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Background: Breast cancer is one of the most common cancers in women and has many
psychological complications. Therefore, the effectiveness of integrated psychological interventions
that can consider the emotional, cognitive, behavioral, and interpersonal dimensions is a practical
necessity.

Aims: This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of integrating schema therapy and acceptance
and commitment therapy on subjective well-being and body image concerns in women with breast
cancer.

Methods: The present study was applied in terms of purpose and quasi-experimental method in a
series of pre-test, post-test, and three-month follow-ups with the control group. The statistical
population of the study consisted of all women with breast cancer in Yazd city in 2023. The sample
consisted of 30 women with breast cancer who were selected by purposive sampling method and
randomly assigned to two experimental and control groups. Two participants in the experimental
group shed in the post-test phase and two members of the control group were excluded for a tie (13
in each group). The experimental group was taught the integration of schema therapy and acceptance
and commitment therapy in 8 sessions of 1.5 hours. Data were collected using the Subjective Well-
Being Questionnaire (Molavi et al., 2009) and the Body Image Concern Inventory (Littleton et al.,
2005).

Results: The results showed a significant difference between the experimental and control groups in
mental well-being and concern about body image after receiving the integrated therapy sessions
(p< 0.05). Furthermore, follow-up findings indicated sustained reductions in concern about body
image and increased mental well-being in the experimental group (p< 0.05).

Conclusion: The integration of schema therapy and acceptance and commitment therapy offers a
promising intervention for women with breast cancer, targeting cognitive and emotional processes to
improve their psychological well-being. However, further research is needed for better conclusions.
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Introduction

Carcinogenesis is characterized by six major
hallmarks, and it might occur in every cell, tissue, and
organ, leading to pathological alternations that result
in many cancers. The major mechanisms that enable
its progression include evasion of apoptosis, limitless
capacity to divide, enhanced angiogenesis, resistance
to anti-growth signals, and induction of own growth
signals, as well as the capacity to metastasize
(Lukasiewicz, et al., 2021). Carcinogenesis is a
multifactorial process that is primarily stimulated by
both—genetic predispositions and environmental
causes. The number of cancer-related deaths is
disturbingly increasing every year ranking them as
one of the major causes of death worldwide. Even
though a significant number of cancers do not always
need to result in death, they significantly lower the
quality of life and require higher costs in general.
Breast cancer is currently one of the most prevalently
diagnosed cancers and the 5th cause of cancer-related
deaths with an estimated number of 2.3 million new
cases worldwide according to the GLOBOCAN 2020
data (Will et al., 2023). According to the WHO,
malignant neoplasms are the greatest worldwide
burden for women, estimated at 107.8 million
Disability-Adjusted Life Years (DALYSs), of which
19.6 million DALY are due to breast cancer. (World
Health Organization, 2018, 2020). Breast cancer is
the most frequently diagnosed cancer in women
worldwide with 2.26 million [95% UI, 2.24-2.79
million] new cases in 2020 (Ferlay, et al., 2020). In
the United States, breast cancer alone is expected to
account for 29% of all new cancers in women
(DeSantis, et al., 2016). The 2018 GLOBOCAN data
shows that age-standardized incidence rates (ASIR)
of breast cancer are strongly and positively associated
with the Human Development Index (HDI) (Sharma,
et al., 2021). According to 2020 data, the ASIR was
the highest in very high HDI countries (75.6 per
100,000) while it was more than 200% lower in
medium and low HDI countries (27.8 per 100,000 and
36.1 per 100,000 respectively).

