reminders of the possibility of recurrence, and considering leaving the program.

Profile Groups

'The themes identified by each participant at each time point were charted and are
displayed in Fable 3, and a marragive description of each of the four resulting profiles
appears below, The four profiles were labeled based on guotes that exemplified
their gencral patiern of experiences over time: {a) “developing a felsty spirit of
survivorship™; (b) “I don't want it o be just about me”™; () “it’s not abowt the pink,
it's about the paddling”™; and (d) “hard to get close.”

Developing a Feisty Spirit of Survivorship. Alice, Cheryl, Hannah, Knstin,
Laura, Michelle, and Rochelle developed progressively closer relationships, helpful
and valued social support, and mulliple experiences of posttranmatic growth as
their involvement with dragon beating evolved. At Time 1, their experiences
were typical of most participants in all profiles; they had joined the team looking
for fure and fitness, They sensed a camaraderie and potential for [nendship, but
secking social support was not a primary goal, As they became more mvolved
and developed close relutionships, they discovered sopport they had not realized



Table 1 Social Relationship Themes

Code (n}

Example Quotation

Degree of Connection

1 Leftout(8) There's just a little clique that all seems to be happier together
and, well, I’m just pitiful. I feel like, you know, people stand
with their backs to me. {Brittany, T3)

2 Inclusion and They just are a very accepting group and appreciate your partici-

camaraderie (15) pation. (Amanda, T2}

3 Sense of belonging or We all had the same look on our face, you know, that same
comtribiting to the tleam | moment of, i was, you know, our boat and we had doge this
{8) and, we were going to do this, (Cheryl, T2)

4  Becoming closer (16) I do think that we're, we're miles from where we were. . ..
[Bui} i really haven't drawn them into my like, you know, big
social circle yet. (Rochelle, T2)

5 Closc fricadship (13) They are friends that T can talk to about anything. (Kristin, T5)

Negative Interactions

6  Controlling behavior (11) | ' so grateful that we have these powerhouse women that put
this together, you know, because T mean it was just wham, here's
the boat, and that’s how we work. But i, it turns 1nto a corpora-
tion and not such a group, where [ don’t really feel 2 lot of
ownership ot anything. (Brittany, T2)

7 Differing prioritizs about |1 want fo paddle. | want to race. I want to win (laughs). Uh,
performance (8} s0 no, | wish that some of the ladies took a, had a httde bit

more competitive cutlook on it, took it a little bit more
seriously. {Samantha, T2)

& Qiving or receiving Even though people, I'm trying to help. some of the people
unwanted support (3) don’t perceive that I'm trying to help, maybe they think that

I'm trying to overstep my bounds when I'm really trying
to help. (Gudy, T4}

9  Interpersonal conflict You know, the catfiness and, uh, the cligues, and the grouping,
1o which is fairly normal in a group environment, there’s some

people that hang with other people that don’t secept certain
other people and it just shonldn't be that way. (Michelle, T4)
Social Support

10 Empowerment (15) I look to all the other women, especially fthe oldest paddler],
and P'm like, if she can get out here and de this, I can get out
there and do this. (Laura, T2}

11 Encouragement {15} ‘When T have gone o practices, when Pve been really, kind of
weak and not doing well, they are very encouraging for me to
just get in the boat anyway. They are like, “Just hold the paddle
and just sit there and you know. We'll do the work.”

{Cheryl, TS)

12 Know how to react to It seems Hke people just immediately treat you like you'’re dying
breast cancer-relaled and they’re so scared. And with this group it’s more Xind of a,
health concerns (6) yeah we'll gel through this. {Alice, T4)

13 Provide support without | I like the idea of coming together for & purpose other than sitting

dwelling on breast cancer
(14

around and tatking about our issues, and then if, if those things
come up over time then that's a good thing. (Cheryl, T2)

{contineed)
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Table 1 {continued)

Code (n}

Example Quotation

14

Sharing first-hand infor-
mation about breast
cancer {13)

T was glad, you know, that I had, could, the kinda questions that
T wanted to ask but you never know. (Jennifer, T4)

15

implicit understanding
of the breast cancer
experience {14)

[They] have gone throagh the same thing that T have, and we all
know, we can all relate to one another. (Mary, T3)

