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ABSTRACT
Objectives: to understand the meanings attributed to the changes experienced after bariatric 
surgery by people with obesity. Methods: this is a study with a qualitative approach, with a 
theoretical framework in Symbolic Interactionism; and methodological, in the Grounded Theory. 
There were 12 participants who underwent bariatric surgery in two health services (bariatric 
surgery clinic; general hospital). Data collection took place between July and October 2020, 
through an intensive interview. Testimonies were recorded using an electronic device and 
transcribed in full. Data were coded in the MAXQDA 2020 software and analyzed considering 
the adopted theoretical framework. Results: two categories emerged: Rebuilding a social life; 
and Rediscovering self-esteem. From the articulation of these categories, the phenomenon 
“Re-signifying life after bariatric surgery” was constructed. Final Considerations: bariatric 
surgery contributed to significant changes in the daily lives of participants, and Symbolic 
Interactionism allowed the understanding of how participants interpreted their meanings. 
Descriptors: Bariatric Surgery; Symbolic Interactionism; Nursing; Obesity; Grounded Theory.

RESUMO
Objetivos: compreender os significados atribuídos às mudanças vividas após cirurgia bariátrica 
por pessoas com obesidade. Métodos: trata-se de estudo de abordagem qualitativa, com 
referencial teórico no Interacionismo Simbólico; e metodológico, na Teoria Fundamentada 
nos Dados. Foram 12 participantes que realizaram a cirurgia bariátrica em dois serviços de 
saúde (clínica de cirurgia bariátrica; hospital geral). A coleta dos dados aconteceu entre julho 
e outubro de 2020, mediante entrevista do tipo intensiva. Os depoimentos foram gravados 
usando dispositivo eletrônico e transcritos integralmente. Os dados foram codificados no 
software MAXQDA 2020 e analisados à luz do referencial teórico adotado. Resultados: 
emergiram duas categorias: Reconstruindo uma vida social; e Redescobrindo a autoestima. 
Da articulação dessas categorias, construiu-se o fenômeno “Ressignificando a vida após a 
cirurgia bariátrica”. Considerações Finais: a cirurgia bariátrica coadjuvou em mudanças 
significativas no cotidiano dos participantes, e o Interacionismo Simbólico permitiu a 
compreensão de como os participantes interpretaram os seus significados. 
Descritores: Cirurgia Bariátrica; Interacionismo Simbólico; Enfermagem; Obesidade; Teoria 
Fundamentada.

RESUMEN
Objetivos: comprender significados atribuidos a cambios vividos tras cirugía bariátrica por 
personas con obesidad. Métodos: estudio de abordaje cualitativo, con referencial teórico 
en el Interaccionismo Simbólico; y metodológico, en la Teoría Fundamentada en los Datos. 
Fueron 12 participantes que realizaron la cirugía bariátrica en dos servicios de salud (clínica 
de cirugía bariátrica; hospital general). Recolecta de datos ocurrió entre julio y octubre de 
2020, mediante entrevista del tipo intensiva. Las deposiciones grabadas usando dispositivo 
electrónico y transcritos integralmente. Datos codificados en el software MAXQDA 2020 y 
analizados basados en el referencial teórico adoptado. Resultados: emergieron dos categorías: 
Reconstruyendo una vida social; y Redescubriendo la autoestima. De la articulación de 
esas categorías, construido el fenómeno “Resinificando la vida tras la cirugía bariátrica”. 
Consideraciones Finales: la cirugía bariátrica coadyuvó en cambios significativos en el 
cotidiano de los participantes, y el Interaccionismo Simbólico permitió la comprensión de 
como los participantes interpretaron sus significados. 
Descriptores: Cirugía Bariátrica; Interaccionismo Simbólico; Enfermería; Obesidad; Teoría 
Fundamentada.
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INTRODUCTION

Obesity is a public health problem, being considered an 
epidemic in the world for the last 20 years, so organizational 
and global actions have been established to fight it. The World 
Health Organization (WHO) highlights that there are 1.9 billion 
overweight adults and more than 650 million obese adults 
worldwide(1). In Brazil, obesity has been growing. In 2020, in the 
country, overweight was 55.4%, being slightly higher among 
men (57.1%) than among women (53.9%)(2).

The WHO highlighted that 63% of deaths are caused by 
non-infectious diseases(1), and this mortality rate, worldwide, is 
associated with the increase in obesity. In addition, this problem 
has been described as a risk factor for diabetes, hypertension, 
coronary heart disease, vascular disease and cancer(3-5).

