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The experience of chronic diseases in the light of
phenomenological-existential psychology: a integrative review

La experiencia de las enfermedades crdnicas a la luz de la psicologia fenomenolagico-existencial: una revision integrativa
A vivéncia das doencas cronicas a luz da psicologia fenomenologica-existencial: uma revisdo integrativa

ABSTRACT

Objective: understanding of chronic illness, aiming to understand phenomenology and its relationship with studies focused on chronic
illness. Method: An integrative bibliographic research of an exploratory nature was used as a method, which was carried out based on the
descriptors: chronic disease, psychology and phenomenon, performing searches for studies in the database of PubMed and Bank of The-
ses and Dissertations. Results: Thus, six (06) articles were found around the process of chronicillness in a phenomenological perspective,
evidencing the need to come into contact with chronic iliness as a form of human existence to be understood through a holistic view, the
articles demonstrated the connection between chronic illness and psychosomatic experiences, which favors an expanded understanding
of the health-disease process and points to the urgency of comprehensiveness in the health area. Conclusion: it is possible to consider
chronic diseases as psychosomatic phenomena that need visibility by health professionals, in view of their multiple causes. Internal phe-
nomena thus enable the construction of the subject and the various forms of existence, with chronic iliness being one of them.
DESCRIPTORS: Chronic Disease; Psychology; Phenomenon.

RESUMEN

Objetivo: Este estudio cuestiona como la psicologia fenomenoldgica puede contribuir a la comprension de la enfermedad cronica,
con el objetivo de comprender la fenomenologia y su relacion con estudios centrados en la enfermedad cronica. Método: Se uti-
liz6 como método una blsqueda bibliografica integradora de caracter exploratorio, la cual se realizo a partir de los descriptores:
enfermedad cronica, psicologia y fendmeno, realizando blsquedas de estudios en la base de datos de PubMed y Banco de Tesis y
Disertaciones. Resultados: Asi, se encontraron seis (06) articulos en torno al proceso de la enfermedad cronica en una perspectiva
fenomenologica, evidenciando la necesidad de entrar en contacto con la enfermedad cronica como forma de existencia humana
para ser entendida a través de una mirada holistica, los articulos demostraron la conexion entre enfermedad cronica y vivencias
psicosomaticas, que favorece una mayor comprension del proceso salud-enfermedad y apunta a la urgencia de la integralidad en
el area de la salud. Conclusion: es posible considerar las enfermedades crénicas como fendmenos psicosomaticos que necesitan
visibilidad por parte de los profesionales de la salud, por sus mdiltiples causas. Los fendémenos internos permiten asi la construccion
del sujeto v las diversas formas de existencia, siendo la enfermedad cronica una de ellas.

DESCRIPTORES: Enfermedad cronica; Experiencia; Fenémeno.

RESUMO

Objetivo: Este estudo questiona como a psicologia fenomenolégica pode contribuir na compreensao do adoecimento cronico, apre-
sentando como objetivo compreender a fenomenologia e sua relacdo com os estudos voltados para o adoecimento cronico. Método:
Utilizou-se como método uma pesquisa bibliografica integrativa, de carater exploratorio, a qual foi realizada a partir dos operadores:
doenca cronica and psicologia and fendmeno, realizando buscas pelos estudos na base de dados do PubMed e Banco de Teses e Dis-
sertagOes. Resultados: Assim, foram encontrados seis (06) artigos em torno do processo do adoecimento crénico numa perspectiva
fenomenologica, evidenciando a necessidade de entrar em contato com o adoecimento crénico como uma forma da existéncia huma-
naa ser compreendida através de um olhar holistico, os artigos demonstraram a conexao entre o adoecimento cronico e experiéncias
psicossomaticas, o que favorece a compreensao ampliada do processo salide-doenca e aponta a urgéncia da integralidade na area
da salde. Conclusao: possivel considerar as doencas cronicas como fendmenos psicossomaticos que necessitam de visibilidade por
parte dos profissionais de salide, tendo em vista sua multicausalidade. Os fenémenos internos possibilitam assim a construcao do
sujeito e as diversas formas de existir, sendo o adoecimento crénico uma delas.

DESCRITORES: Doenca cronica; Experiéncia; Fendmeno.
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INTRODUCTION

Historically, the concept of disease
was for a long time related to physio-
logical conceptions where the soma
(body) is attributed its causes and, con-
sequently, its possible treatments. In this
sense, the disease is characterized by a
dysfunction in the body whose recovery
is made through drug therapies applied
to the body. However, with the percep-
tion that illness also encompasses the
subject's biopsychosocial field, it beca-
me possible to understand it holistically,
that is, in its entirety, considering the
mind, body and the emotions involved
between them. As a result, problems re-
lated to the mind and its influence on
the body were gaining ground in the stu-
dy of the health-disease process. !