A breast cancer diagnosis can threaten every aspect
of a woman’s well-being, including her mental health.
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With the increasing number of women with breast
cancer and the decreasing age of onset, studies on the
psychological constructs in this population are now
more important than ever (Devarakonda, et al., 2023).
Subjective well-being, as a person’s cognitive and
affective evaluation of their life, is a central focus in
psychology and health care as a multidimensional
construct that combines long-term life satisfaction
with short-term emotional states such as happiness
(Mati¢, & Musil, 2023). This concept emphasizes an
individual’s unique perspective and recognizes that
personal experiences and values shape perceptions of
happiness, making it a deeply personal and subjective
measure (Vuleti¢, 2021). Nowadays, the importance
of health for overall subjective well-being is widely
recognized. Their relationship is multidimensional as
numerous diseases impact health. The relationship
between personal well-being and health has been
extensively researched in adults. Most studies focus
on the impact of diseases and physical symptoms that
limit functionality. Indirect effects, such as changes
in work capacity, potential isolation, and increased
dependence on others, have also been identified
(Zomkowski, et al., 2018; Schrempft, et al., 2019).
Also, some studies have been conducted on
individuals suffering from various physical ailments,
with pain being highlighted as the most significant
variable or physical symptom associated with
subjective well-being (Furrer, et al., 2019). The
subjective well-being of individuals affected by
cancer is substantially compromised due to physical
and psychological changes caused by surgical
treatment, chemotherapy, radiotherapy, or hormone
therapy (Gogou, et al., 2015). Those diagnosed with
cancer are continuously exposed to various stressors
that undermine their psychological health and,
consequently, their subjective well-being. These
stressors are closely linked to the disease itself
(treatment-related consequences, loss of physical
functions, and body image issues), stressors arising
from social relationships (financial problems due to
the inability to continue working, feelings of
loneliness, lack of social support, and problems in
family relationships), and existential stressors (fear of
dependence on others, fear of death, and a loss of a
sense of purpose) (Granek, et al., 2019). Furthermore,
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research dealing with caregivers of people with
chronic illnesses found that the diagnosis brings a
significant change in the life of the whole family,
which may lead to depressive symptoms (He, et al.,
2019).

The breast is considered a part of a woman’s identity
in Iran and many cultures; it represents femininity,
sexuality, beauty, motherhood, and feeding infants
(Solaymani, et al., 2023). The perceived loss of any
of these attributes may lead to a negative change in
body image (Kocan, & Gilrsoy, 2016). Body image is
defined as the mental picture of one’s body, an
attitude about the physical self, appearance, and state
of health, wholeness, normal function, and sexuality.
For some individuals, a change in appearance can
lead to a negative body image and various
psychosocial problems (Kogan, & Girsoy, 2016).
Negative body image among breast cancer survivors
includes dissatisfaction with appearance, perceived
loss of femininity and body integrity, reluctance to
look at one’s self naked, feeling less sexually
attractive, self-consciousness about appearance, and
dissatisfaction with surgical scars (Rodrigues, et al.,
2023). In patients with breast cancer, body image is
considered a crucial aspect of quality of life. Due to
their disease and its therapy, cancer patients face
severe changes in physical aspects and functioning
(Afshar-Bakshloo, et al., 2023). According to a
cognitive-behavioral model described by White
(2000), personality traits and former experiences
determine, how objective and subjectively perceived
bodily changes impact cancer patients’ thoughts,
feelings, and behavior. In a patient-centered
approach, Hopwood et al. (2001) described three
main components for the assessment of body image
in cancer  patients “affective” (feeling
feminine/attractive),  “behavioral”  (difficulties
looking at oneself naked or avoiding people because
of one’s appearance) and ‘“‘cognitive” (satisfaction
with appearance or scar). The relevant literature
emphasizes that patients with breast cancer can
experience changes in body image, self-concept,
emotions, behavior, family dynamics, and the roles of
the patient and her family (Ozbas, 2006; Afshar-
Bakshloo, et al., 2023).
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Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
includes a combination of metaphors, mindfulness
skills, a wide range of experiential exercises, and
guided behavioral interventions (Walser et al., 2015)
and is applied by the therapist based on the client's
values. The goal of this therapeutic approach is to
assist the client in achieving a more meaningful and
satisfying life, through increased acceptance and
psychological flexibility (Walser et al.,, 2015).
Empirical evidence on the effect of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy on various mental disorders is
increasing. For example, the efficacy of this method
in disorders such as depression and suicidal thoughts
(As'hab et al., 2022), obsession (Lee et al., 2023), and
anxiety (Yang et al., 2020) has been demonstrated.
Additionally, Schema Therapy, a modern and
integrated therapy primarily based on the expansion
of concepts and methods of classical schema therapy,
has proven its effectiveness in various studies (2020;
Pilkington et al., 2023). Schema Therapy integrates
the principles and foundations of cognitive-
behavioral schools, attachment, Gestalt, object
relations, constructivism, and psychoanalysis into a
valuable therapeutic and conceptual model (Young et
al., 2006). Schema Therapy addresses five basic
human needs that arise due to unmet childhood needs:
1) the need for security, stability, love, and
acceptance; 2) the need for autonomy and
competence; 3) the need for freedom of expression;
4) the need for spontaneity and play; and 5) the need
for self-control. Although the intensity of these needs
varies among individuals, all people possess these
needs. The aim of treatment in the Schema Therapy
model is to enable the fulfillment of these basic needs
in an adaptive and flexible manner (Johns, 2005).

