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Abstract

Introduction: Breast cancer survivors often encounter significant challenges in sexual
and reproductive health, which necessitates specialized care. The present study aimed to
develop and validate clinical practice guidelines for delivering tailored sexual and
reproductive health services to breast cancer survivors in Iran.

Methods: The present work is part of a three-phase study conducted using sequential
exploratory mixed methods. The first phase aimed to identify the sexual and
reproductive health needs of breast cancer survivors and the ways in which they receive
related services. The results of the qualitative research conducted in this phase were
published earlier. In the subsequent steps, which have been mentioned in the current
work, the authors first did a systematic review to find the clinical practice guidelines
available in the world that deal with the sexual and reproductive health of breast cancer
survivors. Then, the draft of the clinical practice guidelines was developed using the
findings of the qualitative study, systematic review, and the opinions of the expert panel
members. The validity of guidelines was determined using the AGREE II (Appraisal of
Guidelines for Research & Evaluation II) instrument.

Results: The developed clinical practice guidelines encompass 76 recommendations
across six sections: general recommendations, sexual health, body image, early
menopause, contraception, and reproductive health. The guidelines scored over 86% in
all domains of the AGREE II instrument; all assessors recommended the guidelines for
use, with or without minor modifications.

Conclusion: These clinical practice guidelines are not only tailored and validated but
also provide a comprehensive framework for addressing the specific sexual and
reproductive health needs of breast cancer survivors in Iran. These guidelines can serve
as a valuable scientific and practical resource.
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Introduction

Breast cancer survivors face many problems
related to sexual and reproductive health.
However, they often do not receive sufficient
care, resulting in a gap between their needs and
the response of the healthcare system [1].
Implementing evidence-based clinical practice
guidelines is a crucial strategy to address this
gap. These guidelines, obtained from
systematic reviews of available evidence,
provide recommendations for optimizing
patient care by evaluating the benefits and
harms of various treatment options [2]. The
objective of this research was to develop and
validate clinical practice guidelines tailored to
the specific needs of breast cancer survivors in
Iran, drawing upon both local context and
international clinical guidelines.

Materials and Methods

This work presents findings from a part of a
three-phase  research  project that was
conducted using a sequential exploratory
mixed method. The purpose of the first phase
was to explain the sexual and reproductive
health needs of breast cancer survivors and
how to receive related services using the
qualitative content analysis method. The
results of this phase have been published
before [3]. In the second phase, a systematic
review was conducted to identify global
clinical practice guidelines for providing
sexual and reproductive health services to
breast cancer survivors. In the third phase, the
clinical practice guidelines are developed and
validated based on the results of Phases I and
II and the opinions of the expert panel. In the
present study, the second and third stages of
the main study were addressed.

In order to draft clinical practice guidelines,
first, the clinical question was developed. The
main clinical question was: what services
(prevention, diagnosis, and
management)  related to  maintaining,

screening,

monitoring, and promoting the sexual and
reproductive health of breast cancer survivors
are essential according to the local conditions
of Iran? Then, clinical recommendations were

derived from globally recognized clinical
practice guidelines. Finally, consensus among
experts was achieved using Delphi methods
and a nominal group technique. To this end,
the draft clinical practice guidelines and
accompanying scientific documents were
circulated among a group of experts, who were
invited to  provide their feedback.
Subsequently, an expert panel was convened.
During this meeting, a brief report outlining
the development process, areas of consensus
and disagreement, and expert suggestions were
presented. In order to address any remaining
discrepancies and generate additional ideas, a
nominal group technique was employed to
facilitate consensus building.

The AGREE II (Appraisal of Guidelines for
Research & Evaluation II) instrument, a 23-
item tool assessing six quality domains (scope
and purpose, stakeholder participation, rigor of
development, clarity = of  presentation,
applicability, and editorial independence), was
used to validate the clinical practice guidelines.
Each criterion is rated on a 7-point scale from
1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree).
Following the domain-level assessment,
participants provided an overall evaluation of
the guidelines and indicated whether they
would recommend their use in their current
form or with modifications [4].

The clinical practice guidelines were validated
by expert panel members, experts outside the
panel, and service providers. Expert panel
members and non-expert panelists completed
all items of the AGREE II instrument, while
service providers focused on the clarity,
practicality, and overall evaluation questions.

Results

First, the systematic review identified 1524
articles; a total of 1463 remained after
duplicate removal, and among them, 1194
were excluded based on title screening. The
remaining 269 articles were assessed by
abstract and full-text, resulting in the
identification of 60 clinical practice guidelines
or articles related to sexual and reproductive
health in breast cancer survivors. Finally, six
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clinical practice guidelines were selected as
references based on up-to-dateness, developer
credibility, English availability, and a
minimum score of 40% in Domain 3 of the
AGREE II instrument.

The recommendations in the clinical practice
guidelines were divided into six sections:
general, sexual health, body image, premature
menopause, contraception, and reproductive
health. While all recommendations met the
necessary quorum for acceptance during the
internal review phase, the authors carefully
considered all written comments and
suggestions from expert panelists, categorizing
them into two following groups:

1) Recommendations that had suggestions for
minor amendments (27 items).

2) Recommendations that some participants
disagreed with due to their expertise (13 items).
The research team incorporated the necessary
revisions to the recommendations in the first
group and categorized the disputed
recommendations from the second group for
presentation to the expert panel.

These recommendations were presented to the
expert panel, where necessary modifications
made.  Finally, the  modified
recommendations were put to a vote. Those

WwWere

that received more than 80% of the votes were
included in the final clinical guidelines. During
the validation phase, the score obtained by the
panel of experts ranged from 81% to 94%,
while the score from experts outside the panel
ranged from 97% to 100%.

Service providers rated the presentation clarity
at 83% and practicality at 75%, with an
average overall quality evaluation score of
5.94. Moreover, 74% of participants
recommended using the clinical guidelines
without modifications, while 26% suggested
changes.

Discussion

The present study aimed to develop and
validate clinical practice guidelines for
delivering sexual and reproductive health
services to breast cancer survivors in Iran
using a mixed-methods approach. The research
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team successfully selected relevant
recommendations from global clinical practice
guidelines, which were broadly consistent
across various sources. The use of different
clinical practice guidelines was intended solely
to synergize and enhance the various aspects of
our clinical practice guidelines. This finding
may be attributed to the fact that the
fundamental needs of sexual and reproductive
health are instinctive and largely universal
across all societies, regardless of cultural or
social differences. The proposed interventions
in the clinical guidelines address these
fundamental human needs and can be applied
across various contexts, including Iran. These
clinical practice guidelines addressed the
biological, psychological, and social aspects of
sexual and reproductive health, as well as the
comprehensiveness of  services. The
biopsychosocial model of human behavior was
first applied to the field of sexuality by Rossi
(1994), the basis of which is the interaction of
three biological, psychological, and social
factors in human sexual health [5]. The
concept of comprehensive services refers to
healthcare delivery three levels:
prevention, treatment, and health promotion

[6]. Other researchers have also successfully

acCross

employed mixed methods to develop clinical
guidelines [7, 8]. This approach offers the dual
benefits of resource efficiency and reduced
rework while ensuring the highest quality of
scientific evidence.

The most important limitation of the present
study is the lack of experimental
implementation. The findings of this research
can be used in supportive and palliative
centers, policy and service management, and
training of students and service providers.

Conclusion

The developed clinical practice guidelines for
providing sexual and reproductive health
services to breast cancer survivors are tailored,
comprehensive, validated, and relevant to the
specific needs of this population in Iran. These
guidelines can serve as a valuable scientific
and practical resource.
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