For a better understanding, it is ne-
cessary to understand that the harmonic
mind-body relationship is essential to
promote balance and well-being in hu-
man beings. Faced with a disruption in
the balance of body and mind, the sub-
ject becomes destabilized, possibly cau-
sing an illness that appears as a form of
warning that some change (internal or
external) needs to be carried out, becau-
se within what was usual, it doesn't work
anymore.'

Therefore, let us consider the inter-
connection between mind and body as

7855 saidecoletiva = 2021;(11) N.68

biological, mental and physical pheno-
mena, even if unobservable and reacting
in the body, thus representing the reflec-
tion of some issue related to the emo-
tions of the subject that passes to the
body causing physical symptoms charac-
teristic of illnesses that can be chronic
or not, whether they are pain, discom-
fort or some unpleasant sensation that
the body may experience. *

Therefore, attention is drawn to a
current issue that refers to a bodily ex-
perience assimilated through the orga-
nism in the face of emotional disagree-
ments between the subject and himself.
Chronic non-communicable diseases
(NCDs) are the cause of death for 70%
of people in the world, with this per-
centage estimated to refer to 38 million
deaths per year; of this index, 16 million
people are under 70 years of age and 28
million reside in low- and middle-inco-
me countries. >

Therefore, chronic disease can be
defined as a disorder that presents itself
recurrently, with the possibility of being
progressive, causing death or damage to
the person's bodily functioning, as well
as permanent or residual mobility diffi-
culties. *

It is known that the biomedical
model has a strong contribution with
regard to the training of health profes-
sionals, especially due to its emphasis on

physiological issues and the treatment
of symptoms. However, based on the
criticisms made to this model, Chronic
Non-Communicable Diseases (NCDs)
are currently recognized as multifac-
torial, and may arise throughout the
individual's existence, especially in old
age. In a study by Nascimento, Silva,
Fonseca and Morais, ° it is noticed that
with aging the increase in medications is
performed and the groups tend to pre-
sent at least one risk factor for the deve-
lopment of a chronic problem, as well as
sedentary lifestyle and excessive alcohol
consumption.

Another risk factor is stress, which
although it can be known from a range
of concepts, one definition is that it is
an immediate response to the being's
efforts to keep adapted to situations,
placing the subject on alert, who feels
existentially overwhelmed, % that is, he
starts to perceive life as a painful and ti-
ring process.

In this sense, the conditions of life,
work and exacerbated consumption
draw attention in the psychosocial sphe-
res, as they denote the fragility of the
body and its functioning, as it affects
the nervous, endocrine and cardiovascu-
lar system. In this perspective, the most
complete definition of chronic disease
refers to its characteristics of persisten-
ce, dysfunctionality and irreversibility,



requiring a continuous treatment from
the person, considering the damage it
can cause to their existence.

Psychodermatoses, in turn, reveal
through the skin manifestations of trau-
matic situations, stress being one of the
main factors. They manifest themselves
in different regions of the body in the
form of dermatitis, dyshidrosis, neuro-
dermatitis, scaly lesions, psoriasis, acne,
herpes, vitiligo, etc. The little literatu-
re on this subject prevents knowledge
due to the causes of the development of
these psychosomatic diseases, however
internal conflicts tend to be drivers, in
addition to being associated with other
pathologies. ¢

It is essential to understand the deve-
lopment of chronic diseases as a psycho-
somatic phenomenon (an aspect that
encompasses both the psyche and emo-
tional responses), that is, they emerge in
the face of situations of internal conflict
experienced by the person. Hence the
importance of integrating in the stu-
dy of disease the relationship with the
functioning of the mind and subjective
experiences.

Husserl 7, considered the precursor
of the phenomenological current, he
claims to be the method of knowledge
criticism, being universal in terms of
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the essence and the integrative study
of science with knowledge. Therefore,
this science seeks to perceive phenome-
na from the experiences of individuals,
considering their contexts and ignoring
interpretations from the point of view
of those who use it, who even need to di-
vest themselves of preconceived knowle-
dge in order to enter the field of percep-
tion of the investigated subject. Thus, in
contrast to the predominant science and
the traditionalism of conceptions with
generalist knowledge, the phenomeno-
logical method observes and describes
from the singularity of individuals, co-
vering the field of possibilities in view
of the phenomenon and considering
human consciousness as its main object
of study.