16

Using humor to cope
with breast cancer (7}

And to be able to laugh about it, joke about it. And, you know,
when you're around people who haven’t been there it's awk-

ward, you know, it's awkward for both, for them and for you
both because other people don’t find the humor in it. (Alice. T2)

17

Anticipated support

resource (17}

I think, I think if it were to turn into needing support about
breast cancer that this group would just, it would be un, you
wouldn't have to explain it, it would just be easy. (Vicky, T3)

Table 2 Qutcomes of Dragon Boating Program Participation Themes

Code {n) Example Quotation

A | Perceplions of Fve lost weight. E've, you know, gotten way stronger. 1 have muscles
improved fitness | in my arms now, which is wild. Um, you know, I just feel a lot better.
or health (15) {Rochelle, T2)

B | Motivation for It motivates me because I want to win. .. . I'll be standing at the
healthy behaviors | counter, you know, and I'll just be standing in the kitchen doing
owing to goals, somnething and I'll start doing some push-ups. (Samantha, T2}
commitment, and
fun of boating
(16

C | Reminded or Through this wholc process T think what I have discovered is that T
possibility of don’t want to be around, um, the possibility of reoccurrence.
recurrence by {Diane, T3)
being with other
survivors (7)

I | Considering But there have, for as many great tirmes Bke that, there has been a lot
leaving of stressors as well, | think that could be why I've been kind of backed
program (3} away . . . that | haven’t made it a priority to go, (Vicky, T4)

Posttraumatic Growth
Appreciation of life

E | Appreciation of | We all sit in the boat and we're all quiet for a minute and we'll just
each other and ook at the sky and go, “iso’t this just gorgeous?™ And we'll all just,
pature (10} you kaow, it just leels really good being out there and being with them.

{Hannah, T4}
F | Having fun and People were hugging each other, jumping ap and down, it felt really
iaughing (15} good. So it was fun for me to do that, you know, *cause I hadn't done
it in so many years. {Amanda, T3)
Closer relationships
G | Able to form more | You kind of let your guard down a little bit because you're Iike, we all

intimate bonds
with others (11)

have, we've all been there, we afl, you know, even like nol being as,
being more comfortable o just expose yoursell. (Kristin, T5)
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Table 2 (continued)

New possibilities and opportunities

H | Opportunity to Just the chance to win or, you know, be the best or something.
compete and {Jennifer, T4)
develop athletic
identity (7}

I | Opportunity to Well, they say that they, they give, I give "em courage by, you know,
help other sur- by being, looking at me doing it, you know what I mean? So I guess
vivors through that's encouraging to them, and that's what I really feel good about, you
personal suppert | know, that I'm in, that's what I really would like to be a, an inspiration
or raising aware- | to somebedy else, not just it’s about me, you kaow. I don’t want it to be
ness (15) about me. (Diane, T2)

Personal strength

J | Accomplishment | Oh that was, § can’t explain it It's, I've never experienced anything like

) that in my ife. [t was so amuzing that we, as g group, have only been
paddling in the water six months and we came in fourth place, . .. That
is amazing, and we're just, we're just fike Christmas ime. (Diane, T3)

K | Activety coping | It's gond for your health and it benefits, you know, from being heaithy.
with breast cancer | You know to keep disease from hitting me again. Doesn’t mean it won’t
by fighting recur- | come back but, you know, it does, it’s a positive, yeah it does help you.
rence or managing | (Mary, T4)
negative emo-
tions about breast
cancer {16}

L | Demonstrating We're out here, we're ready to go. We're ready to show the world that
that breast cancer | it’s not gonna kill us. (Laura, T4)

SUrVivors arc
strong, capabile,
and alive {9)

M |Improved self- My life, Ehave so much. T feel like things have changed. I've seriously
perceptions wondered if that's why 1 have taken this promotion in this job . . . [the
{competence, dragon boating program] 18 one of those things that gives you self-
confidence, or corfidence too. So it's, the whole thing has been a great journey for me.
self-esteem) (143 | (Kristin, T4}

N | More positive |Dragon boating] just filled this huge gap that I felt alter breust cancer.
outlook, attitude, |1 did. So, it was like this hole and I couldn’t seem to dig myself out
and increased of i . . .  might not have laughed. I couldn’t even laugh anymore,
energy (10) i am laughing all the time now. Um, it’s really belped me emotionally.