Because it has a multifactorial cause, obesity involves genetic, 
environmental, lifestyle and emotional factors; for this reason, dif-
ferent methods have been used for its treatment, aiming at an effec-
tive result(1,6). Among the treatments, nutritional guidance with the 
introduction of healthy foods, adherence to the practice of regular 
physical activity, psychological support and medical treatment with 
bariatric surgery when results are not achieved with the previous 
options stand out(7‑9).

Bariatric surgical interventions have been used as the fastest method. 
They guarantee weight loss and the control of associated diseases in 
morbidly obese people, maintaining the long-term result(7-8). Thus, 
bariatric surgery can be an opportunity for social reintegration in the 
face of situations of discrimination, intolerance, and exclusion, caused 
by morbid obesity. Due to this reality, this intervention is not only for 
a physiological health issue, but also for an emotional, psychological, 
well-being relationship and self-image acceptance issue(10). 

This study is motivated by the lack of qualitative studies that 
seek to understand the meanings attributed to the changes that 
occurred in the lives of people undergoing bariatric surgery.

 Given this context, the question is: What are the meanings 
attributed to the changes experienced after bariatric surgery by 
people with obesity? 

OBJECTIVES

To understand the meanings attributed to the changes expe-
rienced after bariatric surgery by people with obesity.

METHODS

Ethical aspects

The development of the study was carried out in accordance 
with the ethical precepts set out in Resolution 466/12, of the 
National Health Council. The research project was approved 
by the Standing Committee on Ethics in Research with Human 
Beings (COPEP). All interviews were consented by the partici-
pants by signing the Free Informed Consent Form (FICF), after 
explaining the objective and method of the study. Respondents 
were identified with the letter P for “participant”, followed by the 
number that identifies him/her (P1, P2, P3 and so on), ensuring 
confidentiality and anonymity throughout the research process.

Theoretical-methodological framework

Symbolic Interactionism (SI) was used as a theoretical frame-
work and Grounded Theory (GT) as a methodological framework, 
based on the constructivist perspective of Kathy Charmaz(11).

The SI aims to apprehend behavior, feelings and expecta-
tions that are part of symbolic communication. The symbology 
allows, in this scenario, the perception of dynamic interactive 
processes present in the relationships between the subject and 
the interaction elements(12-13).

GT has its roots in SI and is reinforced by the way people make 
sense of social interactions(14). With that, it becomes appropriate, 
in this research, to illuminate the subjective experiences of the 
participants.

Methodological procedures

Study type

The study consists of a qualitative approach, linked to the 
master’s thesis “Re-signifying life after bariatric surgery”. For 
greater methodological rigor, this research follows the guidelines 
proposed by the Consolidated criteria for qualitative reporting 
research (COREQ)(15). 

 
Study scenario

The study was carried out in two health services: bariatric surgery 
clinic, which provides private and health insurance services in the 
municipality of Maringá, Paraná state (PR), Brazil; and a general hos-
pital, which serves patients from the Unified Health System (SUS), in 
the municipality of Sarandi, in the metropolitan region of Maringá.

 
Participants and Data Source

The research consisted of 12 participants who underwent 
bariatric surgery. The search for the participants was carried out 
through the medical records of the two institutions in the study 
setting. For the selection of the first sample group, the following 
inclusion criteria were adopted: being 18 years of age or older and 
having undergone bariatric surgery for at least six months. Those 
who did not answer telephone contacts after three attempts on 
consecutive days were excluded.

The number of research participants followed the theoretical 
saturation criterion, that is, the collection is considered sufficient 
when there is no more data that develop the properties and 
dimensions of a category, as well as when the categories already 
present an explanatory density capable of responding, together, 
to the research phenomenon(14). For the formation of sample 
groups, the criteria were determined based on the theoretical 
sampling process proposed by GT.

Three sample groups were constituted. The first consisted of 
five participants who were six months after the operation. The 
aim was to understand the experience of this participant and 
the first changes that occurred in this process.

As data collection and analysis took place, new questions 
were raised, highlighting the noticeable changes after bariatric 
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surgery. Thus, with each interview, new meanings emerged, 
making it necessary to seek other participants from different 
postoperative periods. Thus, the second sample group consisted 
of four participants who were 12 months after the operation. As 
new meanings continued to emerge, the third and last sample 
group was formed, consisting of three participants 18 months 
after the operation.

 
Data collection and organization

The search for the participants took place through the medical 
records of the two selected institutions. With the list of possible 
participants, the researcher contacted them by telephone and 
presented the objectives and method of data collection, with 
a subsequent invitation to participate in the research. After ac-
ceptance, the participant’s preferred location was defined, which 
was the home, or a room reserved by the interviewer for this.

