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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Breast cancer is associated not only with physical complications but also
with extensive psychological distress, which may reduce distress tolerance and health hardiness in
affected women. This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy
and Quality of Life Improvement-Based Therapy on distress tolerance and health hardiness in
women with breast cancer.

Methodology: This quasi-experimental study was conducted using a pretest—posttest design with a
non-equivalent control group and a three-month follow-up. The statistical population consisted of
women with breast cancer who referred to the Iranian Psychoanalytic Center in District 2 of
Tehran in 2025. A total of 45 participants were selected through purposive sampling and assigned
to three equal groups: Compassion-Focused Therapy, Quality of Life Improvement-Based
Therapy, and control group. The intervention groups received regular therapeutic sessions, while
the control group received no intervention. Data were collected using the Distress Tolerance Scale
developed by Simons and Gaher and the Health Hardiness Questionnaire developed by Gebhardt et
al. Data analysis was performed using repeated-measures analysis of variance and Bonferroni post
hoc tests.

Findings: The results showed a significant effect of time on distress tolerance (F=82.118, p=0.001,
1n?=0.662), and the interaction effect of time and group was also significant (F=5.573, p=0.001,
1n?>=0.210). The effect of time on health hardiness was significant as well (F=107.888, p=0.001,
n?=0.720), with a significant time-by-group interaction (F=26.224, p=0.001, n>=0.555). Bonferroni
comparisons indicated that both interventions significantly improved distress tolerance and health
hardiness compared with the control group. No significant difference was found between the two
experimental groups in distress tolerance, whereas a significant difference was observed between
them in health hardiness.

Conclusion: The findings indicated that both Compassion-Focused Therapy and Quality of Life
Improvement-Based Therapy were effective in improving distress tolerance and health hardiness
among women with breast cancer. However, Compassion-Focused Therapy showed greater
effectiveness in enhancing health hardiness and may be considered a useful complementary
intervention alongside medical treatment.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Breast cancer is one of the most psychologically
demanding chronic diseases among women, not only
because of its biological and medical consequences
but also because of its extensive emotional, relational,
social, and existential implications. Women with
breast cancer often experience distress related to
diagnosis, treatment uncertainty, fear of recurrence,
body image disruption, changes in sexual and marital
functioning, fatigue, pain, and limitations in everyday
life. Recent evidence has emphasized that quality of
life among women with breast cancer is strongly
affected by treatment-related complications, disease
acceptance, fatigue, anxiety, physical functioning, and
psychological adjustment (Konieczny et al., 2025;
Lemmih et al., 2025; Morse et al.,, 2025). Moreover,
symptoms such as lymphedema, fatigue, reduced
muscle strength, and functional impairment may
substantially weaken perceived well-being and
adaptive capacity during and after treatment (Ozsaker,
2025; Silva et al., 2025). Therefore, psychological
interventions that can strengthen emotional tolerance,
improve adaptation, and enhance quality of life are
clinically important for women coping with breast
cancer.

Distress tolerance is a central psychological construct
in the adjustment of cancer patients. It refers to the
ability to experience and endure negative emotional
states without avoidance, behavioral collapse, or
excessive dysregulation. Women with breast cancer
frequently encounter repeated sources of distress,
including fear of death, uncertainty about prognosis,
changes in body image, treatment side effects, and
concerns about family and relational roles. Low
distress tolerance may intensify  avoidance,
hopelessness,  treatment-related  anxiety, and
psychological ~ vulnerability. = Compassion-based
interventions have shown promise in reducing
psychological distress, perceived stress, self-blame,
and related emotional difficulties in patients with
cancer (Dehkordi et al., 2019; Pourhosseini Dehkordi et
al., 2019; Yavari et al., 2024). Furthermore, mindfulness,
self-compassion, and compassion received from
others may moderate the relationship between stress
and depression in cancer-related caregiving contexts,
indicating the broader protective role of compassion
in illness-related stress (Hsieh et al., 2019).

Compassion-Focused Therapy is especially relevant
for women with breast cancer because the disease
often disrupts self-image, bodily confidence, and

emotional security. Self-compassion may help
patients respond to suffering with kindness rather than
self-criticism and may reduce shame associated with
bodily changes, sexual concerns, or perceived
inadequacy. Prior research has shown that self-
compassion and hope are important in the context of
body image disturbance and distress among breast
cancer survivors (Todorov et al., 2019). Sexual
satisfaction and sexual distress after cancer have also
been associated with body image disruption, self-
compassion, sexual pain, and relationship satisfaction
(Michael et al., 2021). In advanced or terminal cancer,
peaceful acceptance, mindfulness, self-compassion,
and body image distress also appear to be relevant to
how patients struggle with or accept their illness
experience (Vincenzo et al., 2025). These findings
support the use of compassion-focused approaches in
psycho-oncological care.