{Hannah, T3)

Q | Prioritizing self {'ve probably like stuck up for my right to have an activity, you know,

{9) just within my own family. . . . I, T did,  guess, take care of the kids
or got everybody to where they were going or stuff like that. And now
people are just gonna have to reatize there might be a sitier or Dad’s
gonna have to get home, (Jennifer, T4)

Spiritual growth

P | Stronger or { just feel Hke ve got a firmer foundation of what | can stand on
reinforced and believe and claim. {Debbie, T4)
fith (3)
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was missing. Their teammates knew how to react o their concerns about breast
cancer, implicitly understood the cancer journey, and offered first-hand mformation
about the challenges of survivorship. These other breast cancer survivors were
encouraging, cmpowerng, and could joke about cancer. Seeing other survivors
overcoming physical challenges and dispiaying a positive attitude and [eisty spint
was conlagious: they felt supported by these positive role models of how to live
with breast cancer. Everyone ia this group expericaced multipie posttranmatic
growth cutcomes, which they identified as a profound personal transformation,

Kristin 15 a vivid example of this development of social connection and post-
traumatic growth., At Time 1, she was iterested in being part of the team, and saw
its potential as a positive community program. But she did not sense that 1t would
benefit her personally beyond having fun and getting fit and the opportunity o raise
awarencss. She was not highly motivated to go fo practices or spend time with the
other women, “L haven’t participated enongh, and that’s just my lack of, you know,
sometimes iU's a combination of just, um, schedules and things like that, and also
Just motivation” (T1). “They invited me to come {out to dinner] and, you know,
and | was Hke thank you so much. . . . And ] won’t go to that because | justdon’s, 1
just don’t have the destre to go” (T1). Her lackiuster involvement at the beginning
is in stark contrast to her strong commiiment to and involvement with the team by
Time 2, ilbustrating how unexpected these social experiences were, Just before the
launch, she became more involved, and was taken by the physical challenge and
resilient, positive attitude of the women oo the tcam:

I just completely fell in love with it. 1 mean, 1t is the coolest thing ve ever
done inmy life. . . . Once 1 got involved in it | was hike, I mean | can't walt to
go 1o practice. . . . We all have something 1n common and that's kind of that,
that same sort of energy and . . . it’s physical strength and endurance but just
kinda fighters and like 1 can do this, {T2)

Throagh the monihs of training and traveling to the breast cancer survivor
dragon boating festival, her relationships continued o grow closer and sizonger:
“I feel like 1 have a bunch of new [riends™ (F3). She had several postiraumatic
growth expericaces, particularly developing personal strength—demonstrating
what breast cancer survivors can do, improved self-perceptions, and a more positive
oatlook: “It’s been u different course for me . . . I mean, it brings me happiness.
It makes me feel happy, and it makes, 1 feel when we're out there and people go
by and see us 1 just feel so proud” (T3). Her deseription of postiraumalic growth
took on a more transformative tonc as time progressed and her confidence and
positive attitede seeped into the other areas of her life. By the end of her first year,
she realized what dragon boating’s impact had been: she felt closer to others, and
had a profound change in confidence and courage to take on new challenges in life
including new leadershop roles:

i feel like things have changed. I've serivusly wondered if that's why {1 made
a big carcer decision]. . . . 1 always said, “No 1 dor’t want-—1 don’t want that
much-you know. I’m good with what I'm doing.” . . . I think it's affected
my self confidence. (T4)
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in the second year, she contineed to grow closer 1o others and develop confi-
dence, which led to greater leadership and positive mmpacts on her carcer:

The more I get to know the different people and to learn more about different
people, become cven more experienced as a, you know, a dragon boat paddles,
it changes just, actually confidence, | really truly think i€'s affected me even
with my job . . . [and having] a position that } hope has been a positive impact
on the team™ (T5).

