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Abstract

This paper aimed to gain insight into and to compare various strategies deployed by parents and owners
for coping with both cancer diagnosis and corresponding treatment for both children and dogs. Cross-
sectional study of the data collected from parents of children with cancer on chemotherapy at the
In-Patient Unit of the Pediatric Oncology Service at Hospital de Clinicas de Porto Alegre and owners of
dogs with cancer on chemotherapy at the Oncology Unit of Veterinary Clinics Hospital at Universidade
Federal do Rio Grande do Sul. A semistructured interview was conducted with the 44 subjects on the
impact of the diagnosis and treatment. They answered a questionnaire adapted from the Coping Strategies
Inventory by Folkman and Lazarus. Data were analyzed using mixed methods, that is, statistical analysis
and the content analysis proposed by Bardin. The Inventory scales were analyzed to compare parents and
owners. Three of the eight scales showed statistically significant differences: responsibility acceptance
(P=0.002), escape-avoidance (P=0.001) and positive reappraisal (P=0.005). The main differences were
found in the scales related to emotion, because parents showed both guilt and need to find a way to turn
that situation into something positive. The main goal of both parents and owners was patient care and
treatment. They set a course of action and pursued it, in spite of the suffering brought by the situation.
The ability to reassess the situation positively was observed in both groups, as their discourse after coping
with was that of who has learned to appreciate life more.
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Resumo

Este artigo teve como objetivo compreender e comparar as varias estratégias de enfrentamento de pais e
tutores frente ao diagnostico e tratamento de cancer em criangas e caes. Foi realizado um estudo transversal
com dados coletados de pais de criancas com cancer em quimioterapia na Unidade de Pacientes Internos
do Servico de Oncologia Pediatrica no Hospital de Clinicas de Porto Alegre e tutores de caes com cancer
em quimioterapia na Unidade de Oncologia do Hospital de Clinicas Veterinarias na Universidade Federal
do Rio Grande do Sul. Os 44 participantes realizaram entrevistas semiestruturadas abordando o impacto
deste diagnostico e tratamento, e responderam ao questionario adaptado do Inventario de Estratégias de
Coping de Folkman e Lazarus. Os dados foram analisados por meio de métodos mistos, ou seja, com analise
estatistica e emprego da técnica de andlise de contetido de Bardin. A analise dos fatores do Inventario
comparou pais e tutores. Dos oito fatores avaliados, trés tiveram diferenca estatisticamente significativa:
aceitacdo de responsabilidade (P=0,002), fuga e esquiva (P=0,001) e reavaliagdo positiva (P=0,005). As
principais diferencas observadas foram nos fatores relacionados a emocao, pois os pais demonstraram
maior sentimento de culpa, desejo de que a doenca desaparecesse e necessidade de encontrar uma
maneira de transformar a situacdo em algo positivo. Pais e tutores tiveram como objetivo cuidar e tratar
0s pacientes, sendo que tracaram um plano de acdo e o seguiram, apesar do sofrimento causado pela
situacdo. A capacidade de reavaliar a situacdo de forma positiva foi vista nos dois grupos, pois, apés o
enfrentamento da situacdo, as falas eram de quem aprendeu a dar maior valor ao viver.

Palavras-chave: diagnostico de cancer, enfrentamento, vinculo ser humano-animal, relacdo pais-filhos.
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Introduction

Types of family have changed due to the current social dynamics, resulting in changes
in legislation (Instituto Brasileiro de Geografia e Estatistica, 2019). The inclusion of pets
as members of the family has been an innovation, characterizing a multi-species family.
Emotional bonds, that bring together parents, children and even pets, have replaced familial
bonds (Familia, 2017).

Emotional bonds are very relevant for the family dynamics. Cancer diagnosis of a family
member can change the relationship among the family, as well as how they communicate and
sort out everyday issues. Changes in behavior result from the surprise and stress caused by the
diagnosis (Pereira & Branco, 2016).

