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Abstract

Introduction: Improving the quality of life of women with breast cancer
requires psychological interventions. The purpose of this research was to
compare the effectiveness of acceptance and commitment therapy and cognitive-
existential therapy on psychological flexibility in women with breast cancer in
Ahvaz.

Methods: The current research employed a pre-test-post-test design that
Received: 2024/08/18 included a control group and a three-month follow-up phase. The statistical
Accepted: 2024/10/26 population consisted of all women diagnosed with breast cancer in Ahvaz city
“Corresponding Author: in 2024. From this population, a sample of 45 participants was selected using a
safarzadeh1152@yahoo.com convenience sampling method. These participants were subsequently assigned
to three groups, each comprising 15 individuals: two experimental groups and
one control group. Their age was between 18 to 45 years old, and all of them
were under medication treatment. For the first experimental group,
psychotherapy protocol based on acceptance and commitment (Izadi & Abedi,
2015) and the second experimental group, Kissan cognitive-existential therapy
(Bahmani, 2010), but the control group was not subjected to any psychological
intervention. The research tool included the psychological flexibility
questionnaire of Dennis and Vanderwaal (2010). Analysis of variance with
repeated measures was used to analyze the data.

Ethics Approval:
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Results: The results showed that both treatments, treatment based on acceptance
and commitment and cognitive-existential therapy are significantly effective on
the psychological flexibility of women with breast cancer (p<0.01). Also, no
significant difference was seen between the effectiveness of acceptance and
commitment therapy and cognitive-existential therapy on psychological
flexibility.

Conclusion: The findings of this study indicated that both acceptance and
commitment therapy (ACT) and cognitive-existential therapy (CET) effectively
enhance psychological flexibility in women with breast cancer.
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Introduction

Today, breast cancer is the most common type
of cancer (1) and the leading cause of mortality
among women (2). The incidence of this cancer
is increasing widely and alarmingly across the
globe (3). Accordingly, in 2022, from 2.3
million new cases, 670,000 women in the world
lost their lives due to breast cancer. At present,
every 14 seconds, a woman is diagnosed with
breast cancer, and between 185 countries in the
world, 57 countries have reported this disease
as the most common disease among women (4,
5). Moreover, the prevalence of breast cancer in
Iranian women has been increasing and its rate
has been higher than the global estimate (6). In
general, damage to the breast or the loss of this
organ in a woman's body, in addition to physical
disorders, can be interpreted as the loss of
female identity (7) and assumed to be
catastrophic. Negative and dysfunctional
thoughts, often stemming from a lack of
psychological  flexibility and difficulty
accepting new life conditions, are common
among women with breast cancer. Research
also demonstrated that women with breast
cancer who also report psychiatric problems
have less psychological flexibility than other
women with this disease (8). In light of this, by
emphasizing the requirement to improve
psychological flexibility in women with cancer,
psychological interventions can be targeted to
them (9). Among the treatments that have been
focused on improving the psychological
flexibility of these patients is psychotherapy
based on acceptance and commitment (10),
which enables a person to directly target
emotional distress by accepting unpleasant
thoughts and emotions and adapt the condition
of the disease. In addition, cognitive-existential
therapy is one of the methods that is designed
according to the special needs of patients who
somehow face the risk of losing their lives or
other important people in their lives (11). As an
integrated method, it can be of great help in the
reduction of psychological pain in many
patients with chronic pain (12). In light of the
aforementioned issues, the present study aimed
to compare the effectiveness of acceptance and

commitment therapy and cognitive-existential
therapy in the enhancement of psychological
flexibility among women diagnosed with breast
cancer.