Health hardiness is another important adaptive
construct in chronic illness. It reflects the extent to
which individuals maintain commitment, control, and
challenge-oriented attitudes when facing health
threats. Higher health hardiness may help women
with breast cancer interpret illness as manageable
rather than entirely uncontrollable, participate more
actively in treatment, and preserve psychological
strength during medical procedures. Related studies
have shown that self-compassion, psychological
hardiness, self-efficacy, social adjustment, and
psychological well-being are interrelated adaptive
resources (Mir Mahmoudi, 2025; Moradgholi et al., 2023;
Nemati et al., 2024). Interventions integrating
acceptance, commitment, and compassion have also
been reported to improve psychological hardiness in
patients with chronic disease (Pourgoli & Rezaei, 2023).
Alongside compassion-based interventions, quality-
of-life  improvement approaches are clinically
valuable because quality of life is a multidimensional
outcome involving physical, psychological, social,
and  functional  domains.  Supportive  and
complementary interventions have shown benefits for
quality of life, fatigue, anxiety, and post-treatment
functioning in women with breast cancer (Marcondes
et al., 2025; Shamoun & Ahmad, 2025; Vitale, 2025). In
addition, comparative psychological interventions in
cancer-related contexts have shown that compassion-
based and emotion-oriented approaches may reduce
premature grief and psychological distress in
caregivers of cancer patients (Tourani et al., 2024).
Based on this background, the present study aimed to
compare the effectiveness of Compassion-Focused
Therapy and Quality of Life Improvement-Based




Therapy on distress tolerance and health hardiness
among women with breast cancer.

Methodology

This applied study used a quasi-experimental design
with pretest, posttest, a non-equivalent control group,
and a three-month follow-up. The statistical
population consisted of all women with breast cancer
who referred to the Iranian Psychoanalytic Center
located in District 2 of Tehran, Saadat Abad, in 2025.
The sample size was estimated using G*Power
software by considering an effect size of 0.60, an
alpha level of 0.05, and a statistical power of 0.80.
Although the minimum estimated sample size was 24
participants, 45 women were selected to increase
adequacy and reduce the possible effects of attrition.
Participants were selected through purposive non-
random sampling and were assigned equally to three
groups: the Compassion-Focused Therapy group, the
Quality of Life Improvement-Based Therapy group,
and the control group, with 15 participants in each
group.

Before the intervention, the necessary organizational
permissions were obtained, the research objectives
were explained to participants, and informed consent
was received. All three groups completed the pretest
measures before the intervention. The two
experimental groups received their respective
interventions in regular group sessions held twice per
week at the clinic. The control group received no
psychological intervention during the study period
and was assessed only at the pretest, posttest, and
follow-up stages. After completing the intervention
sessions, the posttest was administered to all groups,
and a three-month follow-up assessment was
conducted to evaluate the stability of the intervention
effects.

Data were collected using the Distress Tolerance
Scale developed by Simons and Gaher and the Health
Hardiness Questionnaire developed by Gebhardt and
colleagues. The Distress Tolerance Scale contains 15
items and assesses emotional distress tolerance,
absorption by negative emotions, subjective appraisal
of distress, and regulation efforts to reduce distress.
The Health Hardiness Questionnaire contains 24
items and assesses health value, internal health locus
of control, external health locus of control, and
perceived health competence. In the present study, the
face and content validity of the instruments were
confirmed by specialists. The reliability coefficients
obtained through Cronbach’s alpha were 0.781 for the
Distress Tolerance Scale and 0.801 for the Health
Hardiness Questionnaire.
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The Compassion-Focused Therapy protocol was
based on Gilbert’s therapeutic model and was
implemented in group format. The sessions focused
on psychoeducation about compassion, emotional
distress, mindfulness, body scanning, breathing
practice, empathic awareness, common humanity,
reduction of shame and self-criticism, compassionate
imagery, forgiveness, non-judgmental acceptance,
compassionate letter writing, daily recording of
compassionate situations, and strategies for applying
compassion in everyday life. The Quality of Life
Improvement-Based ~ Therapy  protocol was
implemented for the second experimental group. Its
content  focused on identifying  physical,
psychological, social, and functional dimensions of
quality of life, strengthening hope, improving
perceived control, increasing meaning in life,
developing supportive relationships, managing
illness-related stress, and promoting adaptive coping
with the consequences of breast cancer.

Findings

Before conducting the main analysis, statistical
assumptions were examined. The Shapiro-Wilk test
showed that the distributions of distress tolerance and
health hardiness scores were normal across the
pretest, posttest, and follow-up stages in all three
groups. The homogeneity of regression slopes was
also confirmed for distress tolerance (F=0.78, p=0.54)
and health hardiness (F=0.54, p=0.65). The Box’s M
test indicated that the assumption of equality of
covariance matrices was met, and Mauchly’s test
showed that the sphericity assumption was also
satisfied (W=0.990, %>=0.419, df=2, p=0.811).
Therefore, mixed repeated-measures analysis of
variance was used.

