[ Downloaded from irjbd.com on 2026-06-21 ]

[ DOI: 10.61186/ijbd.17.2.86 ]

Iranian Journal of Breast
Diseases. 2024; 17(2):86-101

Received: 2023/11/13
Accepted: 2024/06/12

“Corresponding Author:
gh abbasi@jiausari.ac.ir

Ethics Approval:
IR.JAU.SARLREC.1402.024

Original Article

Relationship of attachment styles and fear of
intimacy with rejection sensitivity in women with
breast cancer

Masoumeh ghelichil, Ghodratollah abbasi’*, Hojatollah ghorbani3

"Master of clinical Psychology, Sari Branch, Islamic Azad University, Sari, Iran
*Department of Psychology, Sari Branch, Islamic Azad University, Sari, fran
3Specialist in blood and oncology, Sari, Iran

Abstract

Introduction: The quality of relationships, especially the rejection sensitivity
of women with breast cancer, is of paramount importance. The present study
sought to assess the relationship of attachment styles and fear of intimacy with
rejection sensitivity in women with breast cancer in Sari.

Methods: This study was conducted based on a descriptive-correlational
design. The statistical population included all women with breast cancer
referring to the medical centers of Sari. A total of 100 patients were selected
via targeted sampling. These participants completed the fear-of-intimacy scale,
interpersonal sensitivity scale, and experiences in close relationship scale. The
data were analyzed using the Pearson correlation test and multiple regression.

Results: As evidenced by the obtained results, fear of intimacy and anxious
attachment style demonstrated a positive and significant correlation with
rejection sensitivity in women with breast cancer (P<0.001). There was no
significant relationship between avoidant attachment style and rejection
sensitivity (P> 0.001). Moreover, the variables of fear of intimacy and anxious
attachment style predicted rejection sensitivity (P<0.001).

Conclusion: Considering the importance of the role of fear of intimacy and
attachment styles in the rejection sensitivity of women with breast cancer, it is
suggested that health professionals use the findings of this research in
designing effective psychological interventions for this group of patients.
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Introduction

Breast cancer is one of the most prevalent
types of malignancies and the leading cause of
cancer-related  deaths  among
Interpersonal relationships significantly affect
the quality of life and long-term health of
women with breast cancer (1). A daunting
challenge presented to these women in their
interpersonal relationships is sensitivity to
rejection. Coping with breast cancer, a life-
threatening disease, involves confronting not
only the threat of death but also the threat of
rejection. Changes in appearance may
contribute to this rejection, as individuals often
attempt to conceal their illness to protect
themselves from stigma and social rejection
(2). A wide array of psychological factors
contribute to rejection sensitivity experienced
by breast cancer patients and
Among these factors, we can refer to the fear
of intimacy, which impedes closeness to
relationships and individual well-being (3). In
addition, attachment styles are psychological
factors that can affect rejection sensitivity in
breast cancer survivors. These styles play a
pivotal role in the adjustment of women with
cancer (4). Studies have demonstrated that

women.

survivors.

individuals with insecure attachment styles are
more susceptible to high sensitivity to rejection
and experience more negative emotions,
whereas those with avoidant attachment styles
possess the personality trait of sensitivity to
rejection (5).
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Materials & Methods

This study was a descriptive -correlational
research. The statistical population of this
study was all women with breast cancer who
referred to the medical centers of Sari city,
from which 100 patients were selected by
purposive  sampling. These participants
completed the scales of Boyce and Parker's
rejection sensitivity (12), Descutner and
Thelen's fear of intimacy (13) and Wei et al.'s
Experiences in Close Relationship (14).
Pearson's correlation and stepwise multiple
regression statistical methods were used to
investigate the relationship between variables.
Data were also analyzed using SPSS version
22 software.

Results

The mean age of the participants was 47.40
years. The results indicated that the mean
scores of rejection sensitivity, fear of intimacy,
anxious attachment, and avoidant attachment
were 93.32+13.10, 59.46+17.19, 25.15+5.58,
and 26.98+4.39, respectively. As illustrated in
Table 1, rejection sensitivity displayed a
positive and significant correlation with fear of
intimacy (0.321; P<0.001) and anxious
attachment (0.401; P<0.001). Nonetheless,
there was no significant relationship between

rejection sensitivity and avoidant attachment
(0.173; P=0.084).

Table 1: Correlation of rejection sensitivity with fear of intimacy, anxious
attachment, and avoidant attachment

Variable R P
Fear of intimacy 0/321 p <0.001
Anxious attachment 0/401 p <0.001
Avoidant attachment 0/173 0.084

The results of regression analysis pinpointed
that the coefficient of determination of
multiple regression was 0.207. This value
indicates that 20.7% of changes in rejection
sensitivity are caused by predicting variables
of fear of intimacy and anxious and avoidant
attachment styles. As presented in Table 2,

among the variables included in the equation,
only fear of intimacy and anxious attachment
style predicted rejection sensitivity and
anxious attachment style was the strongest
predictor of rejection sensitivity in women
with breast cancer.
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Table 2: Results of the regression coefficients of research variables to predict rejection sensitivity

model/variables Unstandardized Coefficient Standardized Coefficient T Partial P
B Std. Error p correlation
Anxious attachment 0/942 0/217 0/401 4/338 0/401 0/001
Anxious attachment 0/790 0/221 0/337 3/568 0/341 0/001
Fear of intimacy 0/171 0/072 0/225 2/378 0/235 0/019
Discussion design effective psychological interventions

The present study aimed to assess the
relationship of attachment styles and fear of
intimacy with rejection sensitivity in women
with breast cancer in Sari. One of the findings
of this research a relationship between fear of
intimacy and sensitivity in women with breast
cancer. In explaining this finding, it can be
stated that fear of intimacy plays a role in
sensitivity through interpersonal anxiety (6)
Women who are more sensitive to social
stimuli and criticism and exhibit higher
interpersonal sensitivity and anxiety may avoid
intimacy as they try to protect themselves from
possible exposure to rejection. Therefore,
considering that the process of diagnosis and
treatment  of  breast cancer  causes
psychological discomfort, women with breast
cancer often use a negative coping style in
social relationships, which leads to rejection
sensitivity.

Furthermore, another finding of the present
study pointed out that among the subscales of
attachment styles, only anxious attachment
style was related to rejection sensitivity in
women with breast cancer. In explaining this
finding, it can be argued that according to the
attachment theory, people with an anxious
attachment  style  evaluate  themselves
positively and others negatively; consequently,
they experience high levels of anxiety, lack of
secure attachment, strong need for intimacy,
and fear of rejection in their relationships (7).
Therefore, women with breast cancer who
have a high level of attachment anxiety
experience more psychological distress, which
leads to higher anxiety and more rejection
sensitivity. On the other hand, breast cancer
patients who have avoidant attachment styles
prefer emotional distance, attach critical
importance to autonomy, and suppress
negative emotions (8).

Conclusion

Special attention should be paid to the critical
role of fear of intimacy and anxious attachment
style in causing rejection sensitivity in women
with cancer. Mental health professionals are
suggested to use the findings of this research to

for breast cancer patients.
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