Materials and Methods

The present study employed a pre-test-post-test
design with a control group and a three-month
follow-up phase. The statistical population
consisted of all women diagnosed with breast
cancer in Ahvaz in 2024. From this population,
a sample of 45 women was selected through
convenience sampling and assigned to three
groups of 15 participants each, comprising two
experimental groups and one control group. In
the first experimental group, a psychotherapy
protocol based on Acceptance and Commitment
Therapy (13) was implemented, while the
second experimental group received Kissan
Cognitive-Existential Therapy (14). Each
intervention consisted of 10 90-minute sessions.
The control group, in contrast, did not receive
any psychological intervention. The research
utilized  the  Psychological  Flexibility
Questionnaire developed by Dennis and Vander
(15) as the primary measurement tool.

This 20-item questionnaire is used to evaluate
the improvement of psychological flexibility in
depression and other psychological and
physical diseases through psychological
treatments (16). The minimum score of the
questionnaire is 0 and the maximum score is
120. To investigate the psychometric properties
of this questionnaire, Dennis and Vander,
during research they conducted on 196
undergraduate  students of Midwestern
University in America, checked the criterion
validity of this questionnaire with the Beak
depression inventory using the concurrent
validity method and reported a correlation of -
0.39. In the following, construct validity was
obtained by the convergent validity method of
the psychological flexibility questionnaire with
Martin and Robin's psychological flexibility
scale, and reliability was obtained by the
internal consistency method by calculating
Cronbach's alpha coefficient on the samples.
Above, they reported 0.91 and the stability of

17(4):151-170



17(4):151-170

Iranian Journal of Breast Diseases | Jalalpour and Safarzadeh

the questionnaire by retest method after 7
weeks, 0.81 (17). In Iran, Karbalai et al. in their
study, which was conducted on 119 women
with cancer who referred to charities,
campaigns, and cancer associations in Tehran,
obtained the reliability of the questionnaire
using Cronbach's alpha method equal to 0.88
(18).

Ethical considerations in the present research
included obtaining written consent from the
patients, general publication of the results, and
confidentiality of patient’s information. The
patients were also explained that they could
leave the treatment whenever they wanted to
withdraw from the study. The current research
has the ethics code number
IR.IAU.AHVAZ.REC.1403.004  from the
Ethics Committee of the Islamic Azad
University of Ahvaz branch. Data analysis was
conducted using repeated measures analysis of
variance.

Results

The participants in the current study included
women with breast cancer aged 18-45 years
(mean age: 35.14+4.16 years). In terms of
marital status, 27 (60%) subjects were married
and 18 (40%) cases were single. Regarding
education level, 23 (51.11%) participants had a
diploma or were educated under a diploma, and

22 (48.89%) cases had a bachelor's degree or
higher. Moreover, 12 (26.67%) people were
employed, and 33 (73.33%) cases
unemployed. The mean scores of psychological
flexibility in the treatment group based on
acceptance and commitment in the pre-test,

WEre

post-test, and follow-up phases were 52.800,
68.600, and 67.866, respectively. The mean
scores of psychological flexibility in the
cognitive-existential therapy group were
53.666, 68.866, and 67.800 in the pre-test, post-
test, and follow-up phases, respectively. The
mean scores of psychological flexibility in the
control group were 52.866, 52.333, and 53.866
in the pre-test, post-test, and follow-up phases,
respectively. At the same time, before the
analysis of variance with repeated measures, the
assumptions of the normality of the distribution
of research data were checked and verified by
the Lune test and the M-box test. The Wilks
Lambda test results illustrated that the effect of

implementing independent variables on
psychological flexibility was significant
(F=9.82;  P=0.001; n2=0.332;  Wilks

Lambda=0.470). As displayed in Table 1, in
addition to the effect of group and time, the
interactive effect of group X
psychological  flexibility is  significant.
(F=13.79; P=0.001; Effect size= 0.395)

time on

Table 1: Results of analysis of variance with repeated measurements in explaining the effect of
independent variables on psychological flexibility