The process of a child becoming ill comes with repercussions that make both the child
and the family fragile and vulnerable. When this processis represented by the overload and
the stigma that come with child cancer, it is even more distressing (Amador et al., 2013).
Cancer puts the patients and their family members in a condition of fragility because of
its stigma, difficulties in dealing with the situation, and concerns about its consequences
to the patient and the rest of the family (Pereira & Branco, 2016). The interpretations of
reality affect how people hypothesize about the future and about themselves. Predictions
of the future can be completely negative in cases of cancer diagnosis, in which the subject
is not able to consider more favorable results. That can cause dysfunctional or maladaptive
behavior (Rosa & Lopes, 2013). On the other hand, cancer diagnosis of a pet also mobilizes
the family. Due to the new meaning given to human-animal interaction, the number of
owners who seek cancer treatment for their pets is increasingly higher (Mason, 2016). The
same study demonstrated that the existing proximity and emotional bond shift focus from
end-of-life care, represented by euthanasia, to other options, such as surgery, chemotherapy
and palliative care. Veterinary patients can be seen enjoying a good quality of life, in spite
of their illness (Mason, 2016).

The individual's assessment of the situation will determine the strategies to be used in the
moments of confrontation with the illness (Kristensen et al., 2010).

To date, there is not a prospective study in literature comparing the repercussion of cancer
diagnosis in families with pediatric patients and the ones with veterinary patients. This study
aims to assess the impact of cancer diagnosis and chemotherapy on parents of pediatric patients
and on owners of veterinary patients.

Material and methods

A cross-sectional mixed methods study was performed, employing both qualitative and
quantitative approaches. A stochastic sampling model was used to determine a sample of 44
subjects of age, who were picked from two groups: parents of pediatric patients and owners
of dogs, both children and dogs being cancer patients submitted to chemotherapy. Data were
collected at the Hospital de Clinicas de Porto Alegre (HCPA) and the Veterinary Hospital of the
Universidade Federal Rio Grande do Sul (HCV-UFRGS). The subjects were identified by “P"
(parents) and “T" (owners). The sample size was determined using the program WINPEPI 11.65
(Hetts & Lagoni, 1990).

All subjects authorized the study after the consent process. A semistructured interview was
conducted to assess the impact of chemotherapy on the life of the patient’s family members.
The Coping Strategies Inventory by Folkman and Lazarus was also used (Savoia et al., 1996). This
Inventory rates eight scales: confrontation; withdrawal; self-control; social support; responsibility
acceptance; escape-avoidance; problem solving; and positive reappraisal.

The qualitative analysis of the data transcribed from the interviews employed the content
analysis proposed by Bardin (1977). The program NVivo 12 analyzed the frequency of words
through word clouds and dendrograms.
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Statistical analysis

The quantitative analysis used to characterize the groups was conducted using the program
SPSS 20.0. The Chi-squared test and the Chi-squared test with Yates correction were used
to compare categorical variables, as needed. The categories with a higher frequency than
expected were detected through an analysis of adjusted residuals. To compare the averages, the
Student's t-test was used for independent samples, and the analysis of covariance (ANCOVA)
was used to adjust for age. The significance level was set to 5% (P=0.05).

Results

There were significant differences across age (P<0.001), education (P<0.001) and occupation
(P=0.002) of the subjects. The parents were younger, mostly with basic education and
not economically active. On the other hand, owners had higher education and were mostly
self-employed professionals or had a formal job.

The analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) of the eight scales of the Coping Strategies Inventory
demonstrated that five scales didn't show statistically significant differences in the averages of
the answers (P>0.05), and the other three showed these differences (P<0.05). The five scales
that did not differ were: Confrontation, withdrawal, self-control, social support, and problem
solving. On the scales responsibility acceptance (P=0.002), escape-avoidance (P=0.001) and
positive reappraisal (P=0.005), the score in the group of parents was significantly higher than
in the group of owners (Figures 1 and 2). When the ANCOVA was adjusted for age, the scale
responsibility acceptance was no longer significant.

