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Factors Affecting People's Attitudes Concerning Being told
of a Diagnosis of Cancer: A Survey of Healthy Adults
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Abstract ; The decision to report a diagnosis of cancer to a patient should be made on the ba-
sis of a judgment of the individual patient's situation and in a way that is tailored to that in-
dividual patient. The present study was undertaken to investigate people's attitudes toward
receiving a report of a cancer diagnosis and to identify factors affecting these attitudes. A
questionnaire survey of 222 healthy adults yielded the following results.

1. Of all the respondents, 69.5% absolutely wanted to be told the diagnosis, 25.7% wanted con-
ditions imposed on the revelation of the diagnosis and 4.8% did not want to be told the diag-
nosis. Frequently offered reasons for wanting to know the truth were: concerns about possible
lifestyle changes, planning for the future, the desire to be informed about oneself, and selec-
tion of therapeutic methods. Reasons for not wanting to know were: an inability to accept
a cancer diagnosis, fear of the shock of knowledge, and anticipated feelings of helplessness.
2. The respondents reported various concepts related to cancer, including cure after early de-
tection, fear, pain, surgery and feelings of helplessness.

3. When asked about their understanding of cancer, many respondents stated they had little
understanding, and no correlation was noted between the self-reported degree of understand-
ing and the presence/absence of a desire to be told of a cancer diagnosis. The desire to be
told was associated with the intention to learn more about cancer.

4. Among those individuals who absolutely wanted to be told the truth of their diagnosis, the
largest percentage said they wanted to know the diagnosis on their own responsibility, even
if their family members were against revelation of it. Furthermore, the largest percentage
said they thought that their family members would probably reveal the diagnosis to them
even if the physician did not.

5. When asked about conversations with family members about the disclosure of a cancer di-
agnosis, the most frequent answer was "we seldom have such talks."

6. Individuals with higher trait anxiety were less willing to receive the true diagnosis.

These results indicate that the degree of the desire to be told about a diagnosis of cancer and
the accompanying emotions vary among individuals. It also seems that an important role for
nurses is to deal with the discrepancy of opinions between a patient and family members, and
to provide psychological support to the patient and family after the diagnosis is reported.

Key words . reporting cancer to patients, desire to receive true cancer diagnosis, information,
family
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