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Abstract

Introduction: Breast cancer is the most prevalent cancer among women. Pain
and anger are two of the most common and debilitating consequences of this
condition, significantly affecting the quality of life of patients. Therefore, the
present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Emotional Awareness and
Expression Therapy (EAET) with Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
in alleviating the severity of pain and anger in women with breast cancer.
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Results: In the experimental group receiving ACT, the mean and (standard
deviation) of anger levels in the post-test was 88.47 (10.93) compared to the pre-
test 113.28 (12.33), illustrating a significant decrease (P<0.05). This reduction
was also sustained in the follow-up phase at 90.04 (10.15). In addition, in this
group, the mean pain intensity in the post-test was 3.90+0.94 compared to the
pre-test (5.28+1.00), highlighting a significant decrease (P<0.05). The results of
(3.761+0.94) continued to the follow-up phase as well. In the experimental group
receiving EAET, the mean anger levels in the post-test was 80.428+7.76
compared to the pre-test (117.95+12.24), displaying a significant decrease
(P<0.05). This reduction was also sustained in the follow-up phase at
82.90+8.46. Furthermore, the pain intensity in the post-test was 2.61+0.49
compared to the pre-test (5.714£1.05), showing a significant decrease (P<0.05),
and the score of pain (2.571£0.50) was sustained to the follow-up phase. The
EAET has been more effective than ACT.

Conclusion: As evidenced by the obtained results, the use of EAET and ACT
can be an effective method in the reduction of pain and anger of breast cancer
patients. Therefore, it is recommended that these methods be used in treatment
centers as group therapy.
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Introduction

Breast cancer is the most common cancer
among women in 157 out of 185 countries,
leading to 670,000 deaths worldwide in
2022(1). Pain is a prevalent symptom or side
effect for cancer patients, with an overall
prevalence of 44.5%, and 30.6% experiencing
moderate to severe pain (2). Pain is an
unpleasant sensory experience which can result
from cancer itself or from surgery, radiation
therapy, or  chemotherapy.  Survivors
undergoing various types of mastectomy,
breast-conserving surgery, and lymph node
dissection often develop chronic pain (3).
Breast cancer diagnosis significantly impacts
women's quality of life, especially their
emotional state, with anger and arousal being
common reactions. Studies demonstrate that
breast cancer patients' anger increases during
treatment (4). Anger management can
effectively affect clinical outcomes, as anger
can exacerbate cancer symptoms (5). There is a
link between anger regulation and both acute
and chronic pain (6). Women who use
maladaptive strategies for regulating or
expressing emotions (like suppression) report
emotional distress, depression, and anxiety, as
well as lower quality of life and physical health
(7). Emotional suppression and unpleasant
emotions can alter immune responses and
cancer progression (8). Breast cancer patients
with lower emotional awareness experience
poorer quality of life (9). Learning anger
awareness and expression skills is essential for
improving symptoms and coping with the
disease. Despite increased focus on cancer pain,
its prevalence has not significantly changed
over decades, remaining a significant issue for
cancer patients (10). A review of the
effectiveness of group therapy for non-
metastatic breast cancer patients found that
cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and third-
wave CBT approaches were most effective,
improving quality of life and coping (11).
Acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT), a
third-wave CBT, has proven effective in
improving quality of life, reducing anxiety,
depression, and fatigue in cancer patients (12).
Studies also illustrated the effectiveness of ACT
in reducing pain and anger (13-15) and fostering
psychological flexibility through six core
processes: acceptance, diffusion, self as
context, contact with the present moment,
values, and committed action (16). ACT does
not directly target trauma or life adversities,

unlike therapies focused on emotional
processing, which can improve symptoms by
helping patients engage with and process
triggers, such as memories and emotions (17).
Emotional awareness and expression therapy
(EAET), developed by Mark Lumley, is based
on the idea that emotions have a protective
function and difficulty managing them leads to
emotional and behavioral problems (18). EAET
helps patients identify, name, and healthily
experience emotions, learning to manage
problematic  emotions  (19).  Emotional
awareness techniques, such as written
expression, significantly reduce pain (20).
Expressing emotions affect physical sensations
and pain perception, improving the immune
system and reducing pain during treatment (21).
Emotion-focused therapy reduces physical and
verbal aggression, anger, and hostility in breast
cancer patients. Therefore, EAET, which
directly addresses trauma and emotional
adversities, contrasts with the emphasis of ACT
on not engaging with emotions, thoughts, and
traumas (22). The theoretical purity of EAET
sets it apart from CBT and ACT, focusing on
emotional trauma processing (17). In light of
the aforementioned issues, the present study
aimed to compare the effectiveness of EAET
and ACT in anger and pain intensity in breast
cancer patients.

