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Abstract

Introduction: Breast cancer has adverse effects on marital relationships. The present
study aimed to assess the effectiveness of compassion-based couple therapy (CBCT) on
family functioning and marital life quality in couples with spouses suffering from breast
cancer.

Methods: The research method was interventional. The statistical population of the
study was made up of all women with breast cancer and their spouses who visited Al-
Zahra Hospital in Tabriz for four months, from June to the end of 2023 (n=844). In
total, 16 couples who met the inclusion criteria were selected via the available sampling
method and were randomly assigned to two intervention groups (eight couples) and
control groups (eight couples). The intervention group received CBCT in 8 sessions of
1.5 hours (two months, one session per week) as a group, according to the treatment
plan proposed by Kazemi & et al.; nonetheless, the control group did not receive any
intervention. Both groups responded to The McMaster Family Assessment
Device (FAD) (Epstein et al., 1983) and Marital Quality Scale (Zhang et al., 2013)
before, after, and five months after the intervention. Data were analyzed in SPSS
software (version 24) using repeated-measures analysis of variance.

Results: In the pre-test, the mean scores of family functioning were 106.88+4.01 and
109.25+2.41 for women and their spouses, respectively. Moreover, mean marital life
quality scores were 77.38+2.51 and 70.75+3.16 for women and their spouses. In the
control group, family functioning mean scores were 102.38+3.58 and 106.75+2.97 for
women and men. Mean scores of marital life quality were 70.88+3.08 and 73.50+2.63
for women and men (P<0.05). CBCT increased family functioning and marital life
quality of couples with spouses suffering from breast cancer in the post-test (family
functioning of women 113.62+3.40 and men 115.38+2.07 and marital life quality of
women 83.3842.38 and men 76.62+3.09) compared to the control group (family
functioning of women 102.38+3.51 and men 105.75+£2.93 and marital life quality of
women 70.38+3.04 and men 73.2542.52) (P<0.001). In the follow-up stage, CBCT had
a persistent effect on the family functioning of women (113.38+3.45) and men
(114.7542.09) and marital life quality of women (83.38+2.38) and their spouses
(76.50+3.04) (P<0.001).

Conclusion: As evidenced by the results of this study, it can be concluded that CBT
increased family functioning and marital life quality in couples with spouses suffering
from breast cancer.

Keywords: Breast cancer, Compassion-based couple therapy, Family functioning,
Marital life quality
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Introduction
During the last four decades, the marked
increase in the frequency of breast cancer has
placed it at the top of the most prevalent
malignancies among Iranian women (1). Based
on statistics, the prevalence of breast cancer
among Iranian women is 25-30 cases per
100,000 populations (2).
physiological pain (3), breast cancer causes
psychological problems, such as

In addition to

anxiety,
distress, depression, and post-traumatic stress
disorder in sufferers (4). Moreover, breast
cancer exerts destructive effects on the marital
relationships of couples with spouses suffering
from breast cancer (5). Family functioning
plays a crucial role in the health of family
members and reinforces the cycle of mental
health within the family. In times of stress and
illness, family members encounter daunting
challenges (6). Furthermore, marital life
quality is another important variable
significantly affected by this disease (7). The
marital life quality largely depends on such
factors as affection, positive and constructive
interaction, good manners, dedication, and
communication skills in the lives of couples
(®).

