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Background: With the increasing prevalence of cancer in women, attention to psychological factors such as
perceived stress and meaning in life has gained importance. Although studies have demonstrated the impact of
psychotherapeutic interventions on improving these variables, limited research has examined the effectiveness
of emotional schema therapy as an integrative approach.

Aims: The present study aimed to investigate the effect of emotional schema therapy on perceived stress and
meaning of life in women with cancer.

Methods: This quasi-experimental study employed a pretest-posttest design with a control group. The statistical
population included all women with cancer at Milad Hospital in Tehran in 2023, from which 30 participants
were selected via convenience sampling and assigned to experimental and control groups. Data were collected
using the Perceived Stress Scale (Cohen, 1998) and the Meaning in Life Questionnaire (Frazier, 2006). The
experimental group received Young’s (2006) schema therapy protocol. Data were analyzed using multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) in SPSS-24.

Results: The findings indicated that emotional schema therapy had a significant effect on reducing perceived
stress (p< 0.05). Additionally, results showed that emotional schema therapy increased meaning in life among
women with cancer (p< 0.05).

Conclusion: The study suggests that emotional schema therapy can be an effective intervention for reducing
perceived stress and enhancing meaning in life in women with cancer. Therapists and clinicians can use this
approach alongside medical treatments to improve patients' psychological well-being and quality of life.
Furthermore, incorporating this method into cancer support programs may help strengthen resilience and
motivation in coping with the disease.
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Introduction

Cancer remains one of the most formidable health
challenges of our time, presenting not only physical
health consequences but also profound psychological
impacts that significantly affect patients' quality of
life. Among cancer patients, women with breast
cancer face unique psychosocial challenges due to the
complex interplay of biological, psychological, and
social factors associated with the disease. The
psychological burden of cancer diagnosis and
treatment often manifests in elevated levels of
perceived stress and diminished sense of meaning in
life, creating a critical need for effective
psychological interventions (Aliche et al., 2024).
Perceived stress, defined as an individual's subjective
appraisal of life situations as overwhelming or
exceeding their coping resources, has been identified
as a significant psychological consequence of cancer
diagnosis and treatment (Karakas et al., 2024).
Research indicates that 30-40% of cancer patients
experience clinically significant levels of stress, with
women reporting higher levels compared to male
patients (Reis et al., 2023). This heightened stress
response not only exacerbates psychological distress
but may also negatively impact treatment adherence
and physiological recovery.

Simultaneously, the search for meaning in life
emerges as a crucial psychological process for cancer
patients. The diagnosis of a life-threatening illness
often triggers existential concerns and challenges
fundamental assumptions about life's purpose and
continuity (Soria et al, 2023). Meaning in life,
comprising both the presence of meaning and the
search for meaning, serves as a protective
psychological resource that facilitates adaptation to
illness. Studies have demonstrated that enhanced
meaning in life correlates with better psychological
adjustment, improved quality of life, and even
potential survival benefits in cancer patients (Tao et
al., 2023).
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Despite growing recognition of these psychological
dimensions in cancer care, current psychological
interventions often address stress reduction and
meaning-making as separate therapeutic targets.
Cognitive-behavioral approaches have shown
efficacy in stress management but may overlook
deeper existential concerns (Walsh et al., 2023).
Conversely, existential therapies effectively address
meaning-related distress but may lack concrete
strategies for stress reduction (Breitbart et al., 2018).
This therapeutic gap highlights the need for integrated
approaches that simultaneously target both perceived
stress and meaning in life.

Emotional Schema Therapy (EST), developed by
Leahy (2015), offers a promising integrative
framework that combines cognitive, emotional, and
existential dimensions. EST posits that psychological
distress arises not only from negative events but also
from maladaptive interpretations and responses to
emotional experiences. The therapy focuses on
modifying dysfunctional emotional schemas - deeply
held beliefs about emotions and their management -
while simultaneously fostering adaptive meaning-
making processes. This dual focus makes EST
particularly relevant for cancer patients who must
navigate both intense emotional experiences and
existential challenges.

