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Abstract

The present study aimed to compare cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion between patients
with cancer and healthy individuals. This study employed a descriptive causal-comparative
design. The study population consisted of patients with cancer hospitalized at Shahid Ghazi
Tabatabaei Hematology and Oncology Research Center in Tabriz and healthy individuals
accompanying the patients. Using convenience sampling, 90 participants were recruited,
including 45 patients with cancer and 45 healthy individuals. Participants were aged 20-50
years. Data were collected using the Cognitive Avoidance Questionnaire developed by Sexton
and Dugas and the Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire developed by Gillanders et al. After
examining the relevant statistical assumptions, the data were analyzed using multivariate
analysis of variance (MANOVA) and subsequent univariate analyses in SPSS. The multivariate
analysis showed a statistically significant overall group effect on the combined dependent
variables of cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion. Both Pillai’s Trace (Pillai’s Trace=0.34,
F(2,87)=22.40, p<0.001) and Wilkks’ Lambda (Wiks’ Lambda=0.66, F(2,87)=22.40, p<0.001)
indicated significant differences between patients with cancer and healthy individuals.
Subsequent univariate analyses revealed a significant between-group difference in cognitive
avoidance (F=22.348, p<0.001). A statistically significant difference was also found for
cognitive fusion (F=38.450, p<0.001). The direction of these effects indicated that patients with
cancer exhibited higher levels of both cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion than healthy
individuals. Patients with cancer experience greater cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion
than healthy individuals. These findings highlight the relevance of maladaptive cognitive
processes in the psychological adjustment of patients with cancer. Accordingly, psychological
interventions designed to reduce cognitive avoidance, promote acceptance of distressing
internal experiences, and strengthen cognitive defusion may constitute useful components of
comprehensive psychosocial care for this population.

Keywords: Cognitive avoidance, cognitive fusion, cancer, patients with cancer, psychological
processes.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Cancer is not merely a life-threatening physical illness but also a major psychological stressor that can
profoundly alter patients’ cognitive, emotional, interpersonal, and behavioral functioning. The experience of
diagnosis, treatment, uncertainty about prognosis, fear of recurrence, bodily changes, pain, and concerns about
mortality may expose patients to persistent psychological distress and challenge their capacity for adaptive
coping. Previous research has shown that patients with cancer may experience dysfunctional thinking patterns,
anxiety, depression, and maladaptive attitudes, while coping styles and cognitive emotion regulation play an
important role in their psychological well-being (Bashiri et al., 2018; Seyedtabai et al., 2017). Structural
models of psychological functioning in patients with cancer have further demonstrated that maladaptive
schemas, resilience, perceived social support, self-compassion, and hope are associated with depressive
symptoms, highlighting the central role of cognitive and emotional processes in adaptation to illness (Beyk et
al., 2022). Among these processes, cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion are particularly important
because they reflect two related forms of psychological inflexibility. Cognitive avoidance refers to deliberate
or automatic attempts to suppress, replace, distract from, or otherwise escape distressing thoughts and mental
images. Although such strategies may temporarily reduce emotional discomfort, their repeated use may
interfere with adaptive emotional processing and contribute to the persistence of worry and distress. Cognitive
avoidance has been associated with worry, insomnia, reduced engagement, and other adverse psychological
outcomes (Ahmadpour & Torkan, 2022; Scotta et al., 2022). Research has also identified structural brain
correlates of vigilance and cognitive avoidance in relation to anxiety, suggesting that these strategies may be
linked to broader patterns of threat processing rather than merely situational coping responses (Giinther et al.,
2022). In chronic and life-threatening illness, cognitive avoidance may be especially salient because patients
are repeatedly confronted with thoughts concerning pain, treatment failure, recurrence, disability, and death.
Previous findings have shown that women with breast cancer differ from women without cancer in cognitive
avoidance, intolerance of uncertainty, and emotion regulation (Mozhdeh et al., 2021), suggesting that cancer
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may intensify maladaptive strategies for dealing with distressing internal experiences. Cognitive fusion
represents another key process of psychological inflexibility and refers to the tendency to treat thoughts as
literal truths or direct reflections of reality rather than as transient mental events. When cognitive fusion is
high, behavior becomes strongly governed by thought content, and individuals may lose the psychological
distance required to respond flexibly to changing circumstances. Cognitive fusion has been associated with
obsessive beliefs and experiential avoidance (Reuman et al., 2018), depressive symptoms in people
experiencing pain (Carvalho et al., 2019), maladaptive coping with visible bodily differences (Zucchelli et
al., 2020), anxiety sensitivity (Azizi et al., 2022), and other forms of psychological dysfunction. More recent
studies have emphasized the interrelationship among cognitive fusion, experiential avoidance, and rumination,
indicating that these processes may form a mutually reinforcing network of maladaptive cognition (Wu et al.,
2024). Similarly, cognitive fusion has been identified as an important factor in body-image concerns,
particularly when operating together with experiential avoidance (Ahmadi et al., 2026). Evidence from
clinical and nonclinical populations also suggests that cognitive fusion is modifiable through psychological
intervention. Schema therapy has been found to reduce cognitive fusion and cognitive avoidance (Ghasemi &
Movahedi, 2022), cognitive defusion and value-based interventions have reduced worry and experiential
avoidance (Hamidi et al., 2025), and cognitive-behavioral and emotional-schema interventions have
demonstrated effects on cognitive avoidance and related thought processes in generalized anxiety disorder
(Veisi et al., 2026). Comparable evidence has been reported in patients with chronic physical conditions,
including type 2 diabetes, in whom psychological interventions affected cognitive fusion (Karami et al.,
2023), and in individuals with multiple sclerosis, where cognitive avoidance has been implicated in pathways
related to depression (Yami et al., 2021). In cancer-specific research, mindfulness-based schema therapy and
transdiagnostic interventions have been shown to reduce illness-related cognitive fusion and post-traumatic
avoidance in women with breast cancer (Kazemi et al., 2023), while self-compassion-based therapy has been
associated with lower experiential avoidance and cognitive fusion in patients with cancer and depressive
symptoms (Khoi et al., 2021). Mindfulness research in oncology has likewise indicated that rumination and
experiential avoidance may mediate psychosocial symptoms in people with cancer (Conradi et al., 2025).
Related findings from other populations, including overweight students, have also documented differences in
cognitive fusion and associated functioning (Boroujeni et al., 2023). Taken together, previous evidence
suggests that cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion may represent clinically meaningful processes acrossa
broad range of psychological and medical conditions. However, relatively few studies have simultaneously
compared these two processes between patients with cancer and healthy individuals. Therefore, the present
study aimed to compare cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion in patients with cancer and healthy
individuals.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive causal-comparative design. The study population consisted of two
groups. The first group included patients with cancer who were hospitalized during a two-month period at
Shahid Ghazi Tabatabaei Hematology and Oncology Research Center in Tabriz, Iran, and the second group
consisted of healthy individuals who were accompanying patients at the same center. Participants were
recruited using convenience sampling. The final sample included 90 individuals, comprising 45 patients with
cancer and 45 healthy participants. Eligibility criteria for both groups included being between 20 and 50 years
of age, having literacy sufficient to complete the questionnaires, and having no reported history of psychiatric
disorders. Healthy participants were also required to have no physical illness, whereas patients with cancer
were required to have no other major physical illness in addition to cancer. Incomplete questionnaires
constituted the exclusion criterion. Before data collection, participants were informed about the purpose of the
study, confidentiality of information, voluntary participation, and ethical considerations, and informed consent
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was obtained. Cognitive avoidance was assessed using the Cognitive Avoidance Questionnaire developed by
Sexton and Dugas. The questionnaire contains 25 items and evaluates five major cognitive avoidance
strategies, including substitution of positive thoughts for negative thoughts, suppression of distressing
thoughts, distraction to interrupt worry, transformation of mental imagery into verbal thought, and avoidance
of situations or activities that activate distressing cognitions. Items are rated on a five-point Likert scale, and
higher scores indicate greater cognitive avoidance. Cognitive fusion was measured using the Cognitive Fusion
Questionnaire developed by Gillanders and colleagues. This 12-item instrument assesses cognitive fusion and
cognitive defusion using a six-point Likert response format, with higher overall scores reflecting greater
cognitive fusion. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS version 22. Preliminary analyses examined
normality, outliers, linearity, and homogeneity-related assumptions. Normality was assessed using
Kolmogorov-Smirnov and Shapiro-Wilk tests. Outliers were examined through boxplots, and the linear
relationship between dependent variables was evaluated using a scatterplot. Because variance homogeneity
was not fully satisfied, robust univariate comparisons were interpreted using Welch statistics. The primary
inferential analysis consisted of multivariate analysis of variance to examine the overall effect of group
membership on cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion, followed by univariate analyses for each dependent
variable. Statistical significance was set at p<0.05.

Findings

The total sample consisted of 90 participants, equally divided between the cancer and healthy groups.
Regarding age, 21.1% of the participants were aged 20—30 years, 41.1% were aged 30—40 years, and 37.8%
were aged 40-50 years. Men constituted 54.4% of the sample and women 45.6%. In terms of education, 30.0%
had less than a high-school diploma, 40.0% had a high-school diploma, and 30.0% had university education.
Furthermore, 57.8% of participants were married and 42.2% were single, while 55.6% were employed and
44.4% were unemployed. Descriptive analysis showed that patients with cancer had a mean cognitive
avoidance score of 86.89 (SD=15.94), compared with 70.76 (SD=16.42) in healthy participants. For cognitive
fusion, the mean score was 45.56 (SD=8.22) in the cancer group and 36.31 (SD=5.68) in the healthy group.
The normality assumption was supported for both dependent variables in both groups. Shapiro-Wilk
significance values were 0.292 and 0.065 for cognitive avoidance in the cancer and healthy groups,
respectively, and 0.173 and 0.548 for cognitive fusion. Kolmogorov-Smirnov significance values were 0.200
across both variables and groups. After examination and removal of influential outliers, the final data set did
not contain problematic outlying observations, and the scatterplot indicated an approximately positive linear
relationship between cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion. Multivariate analysis of variance showed a
statistically significant overall group effect on the combined dependent variables. Pillai’s Trace was 0.34,
F(2,87)=22.40, p<0.001, and Wilks’ Lambda was 0.66, F(2,87)=22.40, p<0.001, indicating that patients with
cancer and healthy individuals differed significantly in their overall cognitive profile. Subsequent univariate
analyses showed that the difference between groups in cognitive avoidance was statistically significant,
F=22.348, p<0.001. The direction of the difference indicated significantly higher cognitive avoidance among
patients with cancer. A significant group difference was also found for cognitive fusion, F=38.450, p<0.001,
with patients with cancer again obtaining higher scores than healthy individuals. Thus, both study hypotheses
were supported, and the findings demonstrated that cancer patients experienced significantly greater cognitive
avoidance and cognitive fusion than healthy participants.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study demonstrate that patients with cancer experience significantly higher levels
of both cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion compared with healthy individuals. These results suggest that
cancer is associated not only with physical burden but also with a more rigid and avoidant pattern of cognitive
processing. The higher level of cognitive avoidance observed among patients may be understood in light of
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the persistent psychological threats associated with the illness. A cancer diagnosis exposes individuals to
repeated thoughts about pain, disease progression, recurrence, mortality, treatment complications, and
uncertainty regarding the future. Under such conditions, attempts to suppress threatening thoughts, redirect
attention, oravoid disease-related cues may provide temporary relief. However, repeated cognitive avoidance
may restrict emotional processing and reduce opportunities for adaptive adjustment to the illness.
Consequently, patients may become increasingly reliant on short-term avoidance strategies that maintain
distress over time. The finding that cognitive fusion was also significantly higher in patients with cancer
suggests that these individuals may be more likely to interpret distressing thoughts as literal facts rather than
as mental events. Disease-related thoughts may therefore acquire disproportionate control over emotional and
behavioral responses. For example, thoughts about deterioration or recurrence may be experienced as certainty
rather than possibility, thereby intensifying anxiety, helplessness, and withdrawal. The simultaneous elevation
of cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion may be particularly important because these processes are likely
to reinforce one another. Greater fusion with threatening thoughts may increase the perceived need to avoid
them, whereas persistent avoidance may prevent patients