If we do not address the marital issues faced by
couples when one spouse is diagnosed with
breast cancer, we may observe distressing and
traumatic outcomes, such as emotional and
legal separation, impacting the couple, their
children, and society (9). Therefore, apart from
the medical interventions that are performed
for women with breast cancer, special attention
should be devoted to their psychological and
marital interventions. Research suggests that
couple interventions, including compassion-
based couple therapy, have an effective role in
reducing  psychological symptoms and
increasing the marital capabilities of couples
with spouses suffering from breast cancer (10).
The reason for using this treatment in the
present research is that in the course of couple
therapy focused on compassion, unlike other
couple therapy approaches, it is essential to
address challenging cognitive and emotional
situations. This approach enables individuals
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to potentially confront the risk of secondary
traumatic stress during highly stressful times
while also reducing burnout and enhancing
personal well-being and satisfaction derived
from compassion simultaneously. Failure to
pay attention to the functioning of the family
and the quality of married life of couples with
a spouse suffering from breast cancer can lead
to intensified communication and marital
problems. This, in turn, may result in marital
boredom, psychological-social issues, and
potentially divorce. Such neglect can have a
direct destructive impact on couples and their
children, indirectly worsening the physical
health of women with breast cancer. In light of
the aforementioned issues, the present study
aimed to assess the impact of compassion-
based couple therapy on family functioning
and the quality of married life for couples with
spouses facing breast cancer.

Materials and Methods

The research method employed was
interventional. The research population
comprised women diagnosed with breast
cancer, along with their spouses, who attended
the educational and treatment center at Al-
Zahra Hospital in Tabriz over a four-month
period from June to the end of September
2023. The total number of participants was
844.

Sampling was conducted in a systematic
manner, following the approval of the code of
ethics and obtaining written informed consent.
Due to the wide dispersion of family
functioning scores and the quality of married
life among couples, we decided to include only
couples falling within a specific range of
family functioning scores and quality of
married life for comparative analysis.
Questionnaires were administered to 244
couples (488 individuals) who volunteered for
the study, as well as 212 couples (424
individuals), scoring one standard deviation
below the mean on these questionnaires. A
total of 16 couples (32 individuals) were
randomly selected and assigned to intervention
(8 couples) and control (8 couples) groups
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without blinding. The inclusion criteria
entailed 1) patients within the age range of 25-
45 years (youth period), 2) a minimum
education level of junior high school, 3)
participation of both partners in the research,
4) a confirmed diagnosis of stage 2 breast
cancer for the wife, and 5) completion of
conventional treatments (surgery,
chemotherapy, radiotherapy, and hormone
therapy). On the other hand, the exclusion
criteria were as follows: 1) absence of any
chronic disease other than cancer, 2) no
psychological or psychiatric interventions in
the past year, and 3) attendance of less than
one session by either partner in the treatment
sessions. Prior to random allocation into
intervention and control groups (using a coin
toss), subjects in both groups were matched
based on demographic characteristics, such as
age, length of marriage, and duration of illness.
All ethical principles were strictly adhered to
in this study. The research measurement tools
also included the following.

Family Functions Questionnaire: Epstein et al.
(1983) designed a 60-item self-report
questionnaire with six subscales to assess
family functions. The questionnaire uses a 4-
point Likert scale for scoring, with a minimum
score of 60 and a maximum score of 240. A
higher score reflects better family functioning.

Marital Life Quality Questionnaire: this 39-
item scale was developed by Zhang et al.
(2013) to assess the quality of marital
relationships. The questionnaire employs a 5-
point Likert scale for scoring, with a minimum
score of 39 and a maximum of 195. A higher
score signifies a higher quality of married life.

The study variables were characterized using
descriptive statistics, including the mean and
standard deviation for quantitative data, as well
as frequency and frequency percentage for
qualitative data. Analysis of variance with
repeated measures was employed to examine
the impact of the intervention under
investigation. A significance level of less than
0.05 was set for all tests, and all data analysis
was conducted using SPSS software (version
24).

Results

The mean age scores of female and male
participants in the intervention group were
34.1243.04 and 38.62+2.97, respectively.
These values for female and male participants
in the control group were obtained at
35124476 and  38.50+3, respectively.
Moreover, the mean scores of times elapsed
since marriage for couples in the intervention
and control groups were 8.12+1.96 and
9.12+1.58 years. The mean scores of the
duration of disease diagnosis for women in the
intervention and control groups were
12.62+42.24 and 12.12+1.89 months. In
addition, out of the 16 couples in the
intervention group, 3, 9, and 4 subjects had a
diploma to post-diploma, bachelor's degree,
and post-graduate education or higher. In the
control group, out of the 16 couples, 4, 9, and
3 individuals had a diploma to post-diploma,
bachelor's degree, and post-graduate education
or higher. Finally, in the intervention group, 10
individuals had freelance jobs, and 6 were
housewives, while in the control group, 13 had
freelance jobs, and 3 were housewives. The
significance levels obtained in Table 2
indicated that there was no significant
difference between the two groups in terms of
age, length of time since marriage, duration of
diagnosis, level of education, and occupation
(P<0.05).