When evaluating the answers to the 66 items from the Inventory on a stand-alone basis, it is
possible to identify which coping strategies are more connected to the parents and which are
connected to the owners.

Item 55 - "Twish I could have changed what happened or how I felt.” -, regarding responsibility
acceptance, had the highest option on the scale marked by 15 of the 22 parents: ‘I used it with
a high frequency.” The distribution of the answers in the group of owners was more uniform
among the four choices presented (P=0.006).

I—Q—-—i Confrontation
|—.—| Withdrawal
|—01—| Self-Control

| . | Social Support
f @ ! Responsibility Acceptance
f @ ! Escape-Avoidance
|_._._| Problem Solving
} © | Positive Reappraisal
-1.5 -1.0 -0.5 0.0 0.5 1.0 1.5

Difference between the means in each scale for parents and owners

Figure 1. Graph showing the difference between the means in each scale for parents and owners, with a 95%
confidence interval (CI95%).
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Figure 2. Graph comparing the average scores of parents and owners in the scales Responsibility Acceptance,
Escape-Avoidance and Positive Reappraisal.

Item 58 - "Twanted that situation to be over or somehow disappear.” - regarding escape-avoidance,
also had the highest option on the scale marked by 15 parents: ‘I used it with a high frequency,
whereas nine owners marked the lowest option: "I did not use this strategy.” (P=0.006).

Item 56 - "I changed something in myself, I changed somehow: - regards positive reappraisal.
The highest option was marked by 12 of the 22 parents, whereas the answers of the owners were
spread over the four choices (P=0.01).

Finally, item 60 - "I prayed.” -, also regarding positive reappraisal, had different answers in
both groups. The highest option was marked for the strategy of prayer by 18 parents and only
nine owners. On the other hand, none of the parents marked the option of not having prayed,
whereas eight owners did (P=0.01).

The content analysis of the answers to the guiding question of the semistructured interview
- "What was the impact of the diagnosis and chemotherapy of your child or dog in your life?"
- was performed using the scales of the Coping Strategies Inventory as previous assessment
categories. The three categories that had different answers in the groups of parents and owners
were responsibility acceptance, escape-avoidance and positive reappraisal. These results confirm
the data quantitatively assessed using analysis of covariance.

Responsibility acceptance was evidenced by the doubts parents had concerning the onset
of the illness and the mistakes they might have made in childcare. Owners did not show guilt
related to their pet’s illness.

Escape-avoidance was evidenced by the desire of the parents for the situation to be over,
perhaps as a miracle. Parents also reported having isolated themselves socially and seeking
comfort eating, smoking, or taking drugs or medication. Owners did not have these types
of responses.

Regarding positive reappraisal, parents referred spirituality-related questions more intensely.

In the analysis of the transcript of the interviews, conducted using the program NVivo, the
words well and do stood out in both groups, showing the aim of seeking treatment and the need
for acting (Figures 3 and 4).

The assessment of the associations among words, using dendrograms, showed that parents
associate illness to treatment, whereas owners associate illness to life.
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Figure 3. Word cloud generated from the transcript of the interviews with the parents, using the NVivo
software. (*) Translator's note: the word clouds were generated from the transcript of the interviews in
Portuguese and translated to English keeping the original layout. Verbs in Portuguese are inflected differently
for each grammatical person, so the use of a pronoun is necessary to keep their accurate meaning in English.
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Figure 4. Word cloud generated from the transcript of the interviews with the owners, using the NVivo software.
(*) Translator's note: the word clouds were generated from the transcript of the interviews in Portuguese and
translated to English keeping the original layout. Verbs in Portuguese are inflected differently for each grammatical
person, so the use of a pronoun is necessary to keep their accurate meaning in English.
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Discussion

The scales confrontation, withdrawal, self-control, social support, and problem solving did
not show significant difference between the groups, which allowed a more balanced analysis
between parents and owners.

