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Abstract

Introduction: Breast cancer, one of the most common cancers among women worldwide,
has profound effects on the physical and mental health of individuals. This study aimed
to investigate the impact of sexual anxiety on sexual self-esteem in women with breast
cancer by considering the mediating role of alexithymia.

Methods: This study used a correlational and structural equation modeling, and its
statistical population included all women with breast cancer in Arak, Iran, in 2024. A total
of 169 women with breast cancer were selected based on the Cochran formula using
purposive sampling. Data were collected using questionnaires on women's sexual self-
esteem, sexual anxiety, and alexithymia. Data were analyzed using Pearson's correlation
test and path analysis in SPSS (version 26) and LISREL (version 8.8).

Results: The results showed a significant inverse correlation between sexual self-esteem
and sexual anxiety (» =-0.61) and alexithymia (» =-0.28) (P < 0.01). Also, the regression
model showed that sexual anxiety and alexithymia explain 64% of the variance in sexual
self-esteem (R? = 0.64; P < 0.05).

Conclusion: Considering the effect of alexithymia on sexual anxiety and the prediction
of sexual self-esteem in women with breast cancer, it is suggested that necessary training
be provided to raise awareness among women to recognize their emotions.

Keywords: Breast cancer, Emotional alexithymia, Sexual anxiety, Sexual self-esteem,
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Introduction

Cancer is one of the leading causes of mortality
worldwide, affecting 40.9% of women, and
breast cancer is the most common cancer
among women (1). Breast cancer leads to
reduced general health and quality of life,
decreased hope and happiness, and is
subsequently associated with anxiety and
depression (2). In addition to physiological and
psychological pain, these patients are
concerned about changes in their bodies (3).
Loss of a breast or its deformity due to breast
cancer-related surgeries can severely impair
women's sexual self-esteem and lead to reduced
sexual satisfaction and problems in marital
relationships (4).

Sexual self-esteem is one of the key
components affected by this disease and is
defined as an individual's perception of their
sexual attractiveness and worthiness in sexual
relationships (5). Women with breast cancer are
more exposed to sexual anxiety due to physical
and psychological changes (6). Sexual
situations may act as anxiety triggers; therefore,
the term "sexual anxiety" is used (7). However,
despite medical advances, diagnosis of this
disease still causes profound emotional and
affective problems in patients, and alexithymia
is recognized as one of the forms of impairment
in emotional self-regulation (8). This deficit
hinders emotion regulation and makes
successful adaptation difficult (9). Women with
breast cancer and high alexithymia experience
greater hopelessness and distorted body images
(10).

Factors, such as young age of onset, high
treatment costs, and side effects that sometimes

reduce survival, doubly underscore the need for
a comprehensive examination of the condition
of breast cancer patients, especially from a
psychological perspective. Since no study has
yet simultaneously examined these three
variables within a single analytical model,
investigating this issue appears essential.
Therefore, this study aimed to explore the effect
of sexual anxiety on sexual self-esteem in
women with breast cancer by considering the
mediating role of alexithymia.

Materials and Methods

The present study employed a purposive
descriptive-correlational design and structural
equation modeling. The statistical population
included all women with breast cancer referring
to medical centers in Arak, Iran, in 2024. A total
of 169 women with breast cancer were selected
using Cochran's formula and purposive
sampling.

The measurement tools included the Women's
Sexual Self-Esteem Scale, Sexual Anxiety
Questionnaire, and Alexithymia Scale.

Data were analyzed using Pearson's correlation
and path analysis in SPSS (version 26) and
LISREL (version 8.8). The maximum alpha
error level for testing the hypotheses was set at
0.05 (P <0.05).

Results
The results showed a significant negative
correlation between sexual self-esteem and

both sexual anxiety (» =—0.61) and alexithymia
(r=-0.28; P<0.01) (Table 1).

Table 1: Pearson Correlation Matrix Among the Main Variables

Variable Sexual Anxiety  Alexithymia Sexual Self-
Esteem
Sexual anxiety 1
Alexithymia 0.28%** 1
Sexual self-esteem —0.61** —0.28** 1
** P <0.01.