Within this profile, there were mdividual vanations in the rate that wornen
“Jumped 11” socially. Hannah developed connections immediately: “] adready feel
like, like I've made, that our group I8 pretty, preity, getting close™ {T'1), In contrast,
Cheryl and Alice were both hesitant to socially connect at first: “We've all been
really individual when we come, And week by week it seems like we're geiting a
little more interactive and a kttle maore, umm. 1 wouldn't call us close yet™ (Cheryl
T1). But as they trained, socialized, and (raveled to races they became close: “With
the races 1 think we just became more of & team, you know, especially after the
| dragon boat festival]. When we were finished with that we all just fel really close.
1t just really felt like we'd really become a teamn, and, you know, we've done it
together™ (Alice T3).

Michelle's, Rochelle’s, and Laura’s progressions toward closer relationships
and deepening posttreurnatic growth were interrupled {or a peniod by stressful
negative social interactions or mjury. Michelle and Rochelle both briefly consid-
ered leaving the team as a result of conflicts, but decided to continue becsuse the
benefits they were experiencing ouiweighed what they saw o be isolated negative
incidents: “l had to really restrain myself and not say, I'm guitting this group... .1
chalk that up to more of a, an organization trying to figure out its, its, how it works.
... I still really do care for all of them, you see?” {Rochelle, T5). Despite these
difficultics, and because they believed that they were benefiting from participaling,
all resumned their progression toward closer relationships and positive growth once
the conflicis or mjuries were resolved,

| Don't Want It To Be Just About Me. Amanda, Diane, snd Mary wanted to
help and support other breast cancer survivors, which linked to how they built
relationships and were supported themselves. What set this group aparl was a
combination of three characteristics thut put them in an excellent position lo provide
support. First, they maintained their focus on providing support throughout the
study, and actively sought ways to support others. Second, they had few support
needs and were well supported from other sources, so they were in a good position
to reach oat. Third, they shared a very matter-of-fiact attitude about cancer, and
were not bothered by talking about or being reminded of it, a charactenstic that
Turtber enabled them (o provide support for others:

You just take life as it comes, you know, 50 it does not bother me to listen
10 her. And 1 huve talked to her on the phone . . . she likes (o talk about the
radiation and this and that because she doesn't get a chance to anywhere else
{Amanda T2).




640 McDonough, Sabiston, and Ullrich-French

Other participants frequently mentioned the support these three women pro-
vided directly and as positive roie models. Despite their lack of professed need for
support, they gradually discovered they were receiving support, and it was important
to them, They also had numerous postiraumatic growth experiences, including
apprecistion of life, closer relationships, new possibiities and opportunities, and
personal strength,

Diane’s story exemplified this profile. Despite having physical challenges to
participation, Diane’s focus was on helping others and moving on from cancer,
and other team members frequently mentioned the support she provided. “Were
anything would come up that I nced to do, I would be available”™ (T1). She was
excited by the potential to become close 1o other survivors and move on together
By Time 2, Diane {elt included, and was in a good position to support others: “We
undersiand what each one 15, you know, In some form we're going through, you
know, And that's, uh, you know, you can relate to them because you've been there
like they’re there” (T2). She was able to support others by demonstraling what
breast cancer survivors can do, and she was particularly effective at this because
of her physical himitations:

Well, they say that they, they give, | give “em courage by, you know, by being,
looking at me doing it, you know what { mean? So | guess that's encouraging
1o them, and that's what 1 really feel good about, you know, that I'm in, that’s
what I really would like fo be a, an inspirstion to somebody else, not just s
ahout me, you know, (T2)

By Time 3, Diane had several close friends. She maintained her focus on helping
others, but she began to see the program as having a profound effect on her, *I'm
more outgoing. | mean Pm, | have more, | 1 have more to talk about, you know .
.. I'm having the best time of my life, even when I was young 1 didn’t have this
much fun.” (T3). She was more proactive about coping with her cancer diagnosis,
and was able to share it with others more easily. Diane stopped participating in
dragon boaling toward the ead of the first year due to health concerns not relaled
to breast cancer. She had a sense that the support would be available to her for the
rest of her life, “I'm sure I will get support from them because 'l give support . .,
1 believe truly they will support without me even expecting it™ (Diane T4). Despite
her health concerns, she reported improved self-perceptions snd a more positive
outlook: “It’s been a great, it's been a great experience in my life, it's been the
most, happy, | mean, iCs been a really happy year”™ (T4).