Both sought resources to pursue what they considered necessary and did not blame anybody
for the situation they were facing. Our findings are consistent with previous studies (Jarolmen,
1998) that confirm the acknowledgment of the human-animal bond existing in urban societies.
Thisis demonstrated by the feelings of the owners towards their pets, that are considered equated
with "human beings” and members of the family. Because of these characteristics, people seek
an appropriate veterinary treatment to cure or prolong the life of their sick pet. People with a
strong human-animal attachment usually require the understanding that they did their best to
save their pets (Hetts & Lagoni, 1990).

Neither parents nor owners found a person responsible for the situation they were going
through, nor showed anger for it. The parents exposed less their feelings to others than the
owners. It is important to take into consideration the mixed feelings parents have after a pediatric
cancer diagnosis. The dynamics of the process full of conflicts shows the complexity of family
adaptation (Van-Schoors et al., 2018). Most parents did not expose their family situation to other
people, which did not happen with the owners.

The subjects did not minimize the situation and were seriously concerned about it. The
moment of the diagnosis was experienced with great suffering by both groups. The finding of
theillness in the family is usually described by the parents as “nothing is normal anymore”, with
therisk of psychological trauma and increase of negative emotions (Van-Schoors et al,, 2018). The
parents also reported feeling anger, guilt and sadness (Eche & Aronowitz, 2018). Even though they
intensely seek a way of hiding or eliminating their child's illness, they see no way out, therefore
surrendering to the emotional impact of this situation (Amador et al., 2013).

Neither group acted asif nothing had happened, and both thought deeply about what they were
going through. Negative impacts were identified on the quality of life of the parents, concerning
their physical, psychological, emotional and social health, especially in the first six months after
the diagnosis (Slater et al.,, 2018).

Both parents and owners were shocked by the situation they faced, which included changes
in the family routine (Slater et al,, 2018). Most parents of pediatric cancer patients admitted that
their priorities had changed and that the health of their child had become the most important
thing (Kim et al,, 2019).

Both parents and owners knew what had to be done and consequently doubled their efforts to
do what was needed, setting a course of action and focusing on it. It was found that the need for
control involved planning to beat cancer, and it was paramount to follow the plan and establish
routines and strategies to make it happen (Gardling et al., 2017).

Not backing off made the fathers understand the need for their active participation in the care
of their child, since the mother is overloaded in this process. These findings are consistent with
a study that shows the mother as the main caregiver (IKim et al., 2019).

In neither group the subjects rushed into anything or did something irreversible following their
initial impetus. Previous studies have also demonstrated this characteristic (Moreira & Angelo,
2008). Living a period of fight for the child’s life shows the extent of the mother's behaviors, that
are expressed by the interactions with herself, with the child, and with all the elements involved
in the experience of her child's illness, evidencing the development of her role as a mother of a
child with cancer.

Both parents and owners talked to other people about the problem, seeking help and information
about the situation, and talking to somebody who could do something concrete to help them. The
answers of the parents confirm other studies (Gardling et al., 2017) where it was understood that
they were the connection between their child and the hospital. Obtaining relevant information
provided a feeling of control and reduced uncertainty. Finding routines or strategies helped the
parents manage the situations they were facing and focus on their child.

In this study, we found that the families felt welcome and looked after in both hospitals. The
treatment given by the medical care team was referred positively by both groups.
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The subjects talked to somebody about how they were feeling, accepting sympathy, as in
compassion, and comprehension from other people. Most subjects were supported by their
social network, although many have showed feelings of loneliness and abandonment. Family
support was paramount in both groups.

The families of both human and animal patients ended up bonding with the institution and
with other families. In the group of parents, sharing the same difficulties brought attachment
and concern with other children as well as their own. The parents also found strength in the
contact with other people who have been through the same experience (Pezente et al,, 2014).

