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Abstract

Introduction: Fear of cancer recurrence (FCR) is defined as fear or worry
about the possibility of cancer returning or progressing. High FCR may
adversely affect quality of life and increase healthcare expenses. This study
examined the relationship between personality traits and fear of cancer
recurrence with the mediation of cognitive emotion regulation in breast cancer
survivors.

Methods: In this descriptive correlational study, 300 women with breast
cancer referred to Cancer Institute in Tehran for their regular follow-ups after
treatment in 2022 and satisfied the inclusion criteria were recruited based on
convenience sampling. They completed the questionnaires online for FCR, five
big personality traits and cognitive emotion regulation. Data were analyzed
using Pearson's correlation coefficient and Path analysis.

Results: Results revealed that both adaptive and maladaptive strategies of
cognitive emotion regulation positively and significantly mediated the
relationship between neuroticism and FCR at (P<0.01) and (P<0.05),
respectively. Moreover, the relationship between agreeableness and
conscientiousness with FCR was negatively and significantly mediated by
adaptive and maladaptive strategies (P<0.01). Adaptive strategies negatively
and significantly mediated the relationship between extraversion and FCR
(P<0.01), and maladaptive strategies negatively and significantly mediated the
relationship between openness and FCR (P<0.05) in breast cancer survivors.

Conclusion: Breast cancer survivors with neurotic personality traits employ
maladaptive strategies instead of adaptive strategies of cognitive emotion
regulation and exhibit more FCR. In contrast, patients with agreeableness,
conscientiousness, extroversion, and openness personality traits employ
adaptive strategies or avoid maladaptive strategies and exhibit less FCR.
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Introduction
Breast cancer is the leading cause of cancer-
related deaths among women. Women with
breast cancer suffer from physical and
psychological-social repercussions (1). The
short-term fear of disease recurrence is almost
universal among cancer survivors. However,
for 40% to 70% of cancer survivors, such fears
can become chronic and disabling. High fear of
cancer recurrence (FCR) may adversely affect
survivors’ relationships, professions, goals, life
quality and increase their healthcare expenses
(2). Therefore, it is essential to identify the
psychological factors related to high FCR.
Personality traits are considered one of the
FCR predictors. The big five personality traits
are neuroticism with a basic tendency to
depression, extroversion with a basic tendency
to companionship and social relations,
agreeableness with a basic tendency to
accommodation, conscientiousness with a
basic tendency to pursue success, and openness
to experience with a tendency to seek
alternative solutions (3). Based on previous
studies, personality factors have a significant
association with FCR. In addition, five
personality traits had a significant relationship
with FCR among women with breast cancer
(4).
Cognitive emotion regulation is another
significant and influential factor in FCR. It
includes adaptive strategies (putting into
perspective, acceptance, positive refocusing,
positive reappraisal, and refocus on planning)
and maladaptive strategies (self-blame, blaming
others, rumination, and Catastrophizing).
Emotion regulation via cognition or thoughts
allows individuals to maintain emotional
control during or after threatening or
distressful events (5). Previous research
revealed that adaptive strategies of cognitive
emotion regulation reduce FCR, whereas
maladaptive strategies increase it (6, 7).
Personality traits may also be associated with
cognitive emotion regulation. Several studies
examined the relationship between the big five
personality factors and cognitive emotion
regulation strategies in different target
populations. Their findings indicate that
neuroticism is  significantly related to
maladaptive strategies, while four other
personality traits are related to adaptive and
beneficial strategies of cognitive emotion
regulation (8).
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Given the relationship between personality traits
and cognitive emotion regulation with FCR, as
well as the role of personality traits in choosing
emotion regulation strategies, the aim of this
study was to examine the relationship between
personality traits and FCR with the mediating role
of cognitive emotion regulation among breast
cancer survivors.

Materials and Methods

In this descriptive correlation study, the
statistical population included all women with
breast cancer referred to Cancer Institute in
Tehran for their regular follow-ups after
treatment in 2022. Three hundred patients who
satisfied the entry requirements (25-70 years
old, no cancer recurrence, non-metastatic
cancer, no use of psychiatric drugs, and
psychological interventions) were recruited
based on convenience sampling. They
completed the questionnaires online for FCR
(Simard), five big personality traits, and a short
form of cognitive emotion regulation
(Garnefski & Kraaij). Data were analyzed by
using Pearson's correlation coefficient and
Path analysis. SPSS and AMOS software
(version 26) were used for data analysis.

