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Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the structural relationship between death
anxiety, health anxiety, and attachment styles in patients with cancer with emphasis on the
mediating role of mindfulness.

Methodology: This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling. The statistical population included all patients with cancer referred to specialized
oncology centers and hospitals in Tehran during 2026, from whom 320 participants were
selected through convenience sampling. The research instruments included the Templer Death
Anxiety Scale, the Salkovskis and Warwick Health Anxiety Questionnaire, the Hazan and
Shaver Attachment Styles Questionnaire, and the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire
developed by Baer and colleagues. After data collection, analyses were conducted using SPSS-
27 and AMOS-26 software. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, structural
equation modeling, and bootstrapping procedures were applied for data analysis.

Findings: The results indicated that death anxiety had a significant positive relationship with
health anxiety. Secure attachment style demonstrated a significant negative association with
health anxiety, whereas avoidant and anxious attachment styles showed significant positive
relationships with health anxiety. Mindfulness was negatively associated with both death anxiety
and health anxiety. Model fit indices demonstrated satisfactory fitness of the proposed structural
model. Structural equation modeling revealed that death anxiety had a direct positive effect on
health anxiety and that mindfulness played a significant mediating role in the relationship
between death anxiety and health anxiety. Furthermore, mindfulness significantly mediated the
relationship between attachment styles and health anxiety.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrated that death anxiety and attachment styles are important
psychological factors associated with health anxiety among patients with cancer, and
mindfulness can function as a protective factor in reducing psychological distress in this
population. Therefore, implementing mindfulness-based interventions and considering patients’
attachment characteristics may contribute to improving mental health and reducing illness-
related anxiety among individuals with cancer.

Keywords: Death anxiety, Health anxiety, Attachment styles, Mindfulness, Cancer, Structural
equation modeling
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Cancer is considered one of the most challenging chronic and life-threatening diseases worldwide,
affecting not only the physical functioning of patients but also their psychological, emotional, social, and
existential well-being. The diagnosis of cancer is frequently associated with fear, uncertainty,
psychological distress, and concerns about mortality, all of which can significantly impair quality of life
and psychological adjustment (Grassi et al., 2023; Marano & Mazza, 2024). Studies have consistently
demonstrated that patients with cancer experience higher levels of anxiety, depression, emotional distress,
and existential suffering compared with healthy populations (Chen et al., 2022; Safaie et al., 2022). Among the
psychological variables associated with cancer, death anxiety and health anxiety have received
considerable attention because of their profound influence on patients’ emotional functioning and coping
processes.

Death anxiety refers to fear, apprehension, and emotional distress related to death and dying.
Patients with cancer are frequently confronted with mortality salience due to the threatening nature of the
disease, invasive medical procedures, uncertainty regarding prognosis, and the possibility of recurrence
or death (Emanuel, 2023; Penberthy et al., 2020). Previous studies have shown that death anxiety in cancer
patients is associated with lower quality of life, hopelessness, emotional exhaustion, depression, and
impaired psychological adaptation (Abadian & Tavassoli, 2025; Straker, 2020). Moreover, increased death
anxiety may intensify maladaptive cognitive patterns, such as catastrophic thinking and hypervigilance
toward bodily symptoms, thereby contributing to elevated health anxiety.

Health anxiety is characterized by excessive preoccupation with physical symptoms, persistent
fear of illness progression, and heightened sensitivity toward bodily sensations. In cancer populations,
health anxiety often emerges because patients continuously monitor signs related to disease progression
or treatment failure (Carreno & Eisenbeck, 2022; Hussain, 2022). Such concerns may result in chronic stress,
emotional instability, and impaired psychosocial functioning. Previous investigations have reported that
heightened health anxiety is associated with poorer adjustment to illness, increased emotional distress,
and reduced treatment adherence among cancer patients (Grassi et al., 2023; Safaie et al., 2022). Therefore,
identifying the factors contributing to health anxiety in cancer populations remains clinically important.

