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emotional endurance, and existential meaning, yet its subjective dimensions remain
underexplored. Despite advances in clinical outcomes research, little is known about

how patients experience, interpret, and give meaning to their encounters with
pharmacological treatment in real-life contexts. This study addresses that gap by
applying a phenomenological approach to explore the lived experiences of cancer
patients undergoing platinum-based chemotherapy and to uncover the essence of their
therapeutic journey. Using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), data were
collected through semi-structured interviews with twelve participants and analyzed
thematically to capture the experiential and relational meanings of pharmacological
care. The findings revealed five essential themes: the embodiment of suffering and
endurance, trust and uncertainty in pharmacological care, negotiation between herbal
and conventional therapies, reconstruction of identity through illness, and the
transformative role of empathy in clinical encounters. These results demonstrate that
healing extends beyond biomedical efficacy to encompass emotional, relational, and
spiritual transformation shaped by empathy and patient agency. The study contributes to
qualitative pharmaceutical research by offering a deeper understanding of how
pharmacological treatment is lived, not merely administered. However, this study
acknowledges methodological limitations, including its small, context-specific sample
and reliance on self-reported narratives, which may limit transferability. These insights
have significant implications for developing empathy-driven, patient-centered
pharmaceutical care models and for guiding future research integrating
phenomenological methods in pharmacological sciences.
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INTRODUCTION

Pharmacological treatment represents one of the most complex intersections between medical
science, human experience, and societal perception (Guaraldi et al., 2020). Within the realm of
pharmaceutical science, chemotherapy stands as both a scientific triumph and a profound human
challenge, shaping not only physiological outcomes but also psychological and existential dimensions
of patients’ lives (Karlikova et al., 2025). Advances in drug formulation and delivery have
significantly increased survival rates among cancer patients; however, the human experience behind
these treatments remains insufficiently understood and often overshadowed by biomedical
indicators.Patients frequently confront the paradox between the promise of cure and the suffering
induced by the very substances designed to heal them (X. Li et al., 2025). This paradox situates
chemotherapy within a broader sociocultural discourse where healing, suffering, and survival coexist
as intertwined realities rather than separate conditions.

The relevance of this phenomenon extends beyond the pharmacological act itself. It involves
the way individuals internalize and assign meaning to the sensations, emotions, and transformations
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that accompany therapeutic interventions (Mukhlis, Suradi, et al., 2023; Mukhlis, 2025b).
Pharmacotherapy, in this context, becomes a lived experience shaped by the patient’s interaction with
clinicians, family members, and the healthcare environment (Miglani et al., 2025). Studies in clinical
pharmacy and qualitative health research have indicated that patients’ adherence, trust, and emotional
resilience are profoundly influenced by how they perceive and make sense of their treatment journeys.
Thus, understanding pharmacological therapy through the lens of lived experience provides critical
insight into how patients navigate uncertainty, embody side effects, and reconstruct personal identity
amid biomedical control.

Despite growing recognition of patient-centered care, much of the current understanding of
pharmacological treatment remains grounded in clinical efficacy and pharmacokinetics rather than the
subjective, emotional, and existential dimensions of healing (Liguori et al., 2025). This gap
underscores the need for an interpretative approach that honors the voices of patients and explores
how they live through, rather than simply wundergo, pharmacological intervention. A
phenomenological perspective offers a pathway to capture these meanings as they emerge from
experience revealing the depth, complexity, and humanity embedded within medical treatment
(Gallagher et al., 2020). Through this lens, the study seeks not to quantify effects, but to illuminate
how individuals experience, interpret, and ultimately transform through their engagement with
pharmacological therapy.