During the treatment process of breast cancer,
patients’ body image and concerns related to their
situation can impact both their physical and emotional
health. Thoughts about body image, life, the
possibility of metastasis, or the reconstruction of the
breast can dominate patients’ daily lives. A study on
women with breast cancer can help us to better
understand and improve patients’ health, and we can
learn about possible cultural similarities or
differences when compared with other populations.
Covering this research gap and paying attention to
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psychological interventions along with
pharmacological treatments, etc. can lead to desirable
psychological well-being, which is the strength of this
study. Therefore, the present study aimed to
investigate the effectiveness of integrating schema
therapy and acceptance and commitment therapy on
subjective well-being and body image concerns in
women with breast cancer.

Method

The present study is an applied study in terms of
purpose and quasi-experimental methodology that
was conducted using a pre-test, post-test, and three-
month follow-up design with the control group. First,
the design of this research (with code) should be
approved by the Research Ethics Committee of the
Islamic Azad University of Zahedan. The statistical
population of the study included all women with
breast cancer referred to oncologists in Yazd city in
2023. Among them, 30 people were selected by
purposive sampling method considering the inclusion
criteria and considering the probability of dropout,
and they were divided into two groups (15 people in
each group) by simple random sampling and lottery
(15 people in each group). Information on age,
duration of illness, education, employment status, and
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marital status were collected from participants. In this
study, G*Power software was used to determine the
sample size (according to which, for statistical power
of 0.90 and effect size 0.8 at the significance level of
0.05), 15 people were needed for each group.
Inclusion criteria included the following: having
received a diagnosis of breast cancer (according to
medical records), at least one year of duration of the
disease, literacy level (minimum cycle), age range of
25 to 55 years, not having an acute physical illness
other than cancer, not having an acute mental illness
(based on a structured clinical interview by DSM-5-
TR criteria), obtaining a score below 80 on the
Subjective Well-Being Scale, informed consent to
participate in the research, etc Not being treated (with
other psychological interventions) at the time of the
research. Exclusion criteria include not attending
more than two treatment sessions, tampering with
questionnaires at each stage, and refusing to
participate in the research, and any physical illness
that prevents the continuation of the treatment
sessions. The research data collection tools included
the following.

Results

Table 1. Intra-and inter-testable effect of variance analysis by repeated measurement of subjective well-being and concern about body

image
variables Effect SS MS F P Eta
Time effect 104.82 52.41 3.76 0.042 0.16
Subjective well-being Group effect 247.7 247.7 4.59 0.042 0.13
Time xgroup  109.96 54.98 3.94 0.037 0.14
Time effect 407.76  203.88 17.07 0.001  0.42
Concern about body image Group effect ~ 420.01  420.01 2.83 0.105 0.11
Time xgroup  317.80 158.9 13.3 0.001 0.36

The results in Table 1 show that the analysis of
variances with repeated measures related to the effect
of times (from post-test to follow-up) in the total
score of the subjective well-being dependent variable
is significant. As can be seen in Table 3, the effect of
the group on subjective well-being scores (F= 4.59,
P< 0.05) is significant. The effect of time by the
Geyser Greenhouse test on subjective well-being
scores was significant with modification in degrees of
freedom (F= 3.76, P< 0.05). Also, the effect of time-
group interaction by the Geyser Greenhouse test on
subjective well-being scores (F= 3.94, P< 0.05) was