Based on the results of structural equation
modeling, sexual anxiety had the most
substantial adverse effect on sexual self-esteem
(B = —0.79), indicating a substantial impact of
sexual anxiety on sexual self-esteem.
Alexithymia also had a significant adverse
impact on sexual self-esteem (f = —0.29),

indicating that an increase in alexithymia is
associated with a decrease in sexual self-
esteem. The coefficient of determination
showed that sexual anxiety and alexithymia
together explained 64% of the variance in
sexual self-esteem (R? = 0.64; P < (0.05) (Table
2).
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Table 2: Direct and Indirect Effects in the Model

Effect Path Standardized  Standard t- P-
Type Coefficient () Error value value
Direct Sexual anxiety — Sexual self-esteem —-0.79 - -5.01 0.001
Direct Alexithymia — Sexual self-esteem -0.29 - -3.38 0.001
Direct Sexual anxiety — Alexithymia 0.26 - 2.89  0.004

Indirect  Sexual anxiety — Alexithymia — Sexual —0.133 0.039 -3.41 0.001

self-esteem
Discussion anxieties, including sexual anxiety, because

The present study examined sexual self-esteem
based on sexual anxiety and the mediating role
of alexithymia in women with breast cancer.
The results showed that sexual anxiety,
mediated by alexithymia, could significantly
predict sexual self-esteem in women with
breast cancer. The findings of Weber et al. (11)
are consistent with the present study, stating
that high sexual self-esteem in women with
breast cancer is of great importance and that
sexual self-esteem can be considered both a
source and a consequence of intimate sexual
relationships. Diagnosis of breast cancer can
also hurt the sexual self-esteem and sexual life
of affected women, which is consistent with the
present results. This finding is consistent with
the present study, suggesting that higher sexual
self-esteem in women with breast cancer is
associated with increased sexual desire,
assertiveness, and sexual satisfaction. In fact, it
can be explained that breast cancer has adverse
effects on women, accompanied by various
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Table 1: Descriptive indices of demographic variables (n = 169)

Trait Floor Number (percentage)
Marital status I;/iliz:d 14515(8(.931).7)
Housewife 117 (69.2)
Job status Employee 52 (30.8)
Education level Associate's Degree 34 (20.1)
Diplom 51(30.2)
Bachelor's Degree 64 (37.9)
Master's Degree 14 (8.3)
Doctorate 6 (3.6)
Number of children No children 10 (5.9)
1 child 42 (24.9)
2 children 71 (42)
3 children 32 (18.9)
4 children and more 14 (8.3)
Duration of illness Less than 1 year 70 (41.4)
1 to 3 years 51 (30.2)
More than 3 years 48 (28.4)
Mastectomy Yes 79 (46.7)
No 90 (53.3)
Duration of illness Yes 60 (35.5)
No 109 (64.5)
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Table 2: Descriptive indices of the main variables and values of skewness and kurtosis

Variables Sexual anxiety alexithymia sexual self-esteem
Mean 52.80 58.19 145.49

Standard Deviation 16.34 841 24.81

Skew 0.17 0.12 0.23

Scaling 0.55 0.20 -0.94
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Table 3: Pearson correlation matrix between main variables

Variables Sexual anxiety alexithymia  sexual self-esteem
Sexual anxiety 1
alexithymia 0.28%*
sexual self-esteem -0.61%* -0.28% 1
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Fig 1: Experimental research model in the standard path coefficients mode
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Table 4: Model fit indices (40)
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Indicators R? GFI RMSEA CFI NFI IFI AGFI PGFI /df Chi-Square
Acceptable amount >0.33 >090 <0.08 >0.90 >0.90 >090 >0.90 >0.70 5 < Index <1
Result 0.64 0.93 0.077 093 0.89 088 092 0.84 2.79
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Table 5: Testing direct relationships in the model
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Effect type Standard coefficient T value P value
Sexual Anxiety — Sexual Self-Esteem  -0.79 -5.01 0.001
Direct
Alexithymia — Sexual Self-Esteem -0.29 -3.38 0.001
Sexual Anxiety — Alexithymia 0.26 2.89 0.004
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Table 6: Testing indirect relationships in the model
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Effect type Standard Standard T P
coefficient error value  value
Indirect Sexual anxiety -> emotional alexithymia -> -0.133 0.039 -3.41  0.001
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