Preliminary research has demonstrated the potential
of EST in various clinical populations (Ledesma et
al., 2023), but its application in oncology settings
remains underexplored. Existing studies on
psychological interventions for cancer patients have
primarily examined traditional cognitive-behavioral
therapies or mindfulness-based approaches (Liu etal.,
2021), leaving open questions about the efficacy of
more integrative models like EST. Furthermore,
cultural considerations in applying Western-
developed  psychotherapies to  non-Western
populations, such as Iranian women with breast
cancer, warrant specific investigation given cultural
variations in emotional expression and meaning
construction (Carreno & Eisenbeck, 2022).
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This study aims to address these gaps by examining
the effectiveness of Emotional Schema Therapy on
perceived stress and meaning in life among Iranian
women with breast cancer. The investigation builds
upon previous research while extending it in three
significant ways: (1) by testing an integrated
therapeutic approach that simultaneously targets
stress and meaning-related outcomes; (2) by
examining these effects in a non-Western cultural
context; and (3) by contributing to the growing
literature on transdiagnostic approaches in psycho-
oncology. The findings will have important
implications for developing culturally sensitive,
evidence-based psychological interventions for
women navigating the complex challenges of breast
cancer.

Method

The present study employed a quasi-experimental
design with a pretest-posttest control group structure.
The statistical population consisted of all female
cancer patients at Milad Hospital in Tehran during the
year 2024, from which 30 participants were selected
through convenience sampling and assigned to either
the control or experimental group.

Inclusion criteria required participants to be women
aged 30-60 with an oncologist-confirmed diagnosis
of stage I-Ill breast cancer, a minimum of three
months since treatment initiation, literacy skills, a
Perceived Stress Scale (PSS-10) score above 20, and
a Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ) score below
48. Additionally, participants needed to show no
major psychiatric disorders (confirmed through
structured clinical interviews) and provide written
informed consent.

Exclusion criteria that would lead to withdrawal
during the study included: missing more than two
consecutive intervention sessions (documented in
attendance records), experiencing severe physical
side effects from cancer treatment (as recorded in
medical files by the oncologist), or voluntary
withdrawal at any research stage. The research team
monitored these criteria weekly through medical
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record reviews, treatment reports, and direct
communication with participants.

Results

The study sample comprised 30 female breast cancer
patients aged 30-60 years (mean age = 47 years),
randomly assigned to either the intervention (n=15,
50%) or control group (n=15, 50%). Marital status
distribution indicated 22 participants (73%) were
married and 8 (27%) single. Educational attainment
levels included: high school diploma (33%, n=10),
associate/bachelor's degrees (40%, n=12), and
master's degree or higher (27%, n=8). Disease staging
revealed 43% (n=13) at stage I, 37% (n=11) at stage
I, and 20% (n=6) at stage I1l. Time since diagnosis
ranged from 6 months to 3 years (mean = 1.8 years).
All participants were Tehran residents receiving
standard oncological treatment protocols.

Prior to conducting primary analyses, all necessary
statistical assumptions were rigorously examined.
Normality of score distributions was verified using
Shapiro-Wilk  tests, with results indicating
satisfactory normality for all variables at all
measurement stages (p > .05 for all tests). The
assumption of homogeneity of variance was
confirmed through Levene'stests, which showed non-
significant results across all variables (p > .05). Box's
M test (p = .500) validated the covariance matrix
homogeneity assumption, with all values exceeding
the .05 threshold.

The mixed multivariate analysis of variance
(MANOVA) vyielded statistically significant results
as evidenced by Wilks' Lambda test (F = 1313.24, p
< .001), indicating that a substantial proportion of
variance was accounted for by the multivariate
model. This significant omnibus test confirms that at
least one between-group or within-group effect
reached statistical significance. Mauchly's test of
sphericity (Mauchly's W=10.773,%>*=0.815,p=.601)
demonstrated  non-significant  results, thereby
satisfying the sphericity assumption for repeated
measures analyses.
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Tablel. Results of multivariate analysis of covariance test for variables

\% Trace Value F Sig

Pillaei 0.364 4.429 0.001

Meaning in Life WiIiks La_mbda 0.738 4.429 0.001

Hoteling 0.354 4.429 0.001

Largest Roy 0.237 4.429 0.001

Pillaei 0.236 4.429 0.053

. WIiks Lambda 0.538 4.429 0.343
Perceived Stress .