Materials and Methods

The current study is an interventional type with
a pre-test-post-test design, including a control
group and a two-month follow-up. The research
population consisted of all women with stage 11
breast cancer who had a file at Mehr Sohaila
Charity Center in Alborz Province. From those
eligible, 75 cases were selected through
convenient sampling and randomly assigned to
three groups of 25 EAET, ACT, and a control
group. The research  objectives and
confidentiality were explained to patients, and
informed consent was obtained. The EAET
group underwent eight weekly 90-minute group
sessions. In a similar vein, the ACT group had
eight weekly 90-minute group sessions. The
control group received no intervention but was
offered three psychotherapy sessions after the
study for ethical considerations. Pre-tests were
administered to all groups before the sessions
began, and post-tests were conducted after the
sessions ended, followed by a two-month
follow-up. Confidentiality was maintained
throughout the study. Data were collected using
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the Siegel Multidimensional Anger Inventory
(MAI) and the Visual Analog Scale (VAS) for
pain, and analyzed in SPSS software (version
24) using repeated measures analysis of
variance.

Results

The mean age scores of participants in the ACT,
EAET, and control groups were 35.2, 35.4, and
35.6 years, respectively. In both experimental
groups, the mean scores for anger and its
dimensions, as well as pain intensity, decreased
significantly in the post-test compared to the
pre-test and the control group, and these
reductions persisted through the follow-up
phase. Repeated measures analysis of variance
indicated that the effect of time measurement on
the dependent variables was significant.
Therefore, regardless of the experimental
group, there were significant differences in the
mean scores for pain intensity and anger (and its
dimensions) across pre-test, post-test, and
follow-up stages. Furthermore, the interaction
effect between time and group was significant,
suggesting that both EAET and ACT effectively
reduced pain intensity and anger in breast
cancer patients. The group effect alone was also
significant, indicating differences in mean
scores for pain intensity and anger between the
experimental and control groups. Notably,
EAET was more effective than ACT in the
reduction of pain intensity and anger.

Discussion

The results demonstrated significant differences
in the mean scores for pain intensity and the
level of anger and its dimensions between the
experimental and control groups in the pre-test,
post-test, and follow-up stages (P<0.05). It was
also revealed that EAET was more effective
than ACT in the reduction of pain intensity and
the overall level of anger, as well as in the
mitigation of arousal and hostile attitudes
(P<0.05). These findings are consistent with
studies demonstrating that emotion-focused
therapy effectively reduces physical aggression,
verbal aggression, anger, and hostility in breast
cancer patients (23). This aligns with a study by
Gualerino et al. illustrating the effectiveness of
emotion-focused therapy in the reduction of
aggressive behavior in women with breast
cancer (24). The results regarding the
effectiveness of ACT in reducing anger are in
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agreement with studies showing that ACT
effectively reduces anger (14,15). In line with
the findings of the current research, several
studies have also pointed out that ACT is
effective in reducing pain (12,13). Nonetheless,
the results of this study contradict other research
(25) showing no relationship between emotion
regulation and pain. In addition, they contradict
research indicating that high levels of emotional
suppression and avoidance do not reduce pain
(26). In EAET, which focuses on identifying
and expressing emotions correctly, patients
learn to experience their emotions rather than
suppressing them. This process helps reduce
physical symptoms, such as pain, by avoiding
suppression and reducing internal and external
anger since proper emotional awareness and
expression prevent raw emotional outbursts of
anger in the form of aggression and conflict. In
explaining the effectiveness of ACT, it is
essential to highlight its underlying processes,
especially acceptance. This allows patients to
accept unpleasant internal experiences without
trying to control them, making these
experiences less threatening and less impactful
on their lives (16). Patients learn the difference
between acceptance and tolerance, gaining the
capacity to experience intense bodily sensations
without severe consequences, thus increasing
their capacity to experience pain. During ACT
sessions, patients with high anger and
aggression learn to accept their inner feelings,
such as anger, preventing experiential
avoidance and increasing psychological
flexibility to avoid aggressive outbursts.
Among the notable limitations of this study, we
can refer to its single-center nature, focus on
breast cancer, small sample size, and self-
reported data. Future studies should involve
diverse cancer types, larger samples, and
structured clinical interviews.

Conclusion

As evidenced by the results of this study, EAET
and ACT are effective in the reduction of anger
and pain in breast cancer patients. Furthermore,
EAET was found to be more effective than
ACT. Therefore, it is recommended that
healthcare and treatment centers for this disease
use educational programs in the form of group
therapy for these patients.
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