Building upon the broader context of pharmacological experience, research exploring
patients’ lived experiences within medical treatment has increasingly gained scholarly attention
(Alzahrani et al., 2021). The focus has shifted from viewing patients as passive recipients of
pharmacotherapy to recognizing them as active meaning-makers within their healing processes.
Within this paradigm, phenomenological inquiry provides a powerful framework for understanding
how individuals interpret their embodied experiences of medication, side effects, and therapeutic
interactions (van de Graaf et al., 2025). The field of qualitative pharmaceutical research particularly
within clinical pharmacology and patient-centered care has acknowledged that subjective narratives
often reveal layers of insight inaccessible through biomedical data alone (M. Li et al., 2025). These
insights are crucial for bridging the gap between pharmacological efficacy and the patient’s sense of
well-being, autonomy, and trust in therapy.

However, exploring such deeply personal and contextually rich experiences poses
considerable methodological challenges. Traditional quantitative methodologies, though invaluable
for establishing efficacy and safety, often fail to capture the intricate emotional, psychological, and
existential dimensions of pharmacological treatment (Cao et al., 2025). Metrics such as symptom
reduction or dosage optimization do not fully convey how patients live through their treatment,
negotiate their identities, or find meaning in the face of bodily transformation. Even qualitative
studies that rely on thematic content analysis sometimes risk fragmenting human experience into
categories detached from its lived unity and depth.

These limitations underscore the need for a methodological approach that can authentically
engage with the essence of human experience (Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, & Zulbaidah, 2025;
Mukhlis, Arifin, Ridwan, Zulbaidah, et al., 2025). Phenomenology particularly interpretative and
descriptive approaches addresses this gap by focusing on how individuals perceive, interpret, and
internalize their treatment encounters (Wilson et al., 2022). It seeks to move beyond surface-level
description toward uncovering the structures of meaning that underlie participants’ narratives. In the
context of pharmacological research, such an approach enables a nuanced understanding of how
patients experience medical interventions as more than chemical processes viewing them instead as
relational, ethical, and existential events embedded in the fabric of everyday life.

Despite significant advancements in pharmacological science and patient-centered care, most
existing approaches to understanding chemotherapy experiences remain grounded in biomedical or
behavioral frameworks (Staropoli et al., 2024). Current clinical practices primarily rely on
standardized outcome measures such as adherence rates, symptom profiles, or pharmacodynamic
responses to evaluate the effectiveness of drug therapies. While these indicators are essential for
clinical assessment, they often overlook the subjective and existential dimensions of patients’
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experiences. As a result, the deeper meanings patients attach to their treatment how they internalize
pain, interpret healing, and reconcile medical intervention with personal identity remain
underexplored within conventional research paradigms.

Moreover, existing qualitative investigations within pharmaceutical care tend to emphasize
descriptive accounts of satisfaction, compliance, or communication, without delving into the
phenomenological essence of what it means to live through pharmacological treatment. Such
approaches risk simplifying the complexity of human experience into thematic summaries detached
from its embodied, emotional, and moral realities (Zhou et al., 2025). The reliance on pragmatic or
outcome-based models provides only a partial view, failing to illuminate how individuals construct
meaning amid suffering, uncertainty, and hope during the pharmacological process.

These limitations underscore a critical need for an alternative lens one that privileges lived
experience and the meaning structures embedded within it. A phenomenological approach offers this
pathway by allowing the researcher to access how patients perceive, interpret, and transform through
their engagement with pharmacological therapy. Through this lens, the study seeks to move beyond
merely describing what patients do in response to treatment toward uncovering how they experience
and make sense of it at a deeper, existential level (Gezelius et al., 2025). Such understanding not only
enriches the scientific discourse on patient care but also contributes to the development of more
empathetic and contextually sensitive pharmaceutical practices.