Most parents and owners drastically changed their lives after the treatment of the patient
started. The suffering of the parents seems to have been stronger, since they were estranged from
their families and especially from their other children due to the long periods of hospitalization.
The families had to leave everything behind to focus on the care of their child. The emotional
pain of the parents affected their quality of life. They admitted having focused more on the sick
child to the detriment of other family members, which brought more guilt and emotional strain
(Kim et al,, 2019).

Inboth groups, the subjects either changed or grew as a person, leaving this experience better
than expected. Their statements demonstrated that going through the experience of having a
child or pet diagnosed with cancer and submitted to chemotherapy sparked new reflections
and understandings to these people.

In the scales where differences between the groups were detected, the idea of guilt of the
parents is evidenced by their questionings about the onset of the illness and about where they
went wrong concerning childcare. Guilt was not reported in the group of owners.

The parents criticized and rebuked themselves and wished they could have changed what had
happened or how they had felt. This was not observed in the group of owners. The statements
of the parents are, in a way, consistent with current literature (Anjos et al,, 2015), that shows that
the contact with the illness causes fear of the unknown and guilt for what is happening to their
child, seeing the illness as a punishment (Teixeira & Pereira, 2011).

The period where cancer is diagnosed is characterized by the abrupt break of routine, and the
fact that it is a potentially fatal illness brings doubts about the plans for the future of the family
(Teixeira & Pereira, 2011). We found that the parents wanted the situation to be over or go away,
which was not observed in the group of the owners. The parents hoped for a miracle, in contrast
with most owners.

During the period of treatment, the parents had considerable pain, which persisted even
after the treatment was completed. Higher anxiety and stress levels, associated with thoughts
of recurrence or relapse, were observed (Al-Gamal et al., 2019).

The mothers stated that their protective behavior could avoid further suffering. The fathers
showed feelings of not having given enough love to their child in the past (Al-Gamal et al., 2019).

The pain caused by the fear of the loss is also experienced by the owners. The human-animal
bond can be compared to the human-human bond. Therefore, a strong attachment to a pet animal
can be a predictor of the suffering an owner can experience (Merrill, 2012).

The parents seek comfort eating, smoking, or taking drugs or medication, differently from the
owners. The answers from the group of parents confirm the findings of another study (Slater,
2019) where a mother states that: "As a mother, living with a child who had cancer, I know that
my life has changed forever and I am still learning to live with that. I saw a doctor and we agreed
that now I need a little help, with antidepressants and some appointments with psychologists
to process what happened and deal with the future”

The parents tried to avoid people in general, which was not observed in the group of the
owners. Another study shows that parents realized that the others had no idea of how their
family felt, which resulted in more isolation. Numerous families ended up feeling segregated
(Slater, 2019).

The subjects of that study rediscovered what matters in life. The answers and statements of
the parents confirm another study (Van-Schoors et al., 2018) that shows a change of attitude
towards life in face of the new situation. In that case, the family starts playing a more important
role and things outside the family become less significant. The parents reported appreciating
more the little things, valuing more the time spent with their families.
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Most parents prayed, whereas half of the owners did it. The parents showed stronger feelings
related to religiosity, which were expressed by an increased faith and surrender of the illness to
God's will (Amador et al,, 2013).

From the data collected and analyzed in this study, the main differences were found in the
scales related to emotion, because parents showed more guilt, wish that the illness went away,
and need to find a way to turn that situation into something positive.

Our findings reinforce the understanding that dogs are considered important members of
the family.

In both groups, the main goal was patient care and treatment. Both parents and owners set
a course of action and pursued it, in spite of the suffering brought by the situation. This can be
evidenced by the expressions of pain and despair, mostly in the statements of the parents. They
also expressed more suffering, which can be due to the long period of hospitalization of their
child, causing the distancing from the family, especially their other children.

Conclusion

Both parents and owners assessed the situation positively because, after facing it, they learned
to appreciate life more. Our findings highlight the need to get both parents and owners more
involved in the treatment because it brings more security, ensuring that the patients will get the
care they need. The families reported feeling welcome and looked after in both hospitals.
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