Attachment theory provides a useful framework for understanding emotional responses to severe
illness. Attachment styles are relatively stable patterns of emotional regulation and interpersonal
functioning that originate from early interactions with caregivers. Secure attachment is associated with
emotional security, adaptive coping, and psychological resilience, whereas insecure attachment styles,
including anxious and avoidant attachment, are linked with emotional dysregulation, fear, and maladaptive
coping strategies (Marmarosh et al., 2024; Rezapour & Ferraro, 2023). In the context of cancer, attachment styles
may influence how individuals perceive illness, regulate emotions, and respond to mortality-related
concerns. Research suggests that securely attached individuals demonstrate better psychological
adaptation to cancer, whereas insecurely attached patients tend to report higher levels of anxiety,
emotional distress, and existential fear (Krutchan et al., 2024).

Another psychological construct that has attracted substantial attention in psycho-oncology is
mindfulness. Mindfulness refers to purposeful, nonjudgmental awareness of present-moment experiences
and has been recognized as a protective factor against psychological distress (Teigen, 2023; Yildirim et al.,



2022). Mindfulness-based interventions have demonstrated significant effectiveness in reducing stress,
depression, anxiety, and emotional suffering among patients with cancer (Wei et al., 2025; Zhang et al., 2022).
Furthermore, mindfulness may help patients accept difficult experiences, reduce rumination, and improve
emotional regulation. Studies have also indicated that mindfulness is associated with lower death anxiety
and better existential adjustment among individuals facing life-threatening diseases (Al-Ghabeesh et al., 2024;
Vincenzo et al., 2025).

Recent evidence suggests that mindfulness may serve as a mediating mechanism linking
psychological vulnerabilities with emotional outcomes. Individuals with secure attachment may
experience greater mindfulness because of their enhanced emotional regulation capacities, whereas
insecure attachment styles may interfere with present-moment awareness and increase cognitive
avoidance (Wwei et al., 2025). Similarly, elevated death anxiety may reduce mindfulness by increasing
preoccupation with future-oriented fears and catastrophic cognitions. Consequently, mindfulness may
play a key role in explaining how attachment styles and death anxiety contribute to health anxiety among
patients with cancer.

Despite the growing literature in psycho-oncology, limited studies have simultaneously examined
the structural relationships among death anxiety, health anxiety, attachment styles, and mindfulness in
cancer populations. Moreover, few studies have explored the mediating role of mindfulness within these
relationships, particularly in Iranian cultural contexts. Therefore, the present study aimed to investigate
the structural relationship between death anxiety, health anxiety, and attachment styles in patients with
cancer, with emphasis on the mediating role of mindfulness.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling.
The statistical population consisted of patients diagnosed with cancer who were referred to oncology
centers and specialized hospitals in Tehran during 2026. A total of 320 patients were selected through
convenience sampling. Inclusion criteria included a confirmed diagnosis of cancer by an oncologist, age
range between 20 and 65 years, ability to read and write, and willingness to participate in the study.
Patients with severe psychiatric disorders or cognitive impairments were excluded.

Data collection was conducted using standardized psychological instruments. Death anxiety was
assessed using the Templer Death Anxiety Scale. Health anxiety was measured with the Health Anxiety
Inventory developed by Salkovskis and Warwick. Attachment styles were evaluated using the Hazan and
Shaver Adult Attachment Questionnaire, which measures secure, avoidant, and anxious attachment styles.
Mindfulness was assessed using the Five Facet Mindfulness Questionnaire developed by Baer and
colleagues.

Participants completed the questionnaires individually after receiving information regarding the
objectives of the study and ethical considerations. Data were analyzed using SPSS-27 and AMOS-26
software. Descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and structural equation modeling were
utilized to examine the relationships among the study variables. Bootstrapping procedures were also
performed to test indirect effects and the mediating role of mindfulness.

Findings
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The demographic findings indicated that the participants consisted of 178 women and 142 men,
with a mean age of 46.73 years. Most participants were married and had been diagnosed with cancer for
approximately four years. Breast cancer represented the most common diagnosis among the participants.

