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The purpose of this study was to investigate the efficacy of Spiritual Self-Care
Training (SSCT) on posttraumatic growth (PTG), distress tolerance, and cognitive
fusion in women diagnosed with breast cancer. A pretest-posttest control group
design was implemented in this quasi-experimental investigation. The statistical
population encompassed women who were referred to cancer treatment and support
centers in Tehran in 2024. A total of 34 women were randomly assigned to the
experimental and control groups through purposive sampling. Before and after the
intervention, participants completed the Posttraumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI), the
Distress Tolerance Scale (DTS), and the Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire (CFQ).
However, the control group did not receive any intervention, whereas the
experimental group was administered six 90-minute sessions of SSCT. SPSS-27 was
employed to conduct multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) on the data.
The results indicated that SSCT significantly enhanced posttraumatic growth and
distress tolerance, while simultaneously significantly reducing cognitive fusion in the
experimental group (P < 0.001). These findings suggest that spiritual self-care
training can serve as an effective and complementary intervention alongside
psychological therapies to foster resilience, promote posttraumatic psychological
growth, and reduce cognitive entanglement in women with breast cancer.
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The Effectiveness of Spiritual Self-Care Training on Post-Traumatic Growth, Distress
Tolerance, and Cognitive Fusion in Women with Breast Cancer

Extended Abstract
Aim

Breast cancer is the most prevalent cancer among women worldwide and a leading cause of cancer-
related mortality (Tang et al., 2024). Despite advancements in early detection and treatment, the
psychological burden of the disease remains substantial. Patients experience significant distress due to body
image changes, aggressive treatments such as mastectomy and chemotherapy, and fears of death or
recurrence (Cinek et al., 2025). Studies indicate a rising global incidence and mortality rate, particularly in
low Human Development Index countries, with a concerning increase also reported in Iran (Jafari et al.,
2025). This psychological burden may lead to both negative and positive psychological outcomes. One
such positive outcome is post-traumatic growth (PTG), which includes a deeper appreciation of life,
improved relationships, spiritual development, and a redefined sense of self. Factors facilitating PTG
include social support, resilience, spirituality, and meaning-making (Wan et al., 2024).

In this context, distress tolerance—the ability to endure emotional discomfort without avoidance—is
critical for psychological adjustment (Saez-Clarke et al., 2025). Low distress tolerance is associated with
higher levels of depression, anxiety, and emotional dysregulation, whereas higher tolerance supports
adaptive coping and engagement in treatment (Tao et al., 2023). Another important construct is cognitive
fusion, in which individuals become overly identified with their negative thoughts, perceiving them as
factual (Othman et al., 2023). High cognitive fusion is associated with greater psychological distress and
lower quality of life. Conversely, spiritual self-care has emerged as a culturally relevant and effective
intervention, particularly in religious contexts such as Iran (Nur et al., 2024; Nasution et al., 2020). It
involves practices such as prayer, reflection, and meaning-making, which can reduce psychological distress
and enhance existential resilience (Ledo et al., 2022; Komariah et al., 2020). Therefore, the present study
aimed to examine the effect of spiritual self-care training on PTG, distress tolerance, and cognitive fusion
among women with breast cancer.

Methodology

The present study employed a quasi-experimental design with a pre-test—post-test control group. The
sample consisted of 34 women diagnosed with breast cancer, who were purposefully selected from cancer
treatment and support centers in Tehran in 2024 and then randomly assigned to experimental (n = 17) and
control (n = 17) groups. Inclusion criteria included age between 30 and 50 years, no use of psychiatric
medication or participation in psychological interventions, and absence of comorbid psychological
disorders. Participants who missed more than two sessions, experienced deterioration in condition, or
received additional interventions were excluded.

The sample size was determined using G*Power software with a 95% confidence level and a margin
of error of less than 2%. After receiving study information and providing informed consent, participants
entered the study. The intervention consisted of spiritual self-care training based on the Richards and
Bergin (2004) model with an Islamic approach.

The instruments used to measure the study variables were as follows:

1. Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI): Developed by Tedeschi and Calhoun (1996), this
21-item scale assesses positive outcomes following trauma across five dimensions: relating to
others, new possibilities, personal strength, appreciation of life, and spiritual change. Items are
rated on a 6-point Likert scale (0-5), with higher scores indicating greater PTG. Cronbach’s alpha
in this study ranged from 0.81 to 0.86.

2. Distress Tolerance Scale (DTS): Developed by Simons and Gaher (2005), this 15-item self-
report scale measures distress tolerance across four dimensions: tolerance, absorption, appraisal,
and regulation. Responses are rated on a 5-point Likert scale, with total scores ranging from 15 to
75; higher scores indicate greater distress tolerance. Internal consistency in this study ranged from
0.80 to 0.87.
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3. Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire (CFQ): Developed by Gillanders et al. (2014), this 12-item
scale assesses cognitive fusion—the extent to which individuals become entangled with their
thoughts—using a 6-point Likert scale (1-6). Higher scores (range: 12—72) indicate stronger
cognitive fusion. In this study, Cronbach’s alpha was 0.84.