Data collection took place from July to October 2020, through in-
dividual intensive interviews(11), conducted by the main researcher, 
who has extensive experience in preoperative and postoperative 
care in bariatric surgery. To start collecting information, the fol-
lowing guiding question was used: “What changed in your life 
after bariatric surgery?”. Still, we used a script with other support 
questions. The interviews lasted an average of 40 minutes; the 
statements were recorded with the aid of an electronic device, 
transcribed in full; and their data were coded using the MAXQDA 
2020 software. It is noteworthy that no participant requested the 
exclusion of the information given in the interviews.

 
Data analysis

For data analysis, the following coding steps were used: initial 
(line by line) and focused. In the initial coding, each data segment 
was divided and named in codes that expressed the meanings 
present in the interviewees’ statements. In all, 344 codes emerged 
from the analysis process. In this initial phase, each line, word, or 
fragment was analyzed and coded through the establishment of 
a word that reflected the action present in the data. 

In the focused coding, the most significant previous codes were 
classified, integrated, synthesized, and organized into categories 
and subcategories until reaching the phenomenon or central 
category of the research. Thus, the relationship between all en-
codings was established to follow the methodological rigor, and 
the phenomenon was built, which was the central idea acquired 
through actions or interactions conducted by the participants(11). 
The phenomenon of the study together with the two categories 
and their subcategories will be presented in Table 1.

During the data analysis process, the research team met to 
discuss the encodings and contribute to the organization of the 
central phenomenon as well as the categories and subcategories.

The theoretical model was validated with five participants, 
one representative of each sample group, through a video call 
via Google Meet. A representative diagram of the phenomenon 
and its categories was presented, in addition to the objective of 
the study and the main results of each category. The validator 
was asked to describe his understanding of the diagram, evaluat-
ing whether his experience was represented and whether it was 

relevant to the situation experienced by him. All were satisfied 
and identified with the theory and with the theoretical scheme.

RESULTS

Twelve participants took part in the study, most of them female 
(11), married (8), with complete higher education (8) and with 
a mean age of 37.5 years. The two categories and their subcat-
egories, built based on data analysis, are presented in Chart 1. 
From these categories, the phenomenon “Re-signifying life after 
bariatric surgery” was obtained.

Chart 1 – Study phenomenon, categories, and subcategories

PHENOMENON CATEGORIES SUBCATEGORIES

Resigning life 
after bariatric 
surgery

Rebuilding a 
social life

- Regaining self-confidence
- Overcoming bullying

Rediscovering 
self-esteem

- Recognizing oneself a 
renewed person
- Feeling pleasure in putting on 
an outfit
- Rediscovering married life
- Feeling satisfied with the 
surgery

Rebuilding a social life

With weight loss resulting from bariatric surgery, some partici-
pants reported increased self-confidence, which had a positive 
impact on the performance of professional activities and social 
relationships. 

After undergoing the surgery, I have more self-confidence, expose 
myself in conversation, before I was more withdrawn. Because I always 
thought I would be judged on my obesity rather than what I was 
going to say. Today I can talk more, express my opinion more. (P6)

The professional part has changed because you really feel more con-
fident. People, unfortunately, do not give credibility to fat, no matter 
how smart and capable the person is, got it? If you are not within the 
standards of the media, you are nobody, you have no value, so this 
affects our self-esteem a lot! And not today, I’m going to a hearing in 
Londrina, Marialva calmly, I no longer worry about the trials. (P10)

Participants revealed having experienced embarrassing experi-
ences, such as bullying, characterized by verbal and psychological 
aggression.

I was bullied because of my weight, sometimes people characterized 
me: “She’s chubby”. And that’s always been, actually. Today, with 
weight loss, this doesn’t happen anymore. (P5)

There were people who looked and made fun of clothes that I 
thought were good for me, and people said that it wasn’t, laughed, 
thinner girls who passed by and said: “Look how fat she is”. Today is 
different, no one bothers me with these comments anymore. (P8)

It is noteworthy that the participants reported that, before 
the surgical procedure, they were victims of bullying, received 
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judgments due to obesity and their appearance, leading them 
to embarrassment and consequent social isolation. After the 
bariatric surgery was performed, this did not happen anymore, 
as can be seen in the reports.

Rediscovering self-esteem

The recognition of the body image, as a renewed person, was 
significant for the participants, for attributing changes to a new 
life, a new chance. Satisfaction with body image was often de-
prived by obesity, but with weight loss, self-esteem was renewed, 
bringing well-being and personal satisfaction.