Descriptive statistics demonstrated that patients reported relatively high levels of death anxiety
and health anxiety. Pearson correlation analyses revealed a significant positive relationship between death
anxiety and health anxiety. Furthermore, secure attachment style showed a significant negative
relationship with death anxiety and health anxiety, whereas anxious and avoidant attachment styles were
positively associated with both variables. Mindfulness demonstrated significant negative correlations with
death anxiety and health anxiety and positive associations with secure attachment.

The structural equation modeling results indicated that the proposed model demonstrated
satisfactory goodness-of-fit indices. The ratio of chi-square to degrees of freedom was within the
acceptable range, and indices such as GFI, AGFI, CFI, IFI, and NFI all exceeded recommended thresholds.
Additionally, RMSEA values indicated an acceptable model fit.

Direct path analyses demonstrated that death anxiety significantly and positively predicted health
anxiety. Secure attachment negatively predicted health anxiety, whereas anxious and avoidant attachment
styles positively predicted health anxiety. Mindfulness significantly and negatively predicted health
anxiety. Furthermore, death anxiety negatively predicted mindfulness, while secure attachment positively
predicted mindfulness. In contrast, anxious and avoidant attachment styles negatively predicted
mindfulness.

Bootstrapping analyses confirmed the mediating role of mindfulness in the relationships among
death anxiety, attachment styles, and health anxiety. Specifically, mindfulness significantly mediated the
effect of death anxiety on health anxiety. In addition, mindfulness mediated the relationship between
attachment styles and health anxiety. Higher secure attachment was associated with increased mindfulness
and consequently lower health anxiety, whereas insecure attachment styles were linked with lower
mindfulness and higher health anxiety.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrated that death anxiety is strongly associated with health
anxiety among patients with cancer. This result suggests that confronting mortality and uncertainty about
survival intensifies patients’ concerns regarding bodily symptoms and illness progression. Cancer patients
frequently experience fear related to treatment outcomes, recurrence, and physical deterioration, which
may heighten their sensitivity toward health-related threats and increase psychological distress.

The results also emphasized the importance of attachment styles in explaining emotional responses
to cancer. Securely attached individuals appeared to possess better emotional regulation capacities and
greater psychological resilience, which reduced their vulnerability to health anxiety. In contrast, insecure
attachment styles, particularly anxious attachment, were associated with heightened emotional reactivity,
excessive worry, and maladaptive coping strategies. These individuals may perceive illness-related
situations as more threatening and therefore experience stronger anxiety responses.

Another important finding was the protective role of mindfulness. Patients with higher mindfulness
experienced lower levels of death anxiety and health anxiety. Mindfulness may help individuals remain
psychologically present, reduce catastrophic interpretations of bodily symptoms, and enhance emotional
acceptance. Rather than becoming overwhelmed by fears related to illness and mortality, mindful



individuals may be better able to regulate distressing thoughts and emotions. This finding highlights the
clinical value of mindfulness in psycho-oncology settings.

The mediating role of mindfulness represented one of the most significant contributions of the
present study. The findings suggested that mindfulness partially explained how death anxiety and
attachment styles influenced health anxiety. Patients with elevated death anxiety or insecure attachment
styles tended to demonstrate lower mindfulness, which subsequently increased health anxiety. In contrast,
secure attachment promoted mindfulness and psychological flexibility, thereby reducing distress. These
findings indicate that mindfulness functions as an important psychological mechanism linking existential
fear and attachment-related vulnerabilities with emotional adjustment in cancer populations.

The present findings have important clinical implications. Psychological interventions targeting
mindfulness may help cancer patients reduce emotional distress and improve adjustment to illness.
Mindfulness-based stress reduction programs, acceptance-based therapies, and supportive psycho-
oncological interventions may enhance emotional regulation and reduce mortality-related fears.
Additionally, assessment of attachment styles may assist clinicians in identifying psychologically
vulnerable patients who require more intensive emotional support.

Overall, the present study demonstrated that death anxiety, attachment styles, and mindfulness
play substantial roles in explaining health anxiety among patients with cancer. Mindfulness emerged as a
significant protective and mediating factor that may reduce the psychological burden associated with
cancer. These findings highlight the importance of integrating psychological care into oncology services
and addressing existential and emotional dimensions of cancer alongside medical treatment.
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