Data were analyzed using MANCOVA in SPSS-27. Chi-square tests were used for demographic
comparisons, and the Shapiro—Wilk test was used to assess normality. A significance level of 0.05 was
considered.

Findings
The mean age of women in the experimental group was 41.36 + 5.93 years, and in the control group,

40.40 + 6.02 years. Chi-square test results indicated no statistically significant differences between the
experimental and control groups in age, marital status, education level, or duration of illness (P > 0.05).

Table 1. Comparison of Demographic Characteristics Between Experimental and Control Groups (N = 34)

Variable Categories Experimental n (%) Controln (%) P value

Age (years) 30-36 4 (23.5%) 5(23.5%)
3743 8 (47.1%) 9 (52.9%) 0.168
44-50 5(29.4%) 3 (17.6%)

Illness duration 1-2 years 8 (47.1%) 7 (41.2%)
3—4 years 6 (35.3%) 8 (47.1%) 0.354
>5 years 3 (17.6%) 2 (11.8%)

Education Diploma 4 (23.5%) 5(29.4%) 0.206
Bachelor’s 9 (52.9%) 8 (47.1%)
Master’s 4 (23.5%) 4 (23.5%)

Marital status Single 7 (41.2%) 6 (35.3%) 0.147
Married 10 (58.8%) 11 (64.7%)

Levene’s test confirmed the homogeneity of variances for the study variables. Box’s M test indicated
equality of covariance matrices between the experimental and control groups, supporting the assumptions
required for multivariate analysis. In addition, the assumption of homogeneity of regression slopes was
tested through the interaction between the independent variable (intervention) and dependent variables at
pretest and posttest stages, and no significant interaction was observed (P > 0.05), confirming that this
assumption was met.

The results of the multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) showed a statistically significant
overall effect of the intervention. Pillai’s Trace (0.735), Wilks’ Lambda (0.265), Hotelling’s Trace (2.768),
and Roy’s Largest Root (2.768) all indicated significant group differences (F = 3.599, P < 0.001), with an
effect size of 0.73. The statistical power was 1.00, indicating adequate sample size. Follow-up univariate
ANCOVA results demonstrated significant differences between the experimental and control groups across
all dimensions of post-traumatic growth (PTG), distress tolerance, and cognitive fusion.

For PTG, significant effects were observed in relating to others (F = 37.02, n> = 0.62), new
possibilities (F = 39.72, n? = 0.64), personal strength (F = 41.08, n? = 0.65), appreciation of life (F = 38.59,
n?> = 0.63), and spiritual change (F = 36.81, n* = 0.62). Regarding distress tolerance, significant
improvements were found in tolerance (F = 53.35, n? = 0.71), absorption (F = 51.40, n? = 0.70), appraisal
(F =42.62, n* = 0.66), and regulation (F = 46.78, n?> = 0.68). Finally, cognitive fusion showed a significant
reduction in the experimental group compared to the control group (F = 50.04, n? = 0.69).

Overall, the findings indicated that spiritual self-care training significantly improved post-traumatic
growth and distress tolerance while reducing cognitive fusion among women with breast cancer, with effect
sizes ranging from moderate to large across all outcomes.

Conclusion

This study explored the impact of spiritual self-care training on PTG, distress tolerance, and cognitive
fusion in women diagnosed with breast cancer. The findings indicated that the intervention significantly
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promoted PTG and distress tolerance while reducing levels of cognitive fusion. These results are in line
with previous studies by Komariah et al. (2020), Ledo et al. (2022), and Nasution et al. (2020), which also
highlight the positive role of spirituality-based interventions in enhancing psychological well-being among
cancer patients.

Techniques such as meditation and reflective exercises supported patients in managing negative
emotions and rebuilding psychological resilience, allowing them to view their illness as an opportunity for
growth rather than merely a threat (Lefo et al., 2022). Moreover, the training improved distress tolerance,
enabling women to endure psychological stress more effectively without impulsive reactions or avoidance
(Nasution et al., 2020). It also led to a meaningful reduction in cognitive fusion, helping patients distance
themselves from negative, rigid thoughts by cultivating mindfulness and acceptance (Nur et al., 2024).
These outcomes contributed to greater psychological flexibility, reduced emotional suffering, and improved
overall quality of life, demonstrating that spiritual self-care is a valuable psychospiritual intervention for
enhancing mental health in breast cancer patients (Komariah et al., 2020).

This study was limited by its small sample size and its focus on women with breast cancer in Tehran,
which reduces generalizability. The use of purposive sampling and the lack of control over variables such
as social support and baseline spiritual beliefs may have influenced the outcomes. Despite these limitations,
the findings support the effectiveness of spiritual self-care training in enhancing resilience, including
increased post-traumatic growth, improved distress tolerance, and reduced cognitive fusion. This approach
helped patients cope more effectively and find meaning in their illness experience. Spiritual self-care is not
just a coping strategy but a pathway to improved mental health, identity reconstruction, and quality of life.
Integrating such interventions into cancer care protocols is strongly recommended.

Keywords: Breast Cancer, Cognitive Fusion, Distress Tolerance, Posttraumatic Growth, Spiritual Self-Care.
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