The descriptive results showed that mean distress
tolerance increased from 37.07 at pretest to 59.87 at
posttest and 54.40 at follow-up in the Compassion-
Focused Therapy group. In the Quality of Life
Improvement-Based Therapy group, distress tolerance
increased from 36.13 at pretest to 56.20 at posttest
and 53.73 at follow-up. In contrast, the control group
showed no notable improvement, with mean scores of
36.67, 39.27, and 37.07 across the three stages. For
health hardiness, the Compassion-Focused Therapy
group increased from 60.07 at pretest to 85.27 at
posttest and 79.00 at follow-up. The Quality of Life
Improvement-Based Therapy group increased from
60.93 to 75.87 and 71.47, while the control group
showed only minor changes from 59.67 to 62.67 and
61.07.
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The repeated-measures analysis of variance showed a
significant effect of time on distress tolerance
(F=82.118, p=0.001, 1>=0.662). The time-by-group
interaction was also significant (F=5.573, p=0.001,
1n*=0.210), indicating that the pattern of change in
distress tolerance differed across groups. The
between-group effect was significant as well
(F=20.298, p=0.001, 1?>=0.492). For health hardiness,
the effect of time was significant (F=107.888,
p=0.001, n*=0.720), and the time-by-group interaction
was also significant (F=26.224, p=0.001, 1n*=0.555).
The between-group effect for health hardiness was
significant (F=19.212, p=0.001, n*>=0.478).

Bonferroni post hoc comparisons showed that both
Compassion-Focused Therapy and Quality of Life
Improvement-Based Therapy significantly improved
distress tolerance compared with the control group.
The difference  between  Compassion-Focused
Therapy and the control group was significant (mean
difference=8.7778, p=0.001), and the difference
between Quality of Life Improvement-Based Therapy
and the control group was also significant (mean
difference=7.0222, p=0.001). However, the difference
between the two experimental groups was not
significant ~ for  distress  tolerance (mean
difference=1.7556, p=0.706). For health hardiness,
Compassion-Focused Therapy significantly differed
from the control group (mean difference=18.9778,
p=0.001), and Quality of Life Improvement-Based
Therapy also significantly differed from the control

group  (mean  difference=10.6222, p=0.004).
Moreover, the difference between the two
experimental groups was significant (mean

difference=8.3556, p=0.028), indicating the greater
effectiveness of Compassion-Focused Therapy in
improving health hardiness.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicated that both Compassion-Focused
Therapy and Quality of Life Improvement-Based
Therapy were effective in improving distress
tolerance and health hardiness among women with
breast cancer. The improvement in distress tolerance
suggests that both interventions strengthened the
patients’ ability to experience and manage difficult
emotions associated with cancer without excessive
avoidance or psychological collapse. Compassion-
Focused Therapy likely improved distress tolerance
by reducing self-criticism, strengthening emotional

acceptance, and helping participants respond to
suffering with kindness and psychological safety.
Quality of Life Improvement-Based Therapy likely
increased distress tolerance by improving hope,
perceived control, life satisfaction, and the ability to
focus on meaningful aspects of life despite illness.

The absence of a significant difference between the
two experimental groups in distress tolerance suggests
that both interventions may be similarly useful for
enhancing emotional endurance in women with breast
cancer. Although their theoretical mechanisms differ,
both approaches appear to reduce the emotional
burden of illness and increase coping capacity.
Therefore, either intervention may be selected when
the therapeutic goal is to strengthen distress tolerance,
depending on patient preference, therapist expertise,
and clinical context.

The findings also showed that both interventions
improved health hardiness, but Compassion-Focused
Therapy had a stronger effect. This result suggests
that cultivating compassion toward oneself may be
especially powerful in strengthening patients’
commitment, perceived control, and challenge-
oriented attitude toward illness. Women with breast
cancer may experience shame, fear, self-blame, or
alienation from the body. Compassion-Focused
Therapy directly targets these processes and may
therefore create deeper changes in self-attitude and
illness-related  resilience.  Quality  of  Life
Improvement-Based Therapy also enhanced health
hardiness, probably by improving meaning,
functioning, hope, and perceived life resources;
however, its effect on deeper self-acceptance and
internal emotional security may have been less direct.

Overall, the study supports the integration of
psychological interventions into supportive care
programs for women with breast cancer. Both
interventions can be wused as complementary
approaches alongside medical treatment to improve
emotional coping and adaptive functioning.
Compassion-Focused Therapy may be particularly
recommended when the clinical priority is to
strengthen health hardiness, reduce self-criticism, and
improve acceptance of illness-related suffering.
Quality of Life Improvement-Based Therapy may be
especially useful when the therapeutic aim is to
improve daily functioning, hope, satisfaction, and life
meaning.
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