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Abstract

Background and Objectives: Pediatric cancer poses significant challenges for
physicians, giving rise to numerous ethical dilemmas during diagnosis and
treatment of affected children. This study explored the ethical experiences of
pediatric oncologists across various phases of patient care and their interaction with
patients’ families.

Materials and Methods: This qualitative study was performed by purposive
sampling method, involving pediatric oncologists from different provinces of Iran.
Research data were gathered through semi-structured interviews, continuing until
saturation of codes was achieved among new participants. Research data were
extracted using MAXQDA 10 software and categorized by qualitative content
analysis with the agreement of the research team.

Results: Through 11 interviews conducted with pediatric oncologists representing
10 provinces in Iran, 158 initial codes were extracted. Following code analysis and
classification, three main themes were identified, encompassing a total had 10 sub-
themes. Main themes included parental reactions, therapeutic challenges, family
communication strategies and the physicians' inner experiences.

Conclusion: The findings of this study showed a broad spectrum of ethical and
clinical experiences of pediatric oncologists in Iran, with influences from
geographical, religious and and demographic factors. The study underscores the
need for tailored educational programs, protocols and guidelines to improve the
ethical performance knowledge of these physicians in aligment with the cultural,
geographical and religious conditions of Iran.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Pediatrics cancer is a chronic and difficult disease that
can create ethical challenges for physicians during the
time and path of diagnosis and treatment. This
qualitative study was conducted as an initial step in
understanding the needs and moral experiences of the
treatment staff and children with cancer and their
parents to develop a scientific program in the field of
education and treatment by explaining the moral
experiences of pediatric oncology specialists.
Therefore, the needs for professional medical ethics
should be applied.

Materials and Methods

This qualitative study was conducted by targeted
sampling method with the participation of 11 pediatric
oncology specialists in 10 provinces of Iran with at least
one year of clinical work experience in this field. Data
were collected through semi-structured interviews with
the participants. The interviews continued until
theoretical saturation was reached.

The steps of data analysis were as follows: transcribing
the text of the interviews, careful and frequent reading
of the texts, opening the codes and identifying the
primary framework in each interview, categorizing the
codes, finding the core codes, identifying the
relationship between the cores, and recognizing and
describing the main framework. Research data were
extracted using MAXQDA 10 and categorized using the
qualitative content analysis method with the agreement
of the research team.

Results

A total of 158 initial codes were extracted from the
interviews. After analyzing and categorizing the codes,
three main themes and ten secondary themes were
extracted. The main themes and sub-themes included
the following:

Parents' reactions (grief, acceptance, and trust):

In this category, different reactions of parents were
investigated when faced with the news of their child's
diagnosis or different stages of the disease. Pediatric
oncologists also confronted ethical challenges, and
there was a need to make decisions and adopt ethical
strategies.

Treatment challenges (need for a team, difficult care
conditions, lack of equipment and facilities, and
financial burden):

In this category, the talks of doctors and parents are
reflected, which showed the problems and challenges
of the treatment length in relation to the treatment and
care requirements, including human resources,
equipment, and facilities.

Pediatric oncologists’ inner experience (resiliency due
to self-confidence, bitter experience of complaints,
difficult responsibility, and alternative decision-
making):

This category involved the experiences of pediatric
oncologists, such as feelings, emotions, and conflicts in
dealing with different stages of the disease and parents
and children.

It shows the intellectual and emotional content based
on which doctors make decisions and regulate

relationships with parents.

Discussion
The most important main and secondary themes of the
study were as follows:

Helping the family make decisions about treatment
methods when the treatment is expensive or ineffective.
Moreover, respecting the justice principles in medical
ethics by considering the family's financial situation.

The need for all-round treatment and diagnostic
teams to communicate quickly and make the best
treatment decisions.

Lack of facilities in the field of pediatric oncology
with direct and indirect effects on treatment.

Doctors' feelings of hope and satisfaction caused by
self-confidence in difficult situations, which guided and
encouraged them to continue on the path.

The experience of being threatened with a complaint
by parents and proceedings in the prosecutor's office,
which, despite rare occurrences, was an absolutely
unbearable experience for doctors.

Pediatric oncology doctors experience a very difficult
sense of responsibility in a wide range of worries and
psychological tensions at different stages of diagnosing
and treating patients.

Cases of ethical decision-making in which parents
expect the doctors to show sympathy and make the
most proper decision. According to paternalism, it is
still the doctor who makes the final decision in many
cases, and the families do not object.

Conclusion

The results showed different and extensive dimensions
of ethical and clinical experiences of doctors in Iran,
each of which influenced by geographical and religious
conditions and other demographic factors. This study
revealed the need for some vital measures in the field of
developing and training guidelines and educational
programs suitable to the local conditions of Iran for
pediatric oncology doctors. These guidelines will help
specialists in improving the quality of communication
between doctors, patients, and the patient's family. This
study highlighted that doctors themselves need
supportive and educational interventions to improve
their mental health and increase their job satisfaction
due to their hard-working conditions and numerous
managerial and structural deficiencies. Almost none of
the pediatric oncologists mentioned the role of children
in clinical decision-making regarding their treatment
plan and their participation as a decision-maker.
Although some pediatric oncologists pointed out that if
the age of the affected person is around a teenhood, it
is sometimes necessary to give them the information
regarding the severity of the disease to obtain their
cooperation. However, it seems that the involvement of
children in treatment decisions is not a common and
routine concern and process among Iran's oncology
departments. Therefore, attention should be paid to this
important issue  when  developing educational
programs. More accurate and specific qualitative
studies are needed to identify the moral weaknesses in
the pediatric oncology profession, as well as designing
quantitative studies based on the results of this study
and other qualitative studies to better understand the
entire community of oncologists in Iran.
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