In Table 1, the mean scores of family
functioning and quality of married life in the
intervention and control groups are presented
before, after, and five months post-treatment
for both women and their husbands. The table
illustrates an increase in the values of family
functioning and quality of marital life during
the post-test phase compared to the pre-test in
the experimental group. On the contrary, these
values did not show significant differences in
the control group. Furthermore, the results of
the intervention in the experimental group
were sustained during the follow-up phase.
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Table 1: Mean scores of study variables in the two experimental and control groups, separately for the
pre-test, post-test, and follow-up stages

. Pre-test Post-test Follow-up
Variable Group Gender MSD MSD MSD

intervention Female 106.88+4.01 113.62+3.40 113.38+£3.45
Family Male 109.254+2.41 115.38+2.07 114.75+£2.09
Functioning Control Female 102.38+3.58 102.38+3.51 102.12+3.56
Male 106.75+£2.97 105.75+2.93 105.88+2.90

Intervention Female 77.38+2.51 83.38+2.38 83.38+2.38

Marital Life Male 70.75+£3.16 76.62+3.09 76.50£3.04

Quality Control Female 70.88+3.08 70.38+3.04 71.00+£3.03
Male 73.50+£2.63 73.25+£2.52 73.00£2.59
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The results of the repeated measures analysis
of variance for the variables of family
functioning  and quality

demonstrated that compassion-based couple

marital  life

therapy  significantly  improved family

functioning and marital life quality in couples
with spouses suffering from breast cancer

circumstances can lead to increased happiness
and vitality, subsequently enhancing family
functioning in couples where one spouse has
breast cancer and is undergoing compassion-
based couple therapy. Compassion therapy
employs compassion, empathy, and kindness

towards oneself and others, as well as

(P<0.05). In the intervention group, the compassionate attention, self-image, feelings,
comparison of the results over time pointed to reasoning, soothing experiences, joyful
a significant difference between pre-test and sensory experiences, and compassionate

post-test and between pre-test and post-test, in
both variables of family functioning and
marital life quality (P<0.05).

Discussion

The present study sought to assess the

behavior. These techniques and skills help
individuals improve their relationships with
their spouses, enabling to better
understand each other, acknowledge each
other's needs, respect individual differences,

them

become aware of their own and each other's

effectiveness of compassion-based couple strengths and weaknesses, and engage
therapy on family functioning and marital life positively with each other, fostering
quality in couples with spouses suffering from constructive interactions. Therefore, it is

breast cancer. In explaining these results, it can
be stated that for a long time, researchers have
realized that problems related to shame and

reasonable to expect that the quality of married
life improves as couples
understand each other better.

recognize and

self-criticism  often stem from family
dysfunction, neglect, and/or lack of Ilove. Conclusion
Considering that compassion-based treatment As evidenced by the results of the present

is originally intended to address issues of
shame and lack of self-kindness, it has been
established that it can improve the functioning
of families with a spouse suffering from breast
cancer through its indirect effect on shame.
The impact of this treatment on the family
relationships of patients may originate from its
influence on the development and
enhancement of social relationships between
patients and their Moreover,

events

spouses.

reinterpreting based on altered

study pointed out that after providing
compassion-based couple therapy to couples
with a spouse diagnosed with breast cancer,
their family functioning and quality of married
life improved significantly compared to the
control group. Therefore, these findings can
offer a foundation for couple therapists and
health professionals who work with these
patients to design educational interventions

aimed at enhancing family functioning and the
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quality of married life for couples dealing with
a spouse suffering from breast cancer.
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