Results

The mean (x SD) age of patients was 44.06 +
7.52 years. Correlation coefficients showed
that maladaptive strategies of cognitive
emotion regulation are positively and
significantly, and adaptive strategies are
negatively and significantly correlated with
FCR. Moreover, neuroticism is positively and
significantly and other personality traits are
negatively and significantly correlated with
FCR. Following the assessment model’s fitness
with the collected data and revising it by
removing  four  non-significant  paths,
acceptable fit indices were obtained and direct
paths were identified. The path coefficient
between maladaptive strategies of cognitive
emotion regulation and FCR (p=0.318, P =
0.001) was positive and significant, and the
path coefficient between adaptive strategies
and FCR (B = -0.242, P = 0.001) was negative
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and significant. The path coefficient between
neuroticism and FCR (p=0.347, P =0.001) was
positive and significant, and the path
coefficient between extroversion (f = -0.103, P
= 0.009) and conscientiousness ( = -0.098, P
= 0.025) and FCR was negative and
significant. The path between openness and
agreeableness with FCR was omitted during

model revising due to the lack of significance.
Furthermore, except for non-significant paths
(extroversion and maladaptive strategies, as
well as openness and adaptive ones), the path
coefficients between personality traits and
adaptive and maladaptive strategies were
identified as significant.

Table 1: The mediating role of cognitive emotion regulation strategies in the relationship between
personality traits and FCR

Paths

a*b ﬁ SEab Z

Neuroticism—>Maladaptive strategies>FCR
Neuroticism—-> Adaptive strategies>FCR
Extroversion-> Adaptive strategies>FCR
Openness—> Maladaptive strategies>FCR
Agreeableness—->Maladaptive strategies>FCR
Agreeableness—> Adaptive strategies>FCR

Conscientiousness—>Maladaptive strategies>FCR

Conscientiousness—> Adaptive strategies>FCR

0.169 0.050 0.068 2.48"
0.224 0.066 0.073 3.077
-0.233 -0.050 0.084 277
-0.206 -0.043 0.091 -2.26"
-0.430 -0.078 0.095 452"
-0.232 -0.042 0.089 -2.60"
-0.363 -0.087 0.096 -3.78"
-0.225 -0.054 0.084 267"

*P <0.05° TP <0.01

According to Table 1, the indirect path
coefficients between personality traits and
FCR through adaptive and maladaptive
strategies of cognitive emotion regulation are
significant, with the exception of the two
indirect paths of extroversion and FCR through
maladaptive strategies, openness, and FCR
through adaptive strategies. The results
revealed that adaptive and maladaptive
strategies of cognitive emotion regulation
would positively and significantly mediate the
relationship between neuroticism and FCR and
negatively and significantly mediate the
relationship between conscientiousness and
agreeableness and FCR. Adaptive strategies
would negatively and significantly mediate the
relationship between extroversion and FCR,
and maladaptive strategies would negatively
and significantly mediate the relationship
between openness and FCR.

Discussion

This study showed that neuroticism is
significantly and negatively, and extroversion
and conscientiousness are significantly and
positively related to the FCR, which was
onsistent with the findings of the study
conducted by Chen et al. In their study on
women with breast cancer, neuroticism had a

significant positive correlation with FCR,
while other personality traits had a significant
negative correlation with FCR (14). In this
study, no significant correlation between
agreeableness and openness with FCR was
found.

According to the findings, adaptive strategies
of cognitive emotion regulation had a negative
relationship with FCR, whereas maladaptive
strategies had a positive relationship with FCR.
These results are consistent with those of
previous studies, in which the reappraisal
emotion regulation strategy in women with
cancer was associated with a reduced FCR,
whereas mind rumination as a maladaptive
strategy was related to a higher FCR (6, 7).
Moreover, the study of relationships between
personality traits and cognitive emotion
regulation revealed that neuroticism has a
negative relationship with adaptive strategies
and a positive relationship with maladaptive
strategies. Conscientiousness, agreeableness,
and extraversion correlated positively with
adaptive strategies, and conscientiousness,
agreeableness, and openness correlated
negatively with maladaptive strategies. These
findings are also consistent with previous
research, with the exception of the relationship
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between extroversion and maladaptive
strategies and openness and adaptive strategies
(20).

It is worth emphasizing that further research is
required to achieve more substantial results
due to the scarcity of studies in this field.

Based on the findings of this study, breast cancer
survivors with neurotic personality traits employ
maladaptive strategies instead of adaptive
strategies of cognitive emotion regulation and
exhibit more FCR. In contrast, patients with
agreeableness, conscientiousness, extroversion,
and openness personality traits employ adaptive
strategies or avoid maladaptive strategies and
exhibit less FCR. Five big personality traits and
cognitive emotion regulation explained 58% of
the variance in FCR in breast cancer survivors,
highlighting the major roles of these variables in
FCR.

Conclusion

The findings disclosed the relationship
between personality traits and FCR, with the
mediating role of adaptive and maladaptive
strategies of cognitive emotion regulation
among breast cancer survivors. As a result, it is
suggested that psychologists consider the
potential of applying cognitive emotion
regulation strategies in  connection to
personality traits to minimize the FCR in
women with breast cancer.
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