[ Downloaded from irjbd.com on 2026-06-20 ]

[ DOI: 10.61186/ijbd.17.3.111 ]

Iranian Journal of Breast
Diseases. 2024; 17(3):111-124

Received: 2024/06/16
Accepted: 2024/07/25

“Corresponding Author:
lotfi.kashani@gmail.com

Ethics Approval:
IR.SBMU.CRC.REC.1400.006

Original Article
Effectiveness of mindfulness-based stress in

catastrophizing cancer pain and tolerance of
helplessness caused by the treatment among breast
cancer patients

Haniyeh Mozafarit, Farah Lotfi Kashani'*, Shahram vaziri?,
Mohammad Esmaeil Akbari?

!Department of Health Psychology, Faculty of Psychology, Rodehen Branch,
Islamic Azad University, Tehran, Iran

2Cancer Research Center, Shahid Beheshti University of Medical Sciences,
Tehran, Iran

Abstract

Introduction: Interventions based on mindfulness are considered to be one of
the cognitive-behavioral treatments, the inclusion of which in patients reduces
the psychological stress resulting from such diseases as breast cancer in
patients. Therefore, the present study aimed to assess the effectiveness of
mindfulness-based stress reduction training on the catastrophizing of cancer
pain and the tolerance of helplessness caused by the treatment of breast cancer
patients.

Methods: The present research was an interventional study. The statistical
population included all patients with breast cancer treated at Shahada Tajrish
Hospital Cancer Center in 2023. A total of 30 patients were selected based on
the inclusion criteria and randomly assigned to two groups: experimental
(n=15) and control (n=15). Based on Ashrafi's training package, the
experimental group received eight 120-minute sessions of stress reduction
training based on mindfulness; nonetheless, the control group did not receive
any intervention. The standard questionnaires on pain catastrophizing by
Sullivan, Bishop, and Pewick and tolerance of helplessness by Simmons and
Gaher were used to collect data. Data were analyzed using multivariate
covariance analysis in SPSS software (version 26).

Results: The mean age scores of subjects in the experimental and control
groups were 36.26+6.04 and 47.5+7.59 years, respectively, and there was no
significant relationship between the two groups in terms of age (P=0.689). The
findings pointed out that a mindfulness-based stress reduction program was
effective in reducing pain catastrophizing and tolerance of helplessness among
women with breast cancer (P<0.05). Therefore, mindfulness-based stress
reduction training reduced pain catastrophizing and increased tolerance of
helplessness in women with breast cancer in the experimental group.

Conclusion: As evidenced by the results of this study, the use of cognitive
behavioral therapy integrated with mindfulness can be an effective treatment in
reducing perceived pain and catastrophizing and increasing pain self-efficacy.
Therefore, it is suggested that this treatment method be taught to psychologists
by experts in different hospital centers.
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Introduction

Cancer, which is defined as the rapid growth of
abnormal cells that can spread to other organs,
is one of the leading causes of death in
developed and  developing  countries.
According to epidemiological and
demographic changes in the population and
alterations in the death pattern in Iran, cancer
is the third cause of death after cardiovascular
diseases and accidents, and one of the most
common cancers in society is breast cancer.
(1). Female breast cancer is one of the most
common types of cancer, with an estimated 2.3
million new cases and 685,000 deaths per year.
Now, the main problem in cancers, especially
breast cancer in women, is its initial
identification and diagnosis before moving
towards advanced stages and its emotional
control, especially in terms of pain. In this
context, pain, fatigue, and lack of energy are
the most common problems of cancer patients.
Pain is an unpleasant sensation described as an
emotional experience associated with actual or
unreal injury. According to recent theories,
such as the theory of fear and avoidance of
pain and the biological-social-psychological
model, pain perception does not have a
biological basis, and the emotional dimension
of pain plays a significant role in the intensity
of pain perception (2). In this context, the
emotional dimension of pain has a strong
correlation  with  various  psychological
manifestations, such as stress, depression, and
anxiety, significantly affecting the patient's
recovery. Negative emotions, such as pain
catastrophizing, increase the intensity of
perceived pain by reducing the feeling of self-
efficacy. Overestimating and catastrophizing
pain reduces the fact that the patient's quality
of life decreases, his/her vulnerability to pain
increases. Anxiety and rumination are
pervasive in people suffering from chronic
diseases, such as cancer; therefore, these
factors, along with fatigue and cancer pains,
severely affect the patient's health(3).

Another variable that should be identified and
controlled, considering the high-risk condition
of cancer patients, especially breast cancer
patients, is the tolerance of helplessness.
Helplessness tolerance is defined as a person's
ability to experience and endure negative and
annoying emotions (4), and people with low
helplessness tolerance do not have enough
coping skills to face difficult and stressful
situations; therefore, instead of facing these

situations, they try to avoid it to reach peace.
Although there are very few studies on the
relationship between helplessness tolerance
and breast cancer (5), some negative concepts,
such as the psychological helplessness of
patients with hypertension or other diseases,
have been associated in this regard. Now, in
the last two decades, numerous complementary
treatments, such as mindfulness-based stress
reduction programs, have been designed and
implemented to reduce side effects and fight
cancer, which requires a structured study.

