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Abstract

: Cancer profoundly impacts multiple life domains, leading to adverse
outcomes such as compromised physical health, diminished quality of life, and
psychological distress. Patients face significant stressors related to diagnosis and
treatment. This study aimed to investigate the relationship between family support
and the mental health of breast cancer patients.

: This cross-sectional study included 70 breast cancer
patients attending Imam Khomeini and Shohada Haft Tir hospitals for radiotherapy,
chemotherapy, or follow-up over six months. A standardized family support
questionnaire was used to assess the structural, professional, and interactive
characteristics of the family. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 21,
employing chi-square tests, correlation coefficients, and ANOVA.

: The mean total family support score was 15.7£2.96 with a range of 9.87-
21.06. Higher scores indicate poorer family functioning. Mean anxiety and
depression scores were 9.68+5.34 and 8.34+4.41, respectively. Results
demonstrated that higher scores on the family support questionnaire (indicating less
healthy family dynamics) were significantly associated with increased levels of
anxiety and depression.

: The findings indicated that higher scores on the Family Dysfunction
Scale (where a higher score indicates poorer family function) were significantly
associated with greater anxiety and depression. Among patients who received
radiation or chemotherapy, higher family dysfunction scores were specifically
associated with increased depression.
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Introduction

Breast cancer is the most common malignancy
among women globally, with incidence and
mortality rates rising in Iran in recent decades.
The diagnosis and treatment of breast cancer not
only impose significant physical burdens but
also have profound psychological and
psychosocial impacts on patients. Common
squeal include anxiety, depression, fatigue, and
stress, which can persist long after primary
treatment, diminishing quality of life, impairing
treatment adherence, and potentially affecting
prognosis.

Cancer-related psychological  distress s
multifactorial, influenced by biological,
socioeconomic, and personal coping factors, as
well as the quality of social support. Family
plays a pivotal role among social supports,
particularly in cultures like Iran, where it
constitutes the primary network for emotional,
practical, and financial assistance. During
intensive cancer treatment, family members
constitute a crucial support system, providing
emotional solace, financial assistance, practical
daily help, and psychosocial reinforcement.

However, family dynamics are complex;
dysfunctional interactions, poor
communication, or lack of emotional

responsiveness or inappropriate behavioral
control may exacerbate distress rather than
alleviate it.  Consequently, a detailed
understanding of family functioning and its
relationship to mental health outcomes in breast
cancer patients is crucial for developing
effective supportive care interventions.

While international studies highlight the
importance of family support, data on specific
mechanisms and relevant domains of family
functioning within Iranian patient populations
remain limited. This study aimed to investigate
the relationship between multidimensional
family support and mental health—specifically
anxiety and depression—in Iranian breast
cancer patients undergoing radiotherapy,
chemotherapy, or follow-up care and to explore
how age, metastatic status, and treatment type
moderate this relationship.

METHODOLOGY:

A cross-sectional study was conducted with 70
female breast cancer patients (aged 18—60 years)
selected over six months from two teaching
hospitals in Tehran. Patients with acute
psychiatric conditions or active suicidal ideation
were excluded.

Family functioning was assessed using the
McMaster Family Assessment Device (FAD), a
60-item tool measuring seven domains:
problem-solving, communication,  roles,
affective responsiveness, affective involvement,
behavioral control, and general functioning.
Higher scores indicate poorer family health or
greater dysfunction.

Psychological distress was measured using the
Hospital Anxiety and Depression Scale
(HADS), with subscales for anxiety and
depression (scores >8 suggest clinically relevant
symptoms). Demographic data (age, marital
status, education, household composition) and
clinical data (treatment type, surgery, metastatic
status, and psychiatric history) were collected
from medical records and patient interviews.
Data analysed using SPSS 21, including
descriptive statistics, correlation analyses, linear
regression, ANOVA, and stratified subgroup
analyses.

RESULTS:

The mean participant age was 48.6 years (range
32-68); 86% were married, and 82% lived in
urban areas. Treatments included radiotherapy
alone (50%), chemotherapy alone (28%), and
combined modality (22%). Sixteen percent had
metastatic disease. Surgical interventions
consisted of breast-conserving surgery (n=35)
and mastectomy (n=15). Twenty-three patients
were treated with adjuvant hormonal therapy.
The mean total score for family dysfunction was
15.7 (SD = 2.96). Variability across subdomain
scores reflected meaningful differences in the
quality of family interactions. Regarding
psychological distress, mean scores for anxiety
and depression were 9.68 (SD = 5.34) and 8.34
(SD = 4.41), respectively. A considerable
proportion of patients scored above clinical
thresholds, indicating significant distress.
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Analysis revealed a significant positive
correlation between overall family dysfunction
and increased anxiety and depression symptoms

(p<0.05). Subscales for problem-solving,
communication, and roles showed strong
associations.

Age-stratified analysis showed the relationship
between family dysfunction and depression was
most pronounced in patients under 55,
especially those under 45. Anxiety associations
were strongest in patients aged 45-54.
Regarding treatment, patients receiving either
radiotherapy or chemotherapy alone showed a
significant link between poor family functioning
and increased depressive symptoms; this was
less evident in the combined treatment group.
Metastatic patients had significantly higher
anxiety and depression scores. Contrary to
expectations, a history of psychiatric disorders
was not significantly linked to family support
scores or psychological symptoms in this
sample.

DISCUSSION

This study confirms that inadequate family
support and dysfunctional family dynamics are
significant contributors to psychological distress
in Iranian breast cancer patients. It highlights
that the quality and patterns of family interaction
are as critical as the presence of support. The
stronger effect in younger patients (<55 years)
may reflect greater concurrent social and
occupational stressors, familial role
expectations, and concerns regarding body
image and sexual function post-treatment.
Younger patients with compromised family
functioning may demonstrate increased
vulnerability to psychological maladjustment.

The significant association observed in patients
receiving single-modality therapy highlights the
crucial role of family support in managing
treatment-related side effects. Furthermore, the
elevated psychological distress in metastatic
patients necessitates integrated psychosocial
interventions as a core component of their care.
Although the cross-sectional design limits
causal inference, these findings advocate for
routine screening of family functioning and
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mental health in breast oncology settings.
Psychosocial interventions designed to improve
family communication patterns, enhance
problem-solving  capacities, and  foster
emotional engagement may serve to enhance the
psychological resilience of patients.

CONCLUSIONS

This research indicated a significant association
between family dysfunction and heightened
anxiety and depression, particularly among
younger, metastatic breast cancer patients and
those undergoing single-modal treatments.
These findings underscore the importance of
holistic oncology care models that integrate
family assessments and tailor psychosocial and
counseling interventions accordingly. Future
longitudinal studies with larger cohorts are
needed to explore causal pathways and
intervention effectiveness.
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