Mary and Amands both expanded their role as supporters at Times 4 and 5 by
taking on leadership roles, Mary was an informal leader and mediator of several
interpersonal conflicts: “1 wanted to get focused, back on track. And not people
having, 1 know people arc going to have differences, but where everybody’s, you
know, going to get along and notl get their feelings burt™ (T4). For Amanda, taking
on a more formal leadership role was a growth experience: “My personality is
starting to develop. | am feeling more confident being around the women” (T3).
Mary snd Amanda were both frequently acknowledged by other team merbers
as being helpful and supportive—evidence of their skill at providing support and
building positive relationships.
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It's Not About the Pink, It's About the Paddiing. The emphasis for Samantha
and Jennifer was on the physical activity of dragon boating, Their molivation was
centered on competition, athleticism, and exercise. They valued the friendship and
camaraderie, but they felt that those bonds were based on their shared athletic goals
and experiences, not focused on breast cancer. While many participants initially
shared this emphasis on physical activity and de-emphasis on social support,
Samantha and Jennifer were unigue in that this view prevailed throughout the study.
Their outcomes focused on fitness, motivation, accomplishment, and demonstrating
what survivors can do. There was ro indication that they were demying or avoiding
the ides of being a breast cancer survivor. Rather, by focusing on being active,
athletic, haviag fun, demonstrating what survivors can do, and not dwelling on
cancer, dragon boating was a way {o move forward from breust cuncer,

Samantha’s story provides a good example of this profile. She was excited to
be part of & group brought together by breast cancer, but where the day-to-day focus
was on physical goals ruther than breast cancer: “We've got 1 goal we're working
at, it's, you know. We're rot just mecting to talk about breast cancer, . . . We really
don’t dweli on it. We work oa paddie techaiques; we worry sbout getting stronger”™
(11}, She developed relationships quickly, had fan, and felt empowered by working
with strong women. She acknowledged that breast cancer played a role: “I think
it's peat "cause you all are coming from the same place . . . uh, you can make jokes
aboutit, uh, yeah 1, I think, [ think you, you immediately have that bond” (T2). Once
they started paddiing, she was Inspired, and relished compelitive opportunities: 1
want to paddle. | wanl to race. [ want to win! . . . I love being in something at this
age in my life that [ can compete. | mean, | just love that part” (T2).

By midycar, Samantha had grown closer to others, but [elt that breast cancer
was more an accident bringing them together rather than a core part of their relation-
ships: “I mean, we all know we have it, we all, you know, are very well aware of
whut we've been through, | said we're not about the pink, we’re about the paddling”
(T3). As the first seasen ended, she identified close friendships and support, but
she still felt that support and breast cancer were not her focus: *1 don’t need that
support. [ don’t need the cancer aspect of #7 (T4). She did not shy away from being
with other breast cancer survivors though, as evidenced in her posttraumatic growth
experiences: “1t shows women that you can have breast cancer, and it doesn™t mean
you have to crawl vnder the covers and not come out again” (T4). In the second
year, her experience was similar; being aclive, enjoying friendship, and having fun,

Jennifer’s experience differed slightly in that she periodicaily had in-depth
discussions with team members abost breast cancer that she really valued. Por
example, on the trip (o the breast cancer survivors' dragon boating fesgval, she
eaded up talking about treatment and reconstruction with teammates; “Thal was
like the first time where we woere all like, 'well you have this and you have this and
those feel good,” That was kind of fon” (T3). Jermifer also felt that her experience
with the teamn changed how she felt sbout and coped with breast cancer:

3t was more just, I think, something to focus on besides what really was hap-
pening, you know. . . . The other day I was thinking about it, I was like, that
seems so long ago, did that really happen? H was really bad for a while, wasn't
it? You know, reafly scary, and now 1 don’t think about it cvery day. (15}
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Hard to Get Close. Brittany, Debbie, Judy, Tanya, and Vicky all struggled with
developing close connections to the group. They joined the team with expectations
of having fun, getting exercise, and meeting new people. Af some point, however,
they all had experiences that disrupted or made it difficult to build relationships
and be supported by their teammates. Specifically, participants had difficulties
with interpersonal conflict (Brittany, Judy, and Vicky), reminders of breast
cancer and death (Debbie), and barriers to participation {Tanya). Although these
difficuliies varied, the results were common: all reported gaining some benefits
from participating, but they experienced fewer instances of posttraumatic growth
and lower motivation to participate.