The mindfulness-based stress  reduction
program at the University of Massachusetts
Medical School's stress reduction clinic was
developed by Kabat-Zinn (6). It requires the
development of the three components of non-
judgment, intentional awareness, and focus on
the present moment. Focusing on the present
moment causes the processing of all aspects of
immediate experiences, including cognitive,
physiological, or behavioral activities.
Through practice and techniques based on
mindfulness, individuals become aware of
their daily activities and the automatic
functioning of their minds in the past and
future world, as well as their thoughts,
feelings, and states. The body gains control
over them and is freed from the everyday and
automatic mind focused on the past and the
future (7). Therefore, the mindfulness-based
stress reduction program is a group therapy in
which patients learn various mindfulness
exercises (such as sitting, body awareness,
yoga, and compassionate mind meditation).
This treatment method was initially used to
treat patients suffering from chronic pain, and
today, this treatment method is proposed to
reduce the symptoms of stress, anxiety, and
depression. Despite the numerous advantages
of this treatment method and its impact on
reducing pain or increasing helplessness
tolerance, it has been less discussed in the
scientific literature on the psychological study
of cancer, and there is a theoretical and
research gap in this field. In light of the
aforementioned issues, the present study aimed
to assess the effect of mindfulness-based stress
reduction training on the relief of cancer pain
and the tolerance of helplessness caused by the
treatment of breast cancer patients.

Materials and Methods
The present research was an interventional
study. The statistical population of the study
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included all women suffering from breast
cancer under treatment who were referred to
the cancer treatment center of Shahada Tajrish
Hospital in 2023, from whom 30 cases that met
the inclusion and exclusion criteria were
selected using the available sampling method.
First, participants were asked for consent and
randomly  assigned to two  groups:
experimental (n=15) and control (n=15).
Before the implementation of the project, both
groups were administered cancer pain
catastrophizing and helplessness tolerance tests
(pre-test). Thereafter, the experimental group
was subjected to group training in stress
reduction based on mindfulness by researchers
in Shahada Tajrish Hospital during eight 120-
minute sessions. Furthermore, two standard
guestionnaires on pain catastrophizing by
Sullivan, Bishop, and Pivik (2005) and the
helplessness  tolerance  questionnaire  of
Simmons and Gaher (2005) were used to
collect data. Finally, the data were analyzed in
SPSS software (version 28) using descriptive
(prevalence, mean, and standard deviation) and
inferential (from multivariate covariance
analysis with the necessary assumptions)
statistics at a significance level of 0.05. were.

Results

The mean age scores of subjects were
36.26£6.04 and 47.5+7.59 years in the
experimental and control groups, respectively.
In the following, according to the covariance
analysis test data on the effect of mindfulness-
based training on pain catastrophizing and
tolerance of helplessness in women with breast
cancer, Wilks's lambda value (f=13.62 and
P=0.0001) of the group had a significant effect
on dependent variables. Therefore, it can be
stated that mindfulness-based stress reduction
training had an impact on pain catastrophizing
and tolerance of helplessness in women with
breast cancer with an effect size of d=0.465.
Moreover, the effect of implementing the
project on each of the dependent variables was
investigated, and the results demonstrated that
stress reduction training based on mindfulness
had an effect on both variables of pain
catastrophizing and tolerance of helplessness
in women with breast cancer (P 0.05).
Accordingly, mindfulness-based  stress
reduction training reduced pain catastrophizing
and increased tolerance of helplessness in
women with breast cancer.
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Discussion

The present study sought to determine the
effectiveness of mindfulness-based stress
reduction training in pain catastrophizing and
tolerance of helplessness in women with breast
cancer. Taij indicated that mindfulness-based
stress reduction training increased helplessness
tolerance in women with breast cancer. These
findings are consistent with the results of the
studies by Heidari and Salehi, Mirghafari et
al., Joseph et al., and Nila et al. (18-19). In
explaining these findings, it can be argued that
people with a low tolerance for helplessness do
not have enough coping skills to face difficult
and stressful situations; instead of facing these
situations, they try to avoid them to reach
peace. When one undergoes mindfulness-based
stress reduction training, they can gain the
necessary knowledge about the causes of their
helplessness and unfavorable conditions, and
the amount of helplessness tolerance increases
since exercises in mindfulness-based therapy
are designed to increase attention to the body
(16). Furthermore, the results pointed out that
mindfulness-based stress reduction training
reduces pain catastrophizing among women
with breast cancer. This finding is in line with
the results of a study by Dar and Bant (20). In
justifying this finding, it can be stated that
based on the fear-avoidance pattern, the fear of
pain and its catastrophizing is a spectrum
where exposure is on one side and avoidance is
on the other side. Numerous patients display a
combination of these two in response to pain.
The exposure causes people to resume their
usual activities in parallel with the reduction of
the injury. The amount of catastrophizing is
reduced, and the psychological reactions are
reduced with the gradual reduction of the
injury, and people do not show unusual
behaviors, such as catastrophizing, in the face
of pain. At the same time, avoidance causes
certain physical and psychological conditions,
which in turn increase pain perception. Since
this research was conducted only on women
with breast cancer treated at Shahada Tajrish
Hospital Cancer Treatment Center in 2023 and
therefore, the sample size is low, great caution
should be exercised in generalizing the results
of this research to other patients and other
centers due to cultural, ethnic, and social
differences.

Conclusion
Overall, the findings showed that cognitive
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behavioral intervention integrated  with
mindfulness is effective in reducing perceived
pain, it reduces pain catastrophizing. The use
of cognitive behavioral therapy integrated with
mindfulness can be an effective treatment in
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