After we operate, it’s like a new life. It’s all new, a new story starting 
to be written. Because people start to look at you differently, they 
start to respect you and see you. (P8)

The first thing we look for is self-esteem. My self-esteem was super 
low, I was very obese, and having the surgery improved my life, my 
self-esteem. It’s very satisfying… the person sees you on the street 
and says: “Wow, how different you are!”. That’s what changes. (P3)

Participants also reported the feeling of pleasure in putting 
on a lower-numbered outfit and the power of choice.

I even wore 54 pants. Then one day I went to buy one and took 
the 46 and it was big, 44 got big […] girl, 38 was good for me! I 
couldn’t believe it! (P10)

Go to the store now, any clothes fit me, not before! It wasn’t even 
the pretty clothes, it was the right one, today I can go to any store, 
and I won’t have any difficulties. (P12)

It was observed, in the participants’ reports, that intimacy and 
interpersonal relationship with the partner were also affected by 
obesity. It should be noted that the relationship was strengthened 
after the results of bariatric surgery. 

In the past, my husband didn’t walk with me hand in hand, I had a 
problem in my relationship, and it puts everything together. Because 
my husband didn’t look for me anymore, he didn’t go out with 
me anymore. Today all that’s left is to hang around with me, and 
married life has improved a lot. So, I saw that a lot has changed. (P1)

Everything changed, the relationship with my husband changed 
everything, without a doubt there was, yes, an improvement in the 
sexual part, because even in that, overweight ends up making it a 
little more difficult. Today I can maintain a more active sex life. (P2)

Participants expressed satisfaction with the positive results 
from the weight loss provided by the surgery — for example, 
in daily activities.

Today I can do the basics with ease, put on a shoe, tie a shoe or 
sandal, wash a bathroom, clean a house. I’m very satisfied with 
the surgery, I didn’t have any complications. (P7)

I am very satisfied with the surgery, I would do it all over again, it 
was one of the best choices I made. I wasn’t doing it myself. It was 
like a hand that helped me get out of suffering. (P6)

I’m happy. I’m flattered, because I don’t regret it one day; and if I 
had to do it again, I would. It was the best decision I made. (P4)

From the articulation between the categories and subcategories 
based on the meanings attributed to the changes experienced by 
the participants, the phenomenon “Re-signifying life after bariatric 
surgery” was obtained, represented by the reconstruction of social 
life and the rediscovery of self-esteem, as presented in Figure 1.

Rebuilding a 
social life

Rediscovering 
self-esteem

Resigning life after 
bariatric surgery

Figure 1 – Representative diagram of the phenomenon and its categories

The diagram indicates the lived experience and the meanings 
attributed to the changes that took place after the bariatric sur-
gery, representing the process in the search for a new meaning 
in life after bariatric surgery.

The changes presented after the surgical procedure were 
identified in the process of interaction with another person, as 
well as with oneself. Thus, the meanings were perceived based 
on significant improvements in the participants’ daily lives: im-
proved mood, social interactions, and increased self-confidence, 
with consequent advancement in their social life.

DISCUSSION

In view of the results shown in this research, the meanings 
attributed to certain symbols were expressed in different ways, 
representing the change after bariatric surgery based on the 
process of interaction with another person, as well as with oneself. 
Experiencing the process of transformation after bariatric surgery 
was positively symbolized for the participants of this research, gen-
erating satisfaction in performing daily, work, and social activities.

The changes reported by the participants were similar to those 
found in studies included in an integrative literature review(16), 
in which it was observed that the changes that occurred after 
bariatric surgery permeate physical, psycho-emotional and in-
terpersonal relationships, and that most changes were related to 
sustained weight loss, improved quality of life, social and marital 
interaction and increased self-esteem. 

Furthermore, results identified in this study corroborate research 
conducted with men who underwent bariatric surgery: it was 
revealed that being obese is having a series of restrictions - for 
example, in basic daily tasks, such as tying the shoelace, getting 
out of bed, get in and out of the car and simply walk. They also 
reported that they avoided social events because they felt ashamed 
of their body image. However, after surgery, they experienced 
improvement in psychosocial and physical health(17). 

Bariatric surgery can have a positive impact on quality of 
life(18-20). In this perspective, a survey of the Lebanese population, 
aiming to measure the quality of life in obese individuals before 
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and after bariatric surgery, identified that weight loss influences 
the improvement in self-esteem, physical activity, work perfor-
mance and sexual pleasure(20). This is confirmed by the present 
study, in which the participants expressed improvements in their 
lives, including in the marital relationship.

Although weight loss was the first noticeable change after 
surgery, other changes were expressed as significant, such as the 
development and establishment of new behaviors and lifestyle. 
It was observed, in general, that most participants reported im-
provement in clinical conditions, self-esteem, interpersonal and 
social relationships, at work, interest in sex and the introduction 
of new habits such as physical activity and proper nutrition. 

