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Abstract

Introduction: Breast cancer, as the most common cancer among women, affects not only
their physical health but also their psychological well-being. Chemotherapy, one of the
main treatment modalities for this disease, is associated with numerous side effects that
may exacerbate patients’ psychological problems. This study aimed to determine the
effect of the Emotional Freedom Technique (EFT) on the severity of depression, anxiety,
and post-traumatic stress symptoms in breast cancer patients undergoing chemotherapy.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study with a pretest—posttest design was conducted
on 60 breast cancer patients recruited via convenience sampling, who were then randomly
allocated to the intervention (n=30) or control (n=30) groups at treatment centers in
Zahedan. Participants were randomly assigned to intervention and control groups. The
intervention group received EFT training in six two-hour sessions. Data were collected
using the Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale (HADS) and the Post-Traumatic Stress
Checklist (PCL-5) before and four weeks after the intervention. Statistical analysis was
performed using SPSS version 26, including independent t-tests, paired t-tests, and chi-
square tests.

Results: The intervention produced clinically meaningful reductions in symptoms; for
example, anxiety decreased by approximately 18%, depression by 16%, and PTSS by
14% (See Table 1 for exact mean changes). The intervention group showed a statistically
significant reduction in depression, anxiety, and stress scores post-intervention, while the
control group did not. A significant difference existed between the two groups at study
end (p=0.001).

Conclusion: EFT had a positive and significant effect on reducing anxiety, depression,
and post-traumatic stress symptoms (p=0.001) in breast cancer patients, recommending
its use as a complementary therapy integrated into routine psycho-social support
protocols in oncology settings.
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Introduction

Breast cancer is the most common malignancy
among women worldwide and represents a
major public health concern. Global estimates
suggest that the number of new cases will rise
from 12.7 million in 2008 to 21.4 million by
2030 (1). In Iran, breast cancer is also the most
prevalent cancer among women, with an
increasing trend in incidence; national reports
indicate an age-standardized incidence rate of
approximately 32 per 100,000 women. (2). In
Sistan and Baluchestan province, breast cancer
remains the leading malignancy among women,
reflecting both a regional and national health
priority (3).

Beyond its physical impact, breast cancer and
its treatment impose significant psychological
burdens. Chemotherapy, while critical for
disease management, often exacerbates distress
due to side effects such as fatigue, pain, nausea,
and cognitive impairment (4). These stressors
can reduce quality of life, interfere with
treatment adherence, and increase the risk of
emotional disorders (6—10). Anxiety is one of
the most prevalent psychological challenges in
cancer patients, leading to impaired coping and,
in some cases, premature mortality (5, 6).
Depression is similarly common, with the
emotional burden of cancer and treatment
contributing to persistent low mood,
hopelessness, and diminished motivation (7).
Moreover, 10-20% of cancer patients may
develop post-traumatic stress symptoms
(PTSS), characterized by intrusive thoughts,
hyperarousal, avoidance, and psychosomatic
complaints, which further compromise social
and emotional functioning (8-10).

Cultural and social factors uniquely shape the
psychological experience of Iranian women
with breast cancer. Body image concerns,
societal expectations, family role pressures, and
stigma associated with malignancy may
intensify anxiety and depression, highlighting
the need for culturally sensitive interventions
(11-13). Evidence indicates that early screening
and psychosocial support are crucial to
mitigating  psychological  distress  and
promoting adherence to treatment (14).
Complementary and integrative approaches,
such as mindfulness, yoga, music therapy, and
acupuncture, have been employed to reduce
psychological symptoms in cancer patients (15,

16). Among these, Emotional Freedom
Technique (EFT) is a novel mind—body
intervention  that combines  cognitive—

emotional strategies with gentle acupressure-
based stimulation of specific energy points (8).
EFT aims to reduce negative emotions, enhance
emotional regulation, and improve resilience.
Neurobiological studies have demonstrated that
EFT can decrease amygdala activity, modulate
hypothalamic—pituitary—adrenal axis
responses, reduce cortisol levels by up to 37—
40%, and increase calming neurotransmitters
such as serotonin, GABA, and beta-endorphins
(10, 17). Physiological evidence also indicates
beneficial effects on autonomic nervous system
markers, including heart rate, skin conductance,
and heart rate variability (18).

Despite promising evidence, there remains a
gap in research assessing EFT’s effectiveness
in Iranian women undergoing chemotherapy.
Prior studies have often focused on non-Iranian
populations or single psychological outcomes,
leaving depression, anxiety, and PTSS
insufficiently  studied in  combination.
Therefore, this study aimed to evaluate the
impact of a structured EFT program on
depression, anxiety, and PTSS among Iranian
breast cancer patients receiving chemotherapy,
providing culturally relevant evidence for
clinical application and the integration of
complementary mind-body interventions in
routine oncological care.