200

significant. Therefore, it can be stated that the
difference in the mean scores of subjective well-being
at different times is different according to the variable
levels of the group. Also, the effect of the group on
body image worry scores (F= 2.83, P> 0.05) was not
significant. In other words, there is no difference
between the experimental and control groups. In other
words, there is no difference between the
experimental and control groups. The effect of time
by the Geyser Greenhouse test on body image
concern scores with modification in degrees of
freedom (F= 17.07, P< 0.05) was significant. Also,
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the effect of time-group interaction by the Geyser
Greenhouse test on body image concern scores
(F=13.30, P< 0.05) was significant. Therefore, it can
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be stated that the difference in the mean scores of
body image concern at different times is different
according to the variable levels of the group.

Table 2. Bonferroni test results to compare pre-test, post-test, and follow-up scores of subjective well-being and concern about body image
variables in the test group

Variable Step J-1 SD P
o ) Pre-test Post-test -1.77 0.63 0.028
Subjective well-being Followup  -2.42 1.03 0.083
Post-test  Followup  -0.65 10.2 0.891
_ Pre-test Post-test 3.81 0.67 0.001
Concern about body image Follow up 3.85 10.01  0.002
Post-test  Follow up 0.04 0.51 1.00

According to Table 2data, the results showed that
there is a significant difference between pre-test and
post-test (intervention effect) and pre-test and follow-
up (time effect) in the variable scores of Subjective
well-being (P<0.05), there is no significant difference
between the mean of post-test and follow-up scores
(intervention stability) in the Subjective well-being
variable. In other words, the variable scores of
academic Subjective well-being in the post-test and
follow-up group have had a constant impact over
time. Also, the results showed that there is a
significant difference between pre-test and post-test
(intervention effect) and pre-test and follow-up (time
effect) in the variable scores of Concerns about body
image (P<0.05), there is no significant difference
between the mean of post-test and follow-up scores
(intervention stability) in the Concern about body
image variable. In other words, the variable scores of
academic Concerns about body image in the post-test
and follow-up group have had a constant impact over
time.

Conclusion

This study aimed to investigate the effectiveness of
integrating schema therapy and acceptance and
commitment therapy on subjective well-being and
body image concerns in women with breast cancer.
The results of repeated measures mixed analysis of
variance showed that integrated schema therapy and
acceptance and commitment therapy were effective in
promoting and improving the subjective well-being
of women with breast cancer. In explaining this
finding, it is necessary to refer to the processes
governing acceptance and commitment therapy. One
of the most important techniques of acceptance and

commitment therapy is the clarification of committed
values and actions. Encouraging breast cancer
patients to identify values and set goals, actions, and
ultimately commit to taking actions to achieve goals
and move in the direction of values despite
difficulties, while achieving goals and happiness,
frees this group of patients from being stuck in a
vicious circle of negative emotions such as anxiety,
stress, hopelessness, and depression, which in turn
exacerbate the problems. Another effective process of
acceptance and commitment therapy is the
introduction of an alternative to control, i.e.,
willingness and acceptance. These components allow
patients to accept unpleasant inner experiences
without trying to control them, and doing so makes
those experiences seem less threatening and have less
impact on the person’s life.

The most important issue that can be mentioned in the
treatment  process compared to conventional
treatments is the very compassionate and humane
aspect of this treatment. Instead of considering
psychological disorders as abnormal, schema therapy
tries to change and correct their dysfunctional and
maladaptive aspects by considering them as normal
and play an effective role in mental health and the
quality of life of people in general. Behavioral
techniques help clients to replace schema patterns
with healthier coping styles. Mental imagery to break
behavioral patterns also causes distancing from
coping styles of avoidance, excessive compensation,
and surrender. In this case, the therapist and the
patient prepare a list of new behaviors, discuss the
advantages and disadvantages of each of them, and
then come to a conclusion about how to replace
healthy behaviors with problematic behaviors, and
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then determine the order of behavioral goals of the
therapy.
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