For those who experienced interpersonal conflict, social connections, support,
and outcomes varied with the intensity of the conflict. Having conflict did not
preciude having close relationships, and participants reported inclusion, camara-
derie, feeling like part of the team, and friendship with at least some teamumates:
“Probably a lot of these girls will be, you know, my lifelong friends because of this
commonality that we have” (Judy T4). Often when conflict abated, social connec-
tions strengthened and positive outcomes were perceived: “I missed the fun part
and, and, and the, the laughter and the jokes. And it seems to me that now that
we’re not gearing up for some pendant thing, it’s a lot more fun” (Brittany T4}, But
when conflict, control, and problems giving and receiving support dominated their
experience, it was harder to feel included: “T"'m kind of like the outsider . . . like in
my own home but feeling cut of my own home type of thing” (Judy T4). Ultimately,
negative experiences led some participants to consider limiting their participation:

At the time when 1 signed on, 1 only thought it was gonna be, you know, just
this wonderful, bring women together to do this da da da da da. And, um,
surprisingly, it has not been, been like that; there have been a lot of, of those
times, that it’s been huggy and great and, and camaraderie and wonderful. But
there have, for as many great times like that, there has been a lot of stressors
as well; I think that could be why I've been kind of backed away . . . that |
haven’t made it a priority to go. (Vicky T4)

For Debbie, the negative interaction was an early encounter that reminded her
of the possibility of recurrence. As a result, she discontinued participation before
Time 2. At first, she felt that she left the team because of a lack of time and family
obligations. But she also was troubled by reminders of breast cancer, and by Time
4 understood the two as being linked:

I ended up sitting next to a woeman that had had a recurrence and um, [ thisk
that is what started the ball rolling as far as me needing to explore these feel-
ings that 1 dids't know I had. So [ needed to learn how to cope and I needed
to learn how 1 could help. So it just definitely opened up a door and not nec-
essarily, [ won’t say that it wasn’t a good one, becanse like | said, these were
feelings that apparently had hidden that I needed to have pulled out of me at
some point. {T4)

She also held the belief that her brief encounter with the team had led her to
discover and work though those fears, and ultimately cope with them better. Her
experience with the dragon boating team was a catalyst for posttramatic growth that
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oceurred after she had left the tcam. Debbie 1s the only participant who discontinued
partictpation owmy to reminders of recurrence, but discomfort with these remind-
ers and concerns about whether pagticipating was healithy were pot uncommon:

When [tcammate] died and my mom jast died and [ was hke, wow, al} this
death, you know. I guess it makes you stronger, um, but should 1 really be
around all these folks? . . . I was thinking well maybe 1 just shouldn’tbe around
lthe team], snd then I thought, ob hell no, these women are just dynamite and
we're going to live every minutle we can to the max! (Michelle TS)

Finally, Tanya had limited social connections with the team because she
experienced several barriers, mainly Family obligations, and therefore participated
rarely. As ime passed, she faced the additional barrier of not fecling competent or
fit enough to join: “1 haven't been abie to commit the time so 1 don’t feel worthy
... Heel bke, oh my gosh, 1 shouldn’t be there taking up a spot if I can’t commit
mysell a hundred percent”™ (T2) and “1 feel so beavy right aow in my life that i's
like I'm abmost embarrassed to . . . L almost wanl to . .. work out in my basement
so 'm not out there in froot of everybody™ {T4). These bammers limited her con-
nections with (cam members, and she was niammally impacted by the program:
she had an increase in molivation for physical activity af Time 1, and a sense of
accomplishment at the launch, one of the few times she actually participated: “1
teared up too when i saw [tearmates] tear up and everyone because here is a vision
that they’ve had that all of the sudden, you know, we're in the water, we're in the
boat” (Tanya 12}, While barriers most soverely limited Tanya's participation, all
participants reported some barriers, the most prevalent being luck of time, family
obligations, perceived lack of fitness and sport competence, side effects from breast
cancer, and work.