Materials and Methods

This quasi-experimental study with a pretest—
posttest design was conducted on 60 eligible
breast cancer patients in treatment centers in
Zahedan. The study was conducted between
April and December 2025. Participants were
recruited via convenience sampling and then
randomly allocated to the intervention (n=30)
or control (n=30) groups. Two standard
instruments were utilized to measure the
research variables. To assess anxiety and
depression, the Hospital Anxiety and
Depression Scale (HADS), consisting of two
seven-item subscales designed by Zigmond and
Snaith (1983), was employed; this instrument
possesses appropriate validity and reliability in
Iran, and in this study, its internal consistency
coefficient was found to be 0.77 for the anxiety
subscale and 0.86 for the depression subscale.
To measure post-traumatic stress, the Post-
Traumatic Stress Checklist (PTCL) was used,
with scores ranging from 17 to 85; the
checklist's reliability in the current study,
assessed using Cronbach's alpha, was 0.71,
indicating acceptable validity for the population
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under study. Data analysis was conducted using
SPSS v26, including independent t-tests, paired
t-tests, and chi-square tests to control for
baseline differences and potential confounders.
Statistical significance was set at p<(.05.

Results

Participants’ mean age was 56.10+7.81 years in
the intervention group and 55.60+6.60 years in
the control group. Most participants (75%)
were homemakers. Groups were homogeneous
at baseline with no significant differences in
age, duration of illness, education, marital
status, occupation, support systems, cancer
grade, or chemotherapy cycles (p>0.05).

Following the intervention, the intervention
group demonstrated significant reductions in
psychological distress: anxiety decreased from
11.90+2.68 to 9.76+2.07 (p=0.001), depression
decreased from 12.90+2.00 to 10.83+1.91
(p=0.001), and PTSD decreased from
56.00+12.54 to 46.53+10.80 (p=0.001). The
control group showed no significant changes.

The mean score changes (after — before) +
standard deviation of depression, anxiety, and
stress scores after the experiment in the two
intervention and control groups are shown in
Table 1.

Table 1: Mean score changes (after — before) = standard deviation of the variable scores in the two
intervention and control groups

Variable Intervention Control
Mean score change (after — before) | Mean score change (after — before)
+ standard deviation + standard deviation

Anxiety -1.33£2.13 -0.77+0.23

Depression -2.06+0.98 -0.41+0.03

Post-traumatic Stress | -7.724+9.46 -0.3+0.1

Discussion

The findings of the present study indicate that
the implementation of a structured Emotional
Freedom  Technique  (EFT)  program
significantly reduced anxiety, depression, and
post-traumatic stress symptoms (PTSS) in
breast cancer patients undergoing
chemotherapy. Baseline demographic and
clinical characteristics, including age, disease
duration, education level, marital status,
occupation, social support, cancer grade, and
chemotherapy cycles, were comparable
between the intervention and control groups
(P>0.05), supporting the reliability of the
intervention outcomes.

After six EFT sessions, the intervention group
demonstrated a substantial decrease in mean
anxiety scores from 11.90 £2.68 t0 9.76 = 2.07
(P=0.001), while no significant changes were
observed in the control group (P=0.1).
Similarly, mean depression scores decreased
from 12.90 + 2.00 to 10.83 + 1.91 (P=0.001) in
the intervention group, whereas there was no
significant change in the control group
(P=0.66). PTSS scores also declined
significantly from 56.00 + 12.54 to 46.53 +
10.80 (P=0.001) post-intervention, whereas the
control group showed no meaningful reduction
(P=0.08).

These results align with previous international
studies. For instance, Baker et al. (2015)
reported that EFT improved mood and
mitigated treatment-related side effects in
breast cancer patients undergoing hormone
therapy (17). Tak et al. (2021) demonstrated
reductions in cognitive and emotional
complaints, as well as enhanced psychological
control, following EFT intervention (19). A
systematic review and meta-analysis by Zhang
et al. (2025) further confirmed EFT’s
effectiveness in reducing anxiety, depression,
and anticipatory grief in cancer patients (9).
Mechanistically, EFT combines cognitive-
emotional strategies with gentle stimulation of
energy points, modulating amygdala activity,
HPA-axis responses, and increasing calming
neurotransmitters such as serotonin and beta-

endorphins, = which  together = promote
physiological relaxation and emotional
regulation.

Consistent findings were also observed in
domestic studies. Karimi-Afshar et al. (2018)
reported increased resilience and reduced death
anxiety in breast cancer patients following
emotion regulation interventions (20). Mirzaei
et al. (2025) showed that modifying temporal
perspectives reduced anxiety and depressive
symptoms (6). Additionally, interventions
based on mindfulness, such as those by
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Aghdam et al. (2022), demonstrated significant
improvements in post-traumatic growth and
stress-related outcomes (21). Collectively,
these studies underscore the importance of
emotional regulation, mindfulness, and
acceptance in improving psychological well-
being among cancer patients.

