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Objective: This study aimed to compare the effectiveness of cognitive—behavioral
therapy and schema therapy on sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness in
women with breast cancer.

Methods and Materials: This applied, quasi-experimental study used a pretest—
posttest—follow-up design with a control group. Forty-five women with breast cancer
referred to Shahid Rajaei Hospital in Karaj (2021) were selected through convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to CBT, schema therapy, or control groups.
Interventions were delivered individually in weekly 45-minute sessions. Data were
collected using the Sexual Self-Awareness Questionnaire and the Sexual Assertiveness
Questionnaire and analyzed using repeated measures ANOVA and multivariate
ANCOVA.

Findings: Significant main effects of time and timexgroup interaction were observed
for sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness (p<0.001). Both treatments
produced significant improvements compared with the control group. CBT
demonstrated significantly greater effectiveness than schema therapy, with larger mean
change scores in both dependent variables (p<0.01).

Conclusion: Although both therapeutic approaches significantly enhanced sexual self-
awareness and sexual assertiveness among women with breast cancer, cognitive—
behavioral therapy showed superior effectiveness, supporting its prioritization as a
primary psychological intervention for this population.

Keywords: Breast cancer; Cognitive—behavioral therapy; Schema therapy; Sexual
self-awareness; Sexual assertiveness
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Sexual health constitutes a central component of overall quality of life and psychological well-
being in women, particularly for those facing life-threatening medical conditions such as breast cancer.
Extensive research has established that sexual functioning is not merely a biological phenomenon but
emerges from a complex interaction of cognitive, emotional, relational, and sociocultural factors (Jha &
Thakar, 2010; Kammerer-Doak & Rogers, 2021). Breast cancer and its medical treatments—including
mastectomy, chemotherapy, radiation, and hormonal therapy—introduce profound changes in body
image, hormonal balance, emotional regulation, and interpersonal intimacy, all of which significantly
disrupt sexual functioning and sexual identity in women (Hasanzadeh et al., 2019; Raggio et al., 2014).
Consequently, sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness become particularly vulnerable
psychological capacities within this population.

Sexual self-awareness refers to a woman’s understanding of her own sexual thoughts, bodily
responses, emotional reactions, and cognitive beliefs related to sexuality. Contemporary models
conceptualize sexual self-awareness as a multidimensional construct integrating sexual self-concept,
sexual schemas, and embodied emotional experience (Astle et al., 2025; Olivari et al., 2025). Disruptions in this
domain have been consistently associated with sexual dissatisfaction, anxiety, and relationship distress
(Bay etal., 2012; Karami etal., 2017). Sexual assertiveness, in turn, reflects a woman’s capacity to communicate
sexual needs, establish boundaries, refuse unwanted activity, and engage in sexual relationships with
autonomy and confidence. Empirical studies demonstrate that sexual assertiveness is one of the strongest
predictors of sexual satisfaction and marital adjustment across cultures (Scheer et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2021).

Women diagnosed with breast cancer experience particularly high vulnerability to deficits in both
sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness. Treatment-related changes in appearance, perceived
femininity, fear of rejection, and emotional withdrawal often undermine sexual confidence and the ability
to express sexual needs (Kammerer-Doak & Rogers, 2021; Raggio et al., 2014). These difficulties are frequently
compounded by cultural norms and communication barriers, especially in conservative social contexts,
which further inhibit open sexual expression (Bay et al., 2012; Karami et al., 2017). Therefore, effective
psychological interventions addressing these constructs are essential for improving long-term quality of
life among breast cancer survivors.

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy (CBT) has emerged as one of the most empirically supported
treatments for sexual dysfunctions in women. Through restructuring maladaptive beliefs, reducing
performance anxiety, enhancing emotional regulation, and teaching behavioral communication skills,
CBT directly targets the cognitive and behavioral foundations of sexual functioning (Hucker & McCabe,
2015; Meyers et al., 2023). Multiple clinical trials have demonstrated its effectiveness in improving sexual
desire, arousal, satisfaction, and relational intimacy (Amirshahi et al., 2024; Bouchard et al., 2024; Kazem Zadeh
Atoofi et al, 2023). More recent developments, including online CBT and cognitive behavioral
hypnotherapy, further confirm its broad applicability and therapeutic impact (Alavizadeh et al., 2025; Borji-
Navan & Salehin, 2025).

Schema Therapy (ST), by contrast, represents a depth-oriented approach designed to modify early
maladaptive schemas that originate in childhood and shape adult emotional and relational functioning.
Research indicates that ST can significantly improve emotional regulation, resilience, sexual satisfaction,



and sexual self-esteem, particularly among women experiencing chronic relational distress or sexual
dysfunction (Amini et al., 2023; Hassani et al., 2023). Targeted applications of schema therapy in women with
vaginismus and other sexual disorders have also yielded meaningful improvements in sexual assertiveness
and self-worth (Kakavand et al., 2025; Takht Tavani et al., 2024).

Despite growing evidence supporting both CBT and ST, a critical gap remains in directly
comparing these two approaches for improving sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness in women
with breast cancer—a population uniquely burdened by medical, emotional, and identity-related sexual
challenges. Furthermore, understanding which therapeutic modality produces greater benefit in this
context holds substantial clinical significance for developing targeted treatment protocols.

Accordingly, the present study aimed to compare the effectiveness of Cognitive Behavioral
Therapy and Schema Therapy in enhancing sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness among women
diagnosed with breast cancer.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a quasi-experimental design with pretest, posttest, and follow-up
assessments, including two experimental groups and one control group. The target population consisted
of women diagnosed with breast cancer who were receiving medical care at a specialized oncology
hospital. A total of 45 participants meeting inclusion criteria were selected through convenience sampling
and randomly assigned to three groups: CBT (n=15), Schema Therapy (n=15), and Control (n=15).

Participants in both intervention groups received individual therapy sessions conducted weekly
over a structured treatment period. Each session lasted approximately 45 minutes and followed
standardized therapeutic protocols. The control group received no psychological intervention during the
study period.

Data were collected using validated self-report questionnaires measuring sexual self-awareness
and sexual assertiveness at three time points: pre-intervention, post-intervention, and follow-up. Statistical
analyses included repeated measures ANOVA, multivariate covariance analysis, and post-hoc Bonferroni
comparisons to assess treatment effects and group differences over time.

Findings

Results indicated significant main effects of time and significant interaction effects between time
and group membership for both sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness. Participants in both the
CBT and Schema Therapy groups demonstrated substantial improvements from pretest to posttest, which
were maintained at follow-up, whereas the control group showed no significant changes across
measurement points.

Comparative analysis revealed that the CBT group exhibited significantly greater improvement in
both sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness compared with the Schema Therapy group. Effect
size indices indicated moderate to large treatment effects for CBT and moderate effects for Schema
Therapy. Post-hoc analyses confirmed that the magnitude of change in the CBT group exceeded that of
the Schema Therapy group across all measurement phases.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present findings provide strong evidence that both Cognitive Behavioral Therapy and Schema
Therapy effectively enhance sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness in women with breast cancer.
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Importantly, Cognitive Behavioral Therapy demonstrated superior effectiveness, producing larger and
more rapid improvements in both outcome variables.

These findings highlight the central role of cognitive restructuring, behavioral skill training, and
emotional regulation in restoring sexual functioning and psychological well-being following breast
cancer. CBT’s structured and problem-focused nature appears particularly well-suited for addressing the
acute cognitive distortions, anxiety, and communication difficulties that characterize sexual difficulties in
medically affected populations.

Schema Therapy, while somewhat less immediately impactful, nevertheless produced meaningful
improvements, suggesting its value as a complementary or follow-up intervention for addressing deeper
emotional and relational patterns underlying sexual functioning.

Collectively, these results underscore the necessity of integrating specialized psychological
interventions into oncology care. Addressing sexual self-awareness and sexual assertiveness not only
improves intimate relationships but also contributes significantly to broader psychological recovery and
quality of life for women confronting breast cancer.

The study concludes that Cognitive Behavioral Therapy should be prioritized as a primary
intervention for sexual rehabilitation in women with breast cancer, with Schema Therapy serving as a
valuable adjunct for long-term emotional and relational stabilization.
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