Discussion

The results of this study suggest that there are multiple pathways of social relation-
ships, social support, and postiraumatic growth and adaptation among breast cancer
survivars ivolved in dragon boating, Four proliles of change in social relationships
ard support and outcomes of participation cmerged, charactenzed by (1) progres-
sive Inaprovements i social relationships, support, and postiraumatic growth; (2) a
consistent focus on supporting others, but unexpectedly receiving support, growth,
and personal fulfillment; (3} erphasis on physical sctivity and competiion and
not dwelling on cancer in a process of moving on; and (4) expencnces that lmit
posifive social experiences and thwarl positive oulcornes.

The link between social relationships, support, and postiraumatic growth over
time was & novel finding, Participants who had positive social relationships and sup-
port also reporied enhanced postiraumatic growth. This pattern was evidenced 1n the
growing relationships and postiraumatic growth in the first three profiles, and, when
relationships and support were distupted, posttranmatic growth was mimmal, This
finding is copsistent with rescarch Hoking social support and posttraumatic growth
{Cadelf et al., 2003}, Specifically, # has been proposed that having opportusities
to discuss concerns with other breast cancer survivors (Lechner, Stoelb, & Antons,
2008) and interact with survivors who role model postiraumatic growth (Weiss,
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2004) can fucilitate such growth. Interestingly, providing support for others also
played a role in posttraumatic growth. Consistent with previous rescarch, breast
cuncer survivors frequently expressed an inferest in helping others through dragon
boating (McDonough et al., 2008; Sabiston et al., 2007). Taking the opportunity (o
prioritize oneself by committing to dragon boating was an important and [ulfilling
outcome for many women. Emslic et al. (2007) discussed the conflict created by
women’s social roles as caregivers and efforts to parlicipaie in a group exercise
class for breast cancer survivors-—a conflict that was also reported in this study,
Helping others can be both taxing and fulfilling, and physical activily programs
may provide opportunitics to priorilize onesslf and experience the fulfillment of
helping others while also being supported.

De-emphasizing breast cancer and focusing on athletic achicvement was
imporlant for many participants. Previous work has documented the importance of
not fecling pressured (o talk about breast cancer in physical activity programs for
breast cancer survivors (Emsdic et al,, 2007; McDonough et al., 2008; Sabiston et
ak., 2007). Furthermore, athleticism and competition are linked to improved physical
self-perceptions and posttraumatic growth for some participants (McDonough et
al., 2008; Sabiston ef al., 2007). Physical activity and associated physical changes
may be 1 means to achieve empowerment, improve health behaviors, shift focus
away from fear and toward living fully, and move on from breast cancer {Burke
& Sabiston, 2010; Hefferon, Grealy, & Mutrie, 2009; Mustain, Katula, & Gill,
2002). While competition is confroversial, as some survivors fecl marginalized by
competitive goals (McDonough et al., 2008; Sabiston ¢t 4k, 2007), the challenge
and athleticism can be fulfilling, and may attract survivars who eschew programs
that place greater emphasis on discussing breast cancer.

Finally, an impostant finding is that some breast cancer survivors have nega-
tive experiences in dragon bouting that may disrept social relationships and sup-
port, and limit postirammnatic growth, Previous studies have documented negative
experiences (Burke & Sabiston, 2010; McDonough et al., 2008; Sabiston et al.,
2007), but the cxamination of negative experiences over an extended period, even
after leaving the program, is 2 unique contribution. Even though some distress is
normal, managesble, and necessary to developing postiraumatic growth (Burke
& Sahision, 2010; Tedeschi & Cathoun, 2004}, it is important to find resolutions
to problems that disrupt social relationships, as these may contribute to declines
in participation and limited growth. In particular, there is 4 need for participative
leadership and ausfonomy support, methods to manage reminders of breast cancer
and recurrence, and strategies to overcome barriers to participation, Autonomy
support refers to inferpersonal interactions that promote freedom and volitional
control and is associated with mecting physical activity guidelines among breast
cancer survivors {(Milne, Wallman, Guitfoyle, Gordon, & Courneya, 2008). Control-
ling practices were a source of conflict, and infroducing more atonomy support
and parlicipative leadership led 1o the resolution of many problems. it may also
be important to minimize reminders of cancer in the early stages of participation,
Interacting with someone experiencing a recurrence led Debbie to identify herseil
with someone doing worse than she was; this downward comparison is associated
with avoidance and poorer well-being (Hollund & Holahan, 2003; Van der Zec et
al,, 2000). Because this interaction occurred before she was able to identity role
models and form more adaptive upward comparisons, she was at particslar risk for
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downward comparison asd avordance, However, by crediting her efforts to cope
with her fears to that inferaction at dragon boating, she also highlights that dragon
boating programs muy have 4 positive impact even on survivors who do not fully
purticipate. Finally, given that the benefits of dragon boating for breast cancer
survivors appear to be linked to active participation, it Is important fo mimmize
burriers. This population may expericnce unique barriers related to cancer, gender,
age, and other factors that need o be further explored (Blaney et al., 2010).