Variable Effects Sum of Squares Sum of Squared Error F p-value Effect Size
Psychological ~ Group effect 13021.97 10438.18 26.20  0.001 0.557
flexibility Time effect 14694.44 7129.73 86.56  0.001 0.673
The interaction 9037.99 13667.29 13.79  0.001 0.395

effect of group x
time

In Table 2, the results of the Bonferroni test
comparing the effect of time demonstrate that
the difference in the mean scores of
psychological flexibility in the pre-test-post-test
and pre-test-follow-up phases is statistically
significant; nonetheless, the mean difference
between the scores in the post-test-follow-up
stages is meaningless. The results of the
Bonferroni test comparing the effects of the
groups in Table 2 show that the mean difference

in psychological flexibility in the two treatment
groups based on acceptance and commitment
and cognitive-existential therapy compared to
the control group is statistically significant. The
implementation of treatment based on
acceptance and commitment and existential
cognitive therapy increased the mean
psychological flexibility in the post-test and
follow-up stages compared to the pre-test stage.

Based on this, the difference in the effect of two
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treatment methods based on acceptance and
commitment and cognitive-existential therapy
on psychological flexibility is significant and
leads to the increase of this variable in women

with breast cancer; however, the difference in
the effect of the two methods of acceptance and
commitment and cognitive-existential therapy
is not meaningful on psychological flexibility.

Table 2: Bonferroni test results for pairwise comparisons of the effect of groups and times for
psychological flexibility

Variable Times Mean Difference Criterion Error  p-value
Psychological Pre-test Post-test 23.95 2.84 0.001
flexibility Pre-test Follow-up 25.52 2.71 0.001

Post-test Follow-up 1.62 2.44 1.00
Variable Differences Between Groups  Mean Difference Criterion Error  p-value
Psychological Acceptance Cognitive- 7.85 3.31 0.129
flexibility and Existential

Commitment Therapy

Therapy

Acceptance Control 15.74 331 0.001

and group

Commitment

Therapy

Cognitive- Control 23.61 3.31 0.001

Existential group

Therapy

Discussion context, attempts are made to reduce the

As evidenced by the results of this study,
acceptance and commitment therapy and
cognitive-existential therapy increased the
psychological flexibility of women with breast
cancer and there was no difference between
these two treatments in effectiveness on
psychological flexibility and this finding was
also stable in the follow-up phase. In explaining
these findings, it can be stated that the
mechanism of change in the approach is based
on commitment and acceptance based on
psychological flexibility. In each treatment
session, patients are taught how to understand
their existence as a single whole, consider the
disease as a part of this whole, and learn how to
live in the present moment. The main emphasis
in treatment sessions has been -clarifying
patients' values and moving towards these
values. In cognitive-existential therapy, they
seek awareness of human abilities, such as
emotions, emotional  stability,
planning, and organization. Moreover, serious
attempts are made to identify the purpose of the
individual's  creation and identify the
individual's perception of existing events, such
as the occurrence of illness and self-disclosure

memory,

regarding the individual's feelings. In this

person's focus from cognitive errors towards
existence, pain and suffering, death or life, and
direct the person towards the main goal of his
character. Both treatments from two important
psychological dimensions help a person to act
according to human values by improving
psychological flexibility and quality of life. No
significant difference was observed in the
breast, and these treatments showed a lasting
effect on women's psychological flexibility
over time. Similar to other studies, the current
research is subject to several limitations.
Among the limitations of the current research,
we can refer to the convenience sampling
method, the implementation of the research
only on the group of women with breast cancer
in Ahvaz, and a 3-month follow-up.
Furthermore, other variables, such as the stage
of the disease, determining the type of medical
treatment at the same time as psychological
intervention, the number of patients in the
family, or the economic status of the patients,
were not investigated. Therefore, it is suggested
that in future research, the current research topic
should be conducted on people suffering from
other types of cancer and a group of men in
other cities, and the follow-up period should be
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extended. In addition, variables, such as the
number of patients in the family and the
economic status, should also be controlled in
similar future studies.

Conclusion

Considering that the effect of two treatment
methods based on acceptance and commitment
and cognitive-existential therapy on the
psychological flexibility of women with breast
cancer has been determined in the present study,
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