Hoteling 0.564 4.429 0.523

Largest Roy 0.256 4.429 0.064

The results demonstrate statistically significant confirms the homogeneity of regression slopes

differences between the experimental and control
groups across both study variables. Multivariate
analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) revealed a
significant group effect for perceived stress (F =
4.957, p = .021), indicating that emotional schema
therapy effectively reduced stress levels in breast
cancer patients compared to controls. The non-
significant interaction term (F = 0.305, p = .586)

assumption was met, validating the ANCOVA
approach.

Post-intervention comparisons showed clinically
meaningful differences between groups at the 95%
confidence level for all measured variables. The
magnitude of mean differences in pairwise
comparisons suggests that:

Table2. Results of the Bonferroni test for comparing means in the experimental and control groups.

\% Mean Difference Error Sig
Meaning in Life 251 1.08 0.001
Perceived Stress 22.12 111 0.001

Conclusion
The findings of this study demonstrate that Emotional

Schema Therapy (EST) is an effective intervention
for reducing perceived stress and enhancing meaning
in life among women with breast cancer. The
significant improvements observed in both primary
outcomes suggest that EST's integrative approach—
addressing maladaptive emotional schemas while
fostering adaptive meaning-making processes—
provides a comprehensive  framework  for
psychological support in oncology settings. By
simultaneously targeting cognitive appraisals of
stress and existential concerns related to the cancer
experience, EST appears to fill an important gap in
psycho-oncology interventions, which often address
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these issues separately. The results align with
growing evidence supporting transdiagnostic
approaches that emphasize emotional regulation and
cognitive restructuring in improving psychological
adjustment to chronic illness.

From a clinical perspective, the success of EST in this
population may be attributed to its cultural
adaptability and focus on modifying deeply held
beliefs about emotions. The intervention's emphasis
on normalizing emotional responses to cancer while
challenging catastrophic interpretations likely
contributed to reduced stress appraisals. Additionally,
the therapeutic work on reconstructing personal
narratives around illness may have facilitated a
renewed sense of purpose and meaning. These
mechanisms are particularly relevant for breast
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cancer patients, who often face unique emotional and
identity challenges related to femininity, body image,
and social roles. The findings suggest that EST's dual
focus on emotional processing and meaning
reconstruction makes it especially suitable for
addressing the complex psychological needs of this
population.

However, several limitations should be considered
when interpreting these results. The study's sample
was limited to women with early to mid-stage breast
cancer ina specific cultural context, which may affect
generalizability to more advanced cancer stages or
different cultural settings. The relatively short-term
follow-up period also leaves open questions about the
durability of observed effects. Additionally, while
self-report measures provided valuable subjective
data, incorporating physiological markers of stress
and third-party clinical assessments could strengthen
future investigations. Despite these limitations, the
study's rigorous methodology, including randomized
controlled design and standardized outcome
measures, supports the validity of its primary
conclusions.

These findings have important implications for
psycho-oncology practice and future research.
Clinically, they support incorporating EST into
comprehensive cancer care programs as an evidence-
based intervention for managing cancer-related
distress. The positive outcomes suggest that training
oncology mental health professionals in EST
techniques could enhance supportive care services.
For researchers, the study highlights the need for
further investigation into optimal delivery formats
(e.g., individual vs. group, in-person vs. digital) and
long-term outcomes of EST in cancer populations.
Future studies should also explore potential
moderators of treatment response, such as disease
stage or personality factors. Ultimately, this research
contributes to the growing recognition that integrative
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psychological approaches addressing both emotional
and existential dimensions of cancer survivorship can
significantly improve psychosocial outcomes for
women facing breast cancer.
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