Limitations of this study included the lack of Time 5 data for all participants,
the large sample size, the possibility of participants globally endorsing positive
changes, and participant demographics. Breast cancer survivors who did not par-
ticipate im the fifth interview may have had social expenences thai coninibuted o
their not participating, and those experiences were not captured in the corrent study.
The large sample size presented challenges for data apalysis, meleding analysis
time and limitations on how much of the data could be presented. However, given
the research question, the sample size was appropriate, While it is possible thal
participants may globally endorse posifive changes due to social pressures o report
positive outcomes in the wake of breast cancer (e.g., Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 2000),
rescarch has found that breast cancer survivors do not tend 1o do so {(Cordova
& Andrykowski, 2003), Furthermore, by building rapport over time and asking
participants to recount their personal experiences, both positive and negative,
this possibility was roinimized. Finally, the participants in this study were mostly
Caucastan and of higher sociveconomic status, providing a view of survivorship
from one particular group of breast cancer survivors, Putsre research is needed
with survivors who are from marginalized populations, such as minonties and
those with lower socioeconomic status, (o better understand how social suppost,
phiysical activity, and posttraumatic growth intersect with the social and culturad
experiences of breuast cancer sUrvivors,

Quality of the findings was evaluated based on Smuth's (2011) guidelines for
evaloating IPA. The focus of the articke is demonstrated by the bounded research
queslion on social relationships, support, snd postiranmatic growth among breast
cancer survivors involved in dragen boating. Semistructured interviews conducted
primarily by a researcher with exiensive experience conducting interviews with this
population, or by rescarchers with specific training in interviewing breast cancer
survivors, support the strength of the data. The rigor of the analyses are evidenced
by reporting theme prevalence and incidence across time, and including quotations
from more than half of participants to support cach of the four groups. We have
attempted o devote sufficient spuce 1o elaborating on each theme by focusing on
the four paticrns of experlence across time. The results include both description
of participants’ experiences and our inferpretations, and we discussed converging
and diverging perspectives within each group. Finally, we have mude our best
attempt to craft a carefully written article that conveys the essence and emotion of
participants’ expericnces.

Collectively. these findings reinforce the roles of social relationships and sup-
potl as possible mechanisms in the development of postiraumatic growth through
dragon boating for breast cancer survivors, and highlight different patterns of
expericnces and implications for adaptation o breast cancer. Theoreticaily, the
resulis provide insight into the hinks between social relationships, support, and
postiraumatic growth, Foture work is needed fo examine the provalence and strength
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of the links between social relationship and support constructs and postiraumatic
growth, and how they may be linked causally and over time. The potential for sociud
relationships and support to facilitate postiraumatic growth in the dragon bouling
context is also of practical value given receat recomimendations about encosrag-
ing psychosocial programs for breast cancer servivors that facilitate postiraumatic
growth indirecily. Pressuring breast cancer survivors to engage in positive thinking
or endorse positive outcomes can disrept social supporl, so programs should allow
breast cancer survivors to discover postirasmatic growth at their own pace (Lechner
et al., 2008; Wilkinson & Kitzinger, 2000). Programs like dragon boating may fit
this need by promoting social connections and providing survivors with a posilive
and productive challenge to move on and grow.
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