In this sense, considering the pheno-
menon as an object of study, it is possi-
ble to understand the subjective mecha-
nisms that encompass the subject, which
is understood in relation to himself,
with the world around him and with the
space in which he inhabits. It is by ob-
serving this relationship that this study
brought a systematic review of studies
related to chronic diseases, psychology
and phenomenon, questioning "How
can phenomenological psychology con-
tribute to coping with chronic illness?",

aiming to understand phenomenology
and its relationship with studies aimed
at chronic illness.

METHODS

An integrative bibliographic research
was carried out, this being from the rea-
ding of Flick, ® observed as a method fo-
cused on research documents, with a fo-
cal aspect through the proposed theme.
Therefore, a search was performed in
the database of digital platforms of the
Brazilian Digital Library of Theses and
Dissertations (BDTI - Biblioteca Digi-
tal Brasileira de Teses e Dissertagoes)
and the Virtual Health Library (VHL),
using the descriptors "doenca cronica
(chronic disease) " and "psicologia (psy-
chology)" and "fenémeno (phenome-
non)”. The following inclusion criteria
were then used: articles, monographs,
theses and dissertations published be-
tween 2016 and 2021, in Portuguese, in
view of the need to understand how the
concepts built around chronic illness
have been delineated in Brazil. Scien-
tific publications that did not present
the complete work were excluded from
the study, as well as those that presented
themselves as duplicates or did not fit
the research proposal.

Table 1 - Results of studies for the years 2016 and 2021, database, title, author, year and method.

DATABASE TITLE AUTHOR(S)
The experience of pain in collective health practi-
ol ces: implications for the health of the elderly. SElilieE )
VHL Being able to be yourself: experiences with teena- Costa CS, Souza
gers with chronic skin diseases in camp. MA, Melo LL.
BDTI Health bel.lefs and chlld.hood cancer: a study of Dias AL
family members in support homes
The meaning attributed to the experience of
BDTI communicating the diagnosis of cancer in th'e Silva MRO.
speeches of elderly people from the perspective
of the thought of Merleau-Ponty and Heidegger
BDTI Phenomenology of the body experienced in Ano- Silva MHN
rexia Nervosa
BDT] Study of the association of frailty syndrome and Brasileiro LEE

depression

Source: The author.

YEAR STUDY TYPE
2016 Qualitative, anthropological
approach.

2020 Qualitative study, based on
phenomenology.

2016 Quallt;tlye study, based on
clinical research.

2018 Qualitative study, based on
phenomenology.

2018 Qualitative study, based on
phenomenology.

2017 Quantitative, sectional-based

study.
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RESULTS

According to the descriptors for this
study, 52 scientific productions were
found in total. According to the inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria, 46 were re-
moved from the study because they did
not fit the research proposal. Thus, it
resulted in a total of 6 publications: 4
from the BDTI portal and 2 from the
VHL platform.

According to the descriptors for this
study, 52 scientific productions were
found in total. According to the inclu-
sion and exclusion criteria, 46 were re-
moved from the study because they did
not fit the research proposal. Thus, it
resulted in a total of 6 publications: 4
from the BDTI portal and 2 from the
VHL platform.

From the results obtained, it was pos-
sible to systematize the scientific pro-
ductions found in the BDTI and VHL
databases (Table 1). Thus, the origin,
title, authors, year published and the
method used were observed. It was ob-
served that 50% of the scientific publi-
cations found had a phenomenological
basis, while the others had a qualitative
approach and varied in their design.
Only one publication is presented as a
quantitative research. This reveals the
possibility of research focused on the
theme of chronic diseases from a phe-
nomenological method, which is a des-
criptive science, with the objective of
demonstrating the phenomenon con-
sidering the contexts in which the sub-
jects are inserted.

DISCUSSION

The work of Santos ? brought with it
the perception of the elderly facing the
illness and coping with chronic diseases,
which brings reflection on the experien-
ces of the subjects, as well as the view
of themselves and the context around
them and understanding the meaning of

the problems in the lives of the subjects
provides an opening of the field of per-
ception about the phenomenon, that is,
a search for intentionality. It thus con-
tributes by providing subsidies for pro-
fessionals in public health, finding tools
for coping with psychosomatic illness.

