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Cross-cultural studies on cancer have identified a range of 
beliefs regarding the causes of cancer, which have implica-
tions for clinical contexts and screening strategies (Die-Trill, 
1998; Pachter, 1994; Zahr & Hatter-Pollara, 1998). The find-
ings from these studies suggest that cultural beliefs and 
social traditions influence the way in which people make 
sense of various life experiences, including illness, suffering, 
and pain (Maddalena et al., 2010). The studies also suggest 
that illness is culturally shaped. People’s perceptions, experi-
ences, and ways of dealing with illness are based on explana-
tions of illness and systems of meaning used by a given 
culture (Kleinman, Eisenberg, & Good, 2006). In this per-
spective, any given culture powerfully shapes the explana-
tions of illness and people’s beliefs regarding dealing with it 
(Yeo et al., 2005).

For example, in one study of African Americans, results 
revealed a prevalent belief that illness and death are God’s 
will and that both are not necessarily affected by medical 
treatment. It is, however, believed that God is able to bestow 
recovery (Maddalena et al., 2010). Similarly, the fatalism 
belief, which states that events are controlled by external 
forces and that humans are helpless in preventing them, is 
prevalent in some Hispanic communities (Niederdeppe & 
Levy, 2007). Some people in the Hispanic cultures also 
believe that illness occurs because a spell was casted on a 
child by an individual who secretly covets him or her (Risser 
& Mazur, 1995).

Wong-Kim, Sun, and DeMattos (2003) reported that can-
cer is often viewed among some groups of the Chinese com-
munity as God’s punishment or “bad karma” that is caused 
by personal actions, such as immoral behavior or a crime the 
person committed in his or her previous life (Wong-Kim 
et al., 2003). In the same study, a quarter of the participants 
(n  798) believed that cancer is contagious. This is signifi-
cant because a cancer diagnosis can be associated with 
stigma for those diagnosed with cancer.

Background

For Middle Eastern cultures, the Arab–Islamic heritage shapes 
views regarding sickness and health. For example, it is believed 
that sickness and suffering are not a godly punishment for sins 
but rather a test of faith (Silbermann & Hassan, 2011). 
Therefore, Muslim families of terminally ill children are 
required to have patience and endure pain, as a sign of strong 
faith, in return for God’s mercy and forgiveness (Aljubran, 
2009). Muslim families are required, nevertheless, to seek 
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Abstract

Background: Arab culture and Islamic beliefs contribute to values and practices regarding cancer. Mothers in Jordanian 
society are expected to be the primary caregivers to children. Purpose: The purpose of this study was to explore Jordanian 
mothers’ beliefs regarding the causes of cancer in their children and their impact on their role as mothers. Design: A 
descriptive, qualitative design was used. Individual interviews were conducted with Jordanian mothers (n  51) of hospitalized 
children with cancer. Results: Causes of cancer were attributed to supernatural explanations and biomedical explanations. 
The impact of cancer on these mothers’ lives varied. For some, their child’s illness resulted in stronger family bonds, whereas 
for others, the families suffered a state of disequilibrium. Conclusions: Cultural beliefs helped assign meaning to their 
children‘s illness. The maternal role of Jordanian women was partially fulfilled or inadequately performed, which in turn 
affected the functioning and coping abilities of the entire household.
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