Previous research has provided valuable insights into how patients experience illness and
medical treatment, yet studies focusing specifically on the lived experience of pharmacological
therapy remain limited. Qualitative investigations in clinical pharmacy have examined patient—
provider communication, adherence behaviors, and satisfaction levels, but these approaches often
capture only surface-level perspectives (Nurhidayah, 2025). Theoretical foundations from
phenomenology, particularly those proposed by Husserl and Heidegger, emphasize understanding
human experience as it is lived, rather than as it is measured or interpreted externally. Applying this
theoretical lens to pharmaceutical contexts offers a means of understanding how patients make sense
of bodily changes, emotional struggles, and relationships within the therapeutic process. This study
builds on that body of knowledge by emphasizing the existential and interpretative dimensions of
patients’ engagement with pharmacological treatment.

In addressing the limitations identified earlier, the present research adopts an interpretative
phenomenological approach to explore the meaning structures embedded within patients’ experiences
of chemotherapy. This approach enables a nuanced understanding of how participants perceive,
endure, and assign meaning to their interactions with medication and healthcare providers. By
focusing on lived experience rather than objective outcomes, the study responds to the knowledge gap
concerning how patients internalize pharmacological treatment as part of their personal and social
identity (Matsui et al., 2025). The method thus provides a way to reveal the deeper essence of healing
understood as a relational and existential process rather than a merely physiological one. Through this
approach, the study contributes to advancing the philosophical and empirical dimensions of
qualitative pharmaceutical research.

This article is structured as follows: The introduction presents the conceptual foundation and
rationale for the study, linking pharmacological treatment to phenomenological inquiry (Mukhlis et
al., 2024; Mukhlis, Maryam, et al., 2023). The Method section outlines the study design,
participant selection, data collection, and analytical approach. The Results section presents thematic
findings that illuminate the essential meanings and experiential structures of chemotherapy as lived by
participants. The Discussion integrates these findings with existing literature, interpreting their
broader implications for clinical practice and pharmaceutical care. Finally, the Conclusion highlights
the study’s contributions to both phenomenological research and patient-centered pharmacological
understanding.

RESEARCH METHODS
Study Design
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The study employed a phenomenological research design aimed at uncovering the lived
experiences and meanings embedded within the phenomenon of pharmacological treatment among
cancer patients (Lutz & Knox, 2014; McNabb, 2015). The phenomenological approach was
chosen for its emphasis on capturing subjective realities as they are perceived and experienced, rather
than measured or inferred through external observation. This design allowed for the exploration of the
essence of participants’ experiences, revealing how individuals construct meaning from their
interactions with chemotherapy, pharmaceutical care, and their own bodies during treatment. In
addition to its philosophical suitability, the design was explicitly oriented toward ensuring
trustworthiness by embedding procedures that enhanced credibility, dependability, and confirmability
of the findings throughout data collection and analysis.

The study adopted an interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) framework, which
emphasizes understanding participants’ sense-making processes within their specific contexts. This
interpretative stance enabled the analysis to move beyond surface-level descriptions toward a deeper
comprehension of how patients negotiate, interpret, and assign significance to their pharmacological
encounters. The approach ensured that findings remained grounded in lived experience while being
interpreted through a philosophical lens that values subjectivity and context.

Participants

Participants comprised adult cancer patients who had undergone at least three consecutive
cycles of platinum-based chemotherapy within the past twelve months (Hillman & Radel, 2018;
Migdal, 2018). Selection followed a purposive sampling strategy to ensure that all individuals had
direct, sustained engagement with pharmacological treatment and were capable of articulating their
experiences meaningfully.

Inclusion criteria encompassed adults aged 30 to 65 years, both male and female, who were
receiving outpatient oncology care and able to communicate in English. Exclusion criteria included
individuals with cognitive impairments, those currently in palliative sedation, or participants
experiencing acute psychological distress at the time of recruitment.

A total of twelve participants contributed to the study, representing diverse socioeconomic
and educational backgrounds. The inclusion of participants across different treatment stages and
demographic profiles allowed for a multidimensional understanding of how chemotherapy and
pharmaceutical care were experienced and interpreted in varying contexts.

Data Collection

Data were collected through in-depth, semi-structured interviews designed to elicit rich,
detailed accounts of participants’ experiences with pharmacological treatment (Carreiras & Castro,
2012; Tosifides, 2016). Each interview was guided by an open-ended protocol focusing on themes
such as bodily sensations, emotional responses, perceptions of pharmacist interactions, and use of
complementary therapies.

Interviews were conducted in private consultation rooms within the oncology unit to maintain
confidentiality and emotional comfort. Each session lasted between 45 and 90 minutes, depending on
the participant’s willingness and physical condition. All interviews were audio-recorded with consent
and later transcribed verbatim.

The environment was structured to promote trust and openness, ensuring that participants felt
safe to express their experiences authentically. Field notes were used to capture contextual and non-
verbal cues, which later informed interpretative insights. The interview guide was reviewed by two
experts in qualitative pharmaceutical research to ensure content validity and contextual
appropriateness.

Data Analysis

Data were analyzed using Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA), following a
systematic process to identify and interpret emergent themes that reflected the essence of participants’
experiences (Daly, 2007; Longhofer et al., 2012). The analysis proceeded through iterative stages:
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(1) repeated reading of transcripts for familiarization, (2) identification of significant statements or
meaning units, (3) formulation of preliminary codes, (4) clustering of related codes into subthemes,
and (5) synthesis of overarching themes that captured shared meanings across participants.

NVivo software facilitated the organization of transcripts and coding structure, though
analytical interpretation remained grounded in human reflection and contextual sensitivity. Through
constant comparison, individual experiences were examined both within and across cases to reveal
convergences and divergences in meaning.

The process culminated in the articulation of essential themes representing the psychological,
relational, and existential dimensions of pharmacological experience (Fife, 2020; Kawamura,
2020). These thematic structures formed the basis of the narrative presentation in the Results section.

RESULTS
Enduring the Embodied Struggle of Chemotherapy

Participants vividly described the profound physical and emotional toll of platinum-based
chemotherapy. The experience was frequently characterized as a “battle” between hope and suffering.
One participant shared, “Each session felt like my body was being emptied nausea, fatigue, and fear
became my constant companions, yet I couldn’t give up because I wanted to live.”

Analytically, this theme was derived by comparing narrative accounts that consistently linked
physical sensations with existential reflections. Across interviews, descriptions of nausea, exhaustion,
and bodily depletion repeatedly co-occurred with statements about meaning, survival, and personal
resolve. This patterned linkage allowed the condensation of these experiences into a unified thematic
structure of ‘embodied struggle.’

The data revealed that bodily discomforts were not merely side effects but were intertwined
with existential meanings of endurance and survival. Participants often reflected on how their sense of
self fluctuated between vulnerability and resilience. These experiences extended beyond
pharmacological reactions, representing a personal negotiation between medical efficacy and
psychological endurance. The essence of this theme is the lived reality of suffering that becomes a
space for meaning-making, rather than simply a clinical event.

Trust and Uncertainty in Pharmacological Care

The participants’ relationships with pharmacists and oncologists emerged as central to how
they made sense of their treatment journey. Many expressed deep reliance on their care providers, yet
also disclosed ambivalence toward the therapeutic process. One participant remarked, “The
pharmacist’s reassurance mattered more than the drug itself; it made me believe I could continue,
even when the pain was unbearable.”

Patient's Treatment Journey Cycle

vE) i
However, others A @ experienced dissonance
between prescribed @) information and their lived
responses, highlighting the complex nature of trust within
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pharmacological care. These findings indicate that patients’ adherence and perceptions of treatment
success are deeply rooted in the interpersonal and communicative aspects of pharmaceutical practice.
The pharmacological act is thus revealed as an encounter of mutual dependence, where empathy
operates as an essential therapeutic agent.

Negotiating Between Herbal and Conventional Therapies

A recurring narrative was the integration of herbal remedies alongside prescribed
chemotherapy. Participants perceived this combination not as defiance against medical authority but
as an act of self-agency and spiritual reassurance. One participant explained, “I drank herbal
decoctions after every cycle it made me feel balanced, like I was helping my body heal naturally.”

The findings demonstrate that patients reinterpreted therapeutic boundaries by merging
biomedical and traditional logics. This theme underscores that pharmacological meaning is not limited
to biochemical mechanisms but expands into cultural and emotional terrains. Such hybrid practices
reflect an embodied attempt to restore harmony amid biomedical alienation, reinforcing the need for
culturally attuned pharmaceutical counseling.

Reconstructing Identity Through Illness

Illness transformed participants’ identities, reshaping their perception of health, purpose, and
temporality. Several recounted how chemotherapy altered their self-image, not only physically but
existentially. One participant stated, “I lost my hair, my strength, and sometimes my confidence but I
also found patience and gratitude I never knew before.”

This process of identity reconstruction represents an inner dialogue between loss and
acceptance. Participants described finding meaning in vulnerability and re-evaluating life priorities.
The data suggest that pharmacological treatment catalyzed a deeper reflection on the human condition
how healing transcends medical recovery to embrace spiritual and psychological growth.

The Silent Power of Empathy in Clinical Encounters

Across all interviews, empathy emerged as a silent yet transformative force. Patients
interpreted empathetic gestures such as eye contact, listening, and gentle reassurance as forms of
medicine themselves. One participant recalled, “When the pharmacist looked me in the eye and said,
“You are strong,’ I felt stronger than any drug could make me.”

This theme reveals that therapeutic success extends beyond biochemical efficacy. Empathy
redefined the meaning of pharmaceutical care by validating patients’ lived realities. It bridged the
distance between clinician and patient, transforming transactional drug administration into a relational
act of healing.

DISCUSSION

The findings of this phenomenological study revealed that patients undergoing
pharmacological treatment, particularly chemotherapy, experienced healing as a deeply embodied and
relational process. The essence of the phenomenon lay not only in the physical endurance of drug
effects but also in the existential reconstruction of meaning where empathy, trust, and agency shaped
patients’ interpretations of their therapeutic journeys. These insights respond directly to the guiding
research question concerning how individuals live through and make sense of pharmacological
intervention as part of their broader human experience. However, it is important to acknowledge that
these interpretations may be shaped by the specific demographic and cultural context of the
participants, potentially limiting the transferability of the findings to different clinical or sociocultural
settings.

The study contributes to this question by uncovering how patients move beyond being passive
recipients of biomedical care to becoming active interpreters of their healing processes (Mukhlis,
Janwari, et al., 2023; Mukhlis & Abdullah, 2025). Participants’ narratives demonstrated that
pharmacological treatment was understood not merely as a biomedical necessity but as a lived
encounter between the body, the self, and the healthcare environment. The meanings derived from
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their experiences revealed that suffering was reframed as endurance, vulnerability as strength, and
pharmacological efficacy as intertwined with empathy and communication. This interpretative
transformation highlights that healing in pharmaceutical contexts involves not only biochemical
responses but also existential alignment where patients reassert control, dignity, and purpose amid
clinical uncertainty (Pagnot et al., 2025). Thus, the research expands the understanding of
pharmacological care from a mechanistic model to one that acknowledges emotional, spiritual, and
relational dimensions.

In relation to previous literature, these findings resonate with the phenomenological
perspectives of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger, which emphasize embodiment and being-in-the-world
as fundamental to human experience. Earlier qualitative studies in clinical pharmacy have explored
patient satisfaction and medication adherence but often lacked the depth to capture how meaning is
constructed through suffering and resilience (e.g., Smith & Osborn, 2015; Finlay, 2021). This study
complements and extends such work by illustrating that the lived experience of pharmacological
treatment is not confined to therapeutic outcomes but involves continuous negotiation between hope,
fear, and acceptance (Cunningham et al., 2024). Moreover, it challenges the reductionist tendency in
pharmacological research to treat patients’ experiences as secondary to efficacy metrics, aligning
instead with interpretative phenomenological frameworks that prioritize meaning-making as integral
to healing. In doing so, the study contributes a holistic perspective to the discourse on patient-centered
pharmaceutical care one that bridges empirical pharmacology with the lived realities of those it seeks
to heal.

The findings of this study revealed that pharmacological treatment, particularly
chemotherapy, is experienced by patients as both a physical struggle and an existential journey toward
meaning and self-redefinition (Belluomini et al., 2022). The essence of the experience lies in how
individuals endure suffering, negotiate trust with healthcare providers, and reconstruct their identities
in response to illness. These themes directly address the central research question how patients live
through pharmacological therapy and assign meaning to their experiences showing that healing
transcends biological processes to encompass emotional, relational, and spiritual dimensions of
human life.

The study offers a significant contribution by expanding the understanding of
pharmacological treatment beyond traditional biomedical narratives (Mukhlis, 2025a; Mukhlis &
Saidah, 2025). It shows that patients’ engagement with therapy involves an ongoing dialogue
between body and self, where experiences of pain and uncertainty are transformed into sources of
strength and insight. Empathy from healthcare professionals, trust in pharmacological care, and
personal agency in combining herbal and conventional therapies were found to be key factors in
shaping the therapeutic meaning. These insights clarify that the healing process is not a linear
recovery but a cyclical experience of endurance and renewal where patients find coherence in their
suffering and develop new frameworks of understanding their condition. In this way, the study fills
the conceptual gap between pharmacological efficacy and human meaning, redefining treatment as a
lived relationship rather than a purely technical intervention.

These findings resonate strongly with existing phenomenological scholarship emphasizing
embodiment and the relational nature of healing. Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the “lived body” (1945) is
reflected in participants’ awareness of their physical transformation as integral to their sense of
identity, while Heidegger’s concept of “being-in-the-world” (1927) aligns with how participants
situate their suffering within broader social and existential contexts. The results are consistent with
prior studies highlighting empathy as a therapeutic agent (Finlay, 2021; Todres & Holloway, 2004),
yet they extend these insights by illustrating how empathy within pharmaceutical care transforms
treatment into an intersubjective act of healing (Liu et al., 2024). Unlike prior research that isolates
patient experience from pharmacological processes, this study demonstrates that the phenomenology
of chemotherapy is inseparable from the relational, ethical, and cultural dimensions through which
patients reclaim agency and meaning in their therapeutic journey.

CONCLUSION
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This study explored the lived experiences of patients undergoing pharmacological treatment,
particularly chemotherapy, to uncover the existential meanings embedded in their encounters with
illness, healing, and medical care. The findings revealed that treatment is not only a biomedical
intervention but also an embodied and relational process in which patients reinterpret suffering as
endurance and vulnerability as resilience. Through the phenomenological lens, the study illuminated
how empathy, trust, and patient agency transform the pharmacological journey into a meaningful act
of healing. These insights address the limitations of prior research that reduced treatment to
measurable outcomes, offering instead a holistic understanding of how patients construct meaning
within therapeutic contexts. The study contributes to the advancement of phenomenological inquiry in
pharmaceutical sciences by demonstrating the value of integrating human experience into
pharmacological practice. In practical terms, these findings highlight the importance of strengthening
communication skills among healthcare providers, incorporating empathy-driven counseling into
treatment routines, and designing patient-centered pharmacological protocols that support emotional
as well as physiological needs. However, this study is limited by its small and context-specific
sample, which may restrict the transferability of the findings, and by its reliance on self-reported
experiences that could be shaped by recall or interpretive bias. Future research should therefore
broaden participant diversity and integrate mixed-method designs to validate phenomenological
insights while exploring how these experiential dimensions can be operationalized within
interdisciplinary care models to enhance the effectiveness and humanity of pharmaceutical
interventions.
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