Other studies also showed a positive impact on the physical 
and mental health of the participants, reflecting improvements in 
their lives(21-23), improvement in self-esteem, physical activity, social 
life, work performance, sexual pleasure and food approach(23-25).

The social life of the participants in this research improved after 
undergoing bariatric surgery, converging with the result found 
in a study carried out in the United States, in which the psycho-
social changes consisted of improved mental health, increased 
self-confidence and improved interpersonal relationships with 
spouses, friends, coworkers and social life(26).

Given the results shown in this work, the meanings attributed 
to certain symbols were expressed in different ways, representing 
the change after surgery through the process of interaction with 
another person, as well as with oneself, represented by the SI as Self.

In this sense, bariatric surgery allowed the participants to 
have better life satisfaction, enabling socialization, as well as 
the restoration of their potential, which were often neglected. It 
allowed us to understand conflicts and uncertainties regarding 
professional, affective, social, family and psychological life(27).

Each participant determined one or several meanings that 
the life situation after bariatric surgery represented. They used 
verbal symbols, conveying the desired message; and, with these 
symbols, the meanings were elaborated, which can change with 
the interaction process, allowing to understand how to celebrate 
their self-concept and the ability to persevere and to relate in an 
adequate or not, with themselves and with their social context.

From the SI perspective, meaning is an important element for 
understanding human behavior, interactions, and experienced 
processes. The essence of SI are the meanings created by indi-
viduals based on behaviors, actions and interactive reactions 
experienced in everyday society. In this way, the symbol cor-
responds to the metaphorical and hypothetical representations 
that the individual makes of social relations(28).

In the present research, the meanings attributed by the par-
ticipants revealed that weight loss contributed to their lives to 
improve significantly, achieving positive results related to increased 
self-esteem, body satisfaction, improvement in interpersonal 
relationships and sexual function. Thus, the phenomenon “Re-
signifying life after bariatric surgery” emerged, through which it 
was verified that the Grounded Theory supported by Symbolic 
Interactionism proved to be adequate for the research. We sought 
to understand human action through the meanings that things 
have for the participants, thus allowing the understanding of 
how they interpreted, meant, and re-signified their lives after 
undergoing bariatric surgery.

Symbolic Interactionism is linked to the interaction process 
in which individuals are active and learn to give meaning to 
things, valuing the meaning attributed to their experiences. In 
this way, participants can interact, can be in this movement of 
acting, perceiving, interpreting and acting again, being actors 
and reactors within an active process in the world(29).

Study limitations

The limitation of this study is the fact that all participants in 
this research were successful in surgery, that is, people who had 
complications in the postoperative period did not participate. 
However, it is noteworthy that the study responded to the pro-
posed objective, understanding the meanings attributed to the 
changes that occurred after bariatric surgery.

Contributions to the field of nursing, health, or public policy

The results of this study may contribute to nursing practice, so 
that they can support health professionals, motivating discussions 
with people with obesity about the importance of weight loss for 
a better quality of life, to reduce associated diseases and increase 
self-esteem. Thus, given that the nursing professional is committed 
to comprehensive care, it is noteworthy that it is their role to develop 
care strategies and actions, working with the prevention and control 
of obesity, together with the multidisciplinary team, raising aware-
ness of people with obesity of the risks to which they are exposed.

The SI and the GT were shown to be relevant to contribute 
to the dissemination of knowledge to health professionals who 
work with people with obesity, especially with individuals who 
underwent bariatric surgery. In addition, they helped to recognize 
the factors that affect the life of people with obesity before and 
after surgery, helping to develop care strategies at the individual 
and collective levels that minimize the stigma faced, increasing 
self-esteem, with consequent improvement in the quality-of-life.

FINAL CONSIDERATIONS

The findings of this study showed that bariatric surgery, in 
addition to contributing to weight loss, contributed to significant 
changes in the daily lives of participants, with repercussions in 
the physical, emotional, professional, and social context. 

Understanding the meaning of these changes, in their own lives, 
left them satisfied with the activities they now perform and with 
the change in behavior reflected in the improvement of clinical 
conditions, acceptance of their body image, increased self-esteem, 
improved interpersonal relationships and social and sexual desire. 

Self-acceptance provided self-satisfaction, with the consequent 
restoration of pleasure in living. It is noteworthy that Symbolic 
Interactionism allowed the understanding of how the participants 
interpreted, meant, and re-signified their lives after undergoing 
bariatric surgery. 
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