Regarding PTSS, the current study corroborates
prior findings by Stapleton et al. (2023), Church
et al. (2013), and Zhang et al. (2025), who
reported significant reductions in post-
traumatic symptoms across diverse
populations, including cancer patients and
trauma survivors, following EFT interventions
(9, 15, 22). The current intervention’s
structured combination of energy-point
tapping, affirmations, and guided practice
facilitated  emotional acceptance, self-
regulation, and inner calm, contributing to
meaningful reductions in anxiety, depression,
and PTSS.

The observed efficacy of EFT can be attributed
to its multifaceted psychophysiological
mechanisms, including modulation of stress
pathways, cognitive restructuring, and
reinforcement of emotional self-efficacy. Daily
home exercises and repeated affirmation
practice likely reinforced these benefits,
supporting both immediate and potential long-
term improvements in emotional well-being.
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Table 1: Educational content of the Emotional Release Technique by therapy sessions

training session: Educational content:

First: Introduction Introduction to the technique of psychological release and its goals.
Explanation of the scientific principles and safety of this method.
Obtaining basic information about the patient's psychological condition
Filling out pre-test questionnaires
Introductory training: Introduction to key EFT points (such as acupressure points
on the body).
Initial practice on a mild problem (to experience the technique).
Review of the patient's condition:
Each session begins with a review of the patient's feelings and condition.
Performance of the technique:
The patient selects a specific topic or negative emotion related to their illness (such
as anxiety, depression, and symptoms of post-traumatic stress related to the

Second to fifth session:
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illness).
EFT Steps:

affirmation.

training).
Home exercise:

Identify the problem (identify the emotion the patient is struggling with).

Choose an affirmation (e.g., “Although I am worried about my future, I accept
myself completely and deeply”).

Tap key acupressure points while focusing on the emotion and repeating the

Assessment of the degree of reduction in the intensity of emotion (before and after

Providing simple exercises to do at home (5-10 minutes a day).

Session Six: Conclusion | Reviewing patient changes during sessions.
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Table 2: Comparison of demographic information of women with breast cancer undergoing chemotherapy

in the two intervention and control

roups

Demographic characteristics Intervention Group Control Group P-value
Mean =+ standard deviation | Mean + standard deviation
age (years) 56.10 + 7.81 56.60 £6.55 *P=0.78
Duration of illness (years) 2.33+0.8 2.00+0.78 *P=0.11
number percentage number percentage
Education elementary 7 23.4 6 20 **P=0.61
Middle school 6 20 9 30
education
high school 12 40 8 26.6
university 5 16.6 7 23.4
plural 30 100 30 100
job employed 8 26.6 7 23.4 **p=0.76
housekeeper 22 73.4 23 76.6
plural 30 100 30 100
marital status single 1 34 2 6.6 ***%0.91
married 29 96.6 28 93.4
plural 30 100 30 100
Support system Yes 23 76.6 19 63.4 **0.26
No 7 23.4 11 36.6
plural 30 100 30 100
Cancer cried 11 24 80 26 86.6 ***0.76
I 6 20 4 13.4
plural 30 100 30 100
Chemotherapy First 28 93.4 27 90 *#%0.88
course Second 2 6.6 3 10
plural 30 100 30 100

independent t *
Kai Square **
Fisher ***

Oy 4o (415 53 alslono jlany g 8 assil 51 (g (o il 9 @1 kdl (0 panidl 0 03 (aSko dnn i ¥ Jgur
JreS g alslow 09,5 90 0 Floyd (gouid Cami oyl

Table 3: Comparison of mean scores of depression, anxiety, and post-traumatic stress before and after
intervention in women with breast cancer undergoing chemotherapy in the intervention and control

—_ groups.
o Variable Intervention Control independent t
5 Mean =+ standard deviation | Mean =+ standard deviatio
Q anxiety Before 11.90+2.68 11.50+2.19 P=0.53
& intervention
5 After the 9.76+2.07 11.26+2.18 P=0.008
= intervention
E Mean score change -2.13+1.32 -0.77+0.23
= (after — before) +
2 standard deviation
B Paired t-test result P=0.001 P=0.1
§ depression Before 12.90+2.00 12.63+1.71 P=0.58
E intervention
8 After the 10.83+1.91 12.60+1.75 P=0.001
— intervention

Mean score change 2.06+0.98 0.41+0.03

(after — before) +

standard deviation

Paired t-test result P=0.001 P=0.66
~ Post- Before 56.00+£12.54 54.16£8.69 P=0.51
: traumatic intervention
o stress After the 46.53+10.80 54.06+8.61 P=0.004
3 intervention
:i% Mean score change -9.42+7.72 -0.3+0.1
N (after — before) +
% standard deviation
S Paired t-test result P=0.001 P=0.8
O
a
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