According to Heidegger, '° the hu-
man body is not restricted to a contai-
ner, as it is existential and is perceived in
relation, as the "being-in’" that does not
stand alone, as it is constituted with the
world and the beings around it. There-
fore, the body is not a (genctic) datum
that is placed in another datum (geo-
graphical/local space). This conception
perceives the subject as “being-in” rela-
tionship with the world and the pheno-
mena around him, this term being deri-
ved from the Greek fainomenon, which
means everything that is shown to the
consciousness, which in turn refers to
the receiver who attributes meaning (in-
tentionality) to the phenomenon. 11

It is considering this view of the
world that the studies carried out by
Costa, Souza and Melo, ' Silva 13 and
Silva ' present a similar method, con-
sidering that they used the phenomeno-
logical method in their investigation. It
was also observed that the path of self-
-acceptance and self-understanding can
bring with it marks in the lives of sub-
jects, in different age groups. Perceiving
oneself as a being-with others brings
with it the feeling of social belonging,
thus facilitating the process of coping
with chronic diseases, which is a way of
existing in the world. Therefore, these
studies are close to the phenomenologi-
cal perspective brought by Heidegger, '
having in mind the understanding that
human beings need to be in relationship
with others and, based on that, it finds
mechanisms and strategies to face daily
difficulties.

In this disease process, although

9,12,13,14 ;

mentioned in some studies in its

physical manifestations, such as cancer,

psychodermatoses, among others, it was
also possible to bring to light the recog-
nition of mental illnesses as well as chro-
nic ones. Thus, depression and anorexia
also elucidate forms of existing that are
persistently present and interfere in the
process of expanding the subjects' per-
ceptible space. 1>1¢

This is how the connection between
body and mind (soma and psyche) is
not subject to systematic proof as the
positivist rigor requires. The need for
measurement could only be satisfied by
the sum itself, as it is the embodiment,
the communication, the delimitation of
the subject's matter. However, the psy-
chic causes could not be palpable, which
makes the systematization of psychoso-
matics unfeasible, as the scientific evi-
dence of its existence could not be based
only on the physiological system. 7

Heidegger contributes considering,
as Dantas points out, '® that the somatic
sphere is essentially the expression of the
realization of the human, in opposition
to scientific determinism and allied to
the concept of freedom as a precursor of
human health. When the subject is freed
from the imprisonments that his human
condition attributes to him, he seeks to
live its fullness, which is continuous, in-
cessant and distressing, but necessary for
the construction of new ways of existing.

CONCLUSION

With the observation that some disea-
ses did not have an organic origin, curio-
sity was raised in understanding them
from factors other than the physical, thus
taking into account the existential, men-
tal and contextual aspects, visualizing in
the phenomenological method a possibi-
lity of understanding of the meanings of
the world for those who experience chro-
nic illness. Entering the subjects' subjec-
tive field also means facilitating their sel-
f—understanding process, thus acting in a
therapeutic manner.

! According to Heidegger, this term refers to the individual and its relationship with the contexts in which it is inserted (work, family, relationships, etc.) That is, this
term refers to the subject and his everyday relationships;
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The exposure to encounter losses,
guilt and fears paralyze individuals in
the face of different situations, dele-
gating to other parts of themselves the
condition of feeling their pain. Thus,
the body becomes a receciver of the
subjects’ emotions, externalizing in the
form of physical pain the difficulties en-
countered in everyday life.

When launched into life, the indi-
vidual comes into contact with various
circumstances in different relationships
and thus constitutes himself as a rela-
tional being, existing because the other

exists and perceiving himself because the
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other perceives him. These relationships
coexist as tools for the subject’s self-per-
ception, considering that the way he con-
ducts them says a lot about his own essen-
ce. In search of it, in turn, he loses himself
in search of protection mechanisms and
it is by relating to himself that the indi-
vidual finds the answers to his questions,
including the mystery of his suffering.
Bringing contributions from the phe-
nomenological perspective to psychoso-
matics and coping with chronic diseases,
this study reflected on the conceptions
based on the understanding of the hu-
man essence as possibilities of illness.

Thus, the relationship between body,
mind and phenomenon are present in
the dynamism of the subjects' existen-
ce and its measurement is not possible,
but its description, just like the way it is
shown to the subject.

The difficulty in collecting sources to
carry out the theoretical foundation makes
us realize the need to get in touch with
chronic illness as a form of human exis-
tence to be understood through a holistic
look from conditions that provide quality
of life, as well as performing new research
on the subject, reflecting on and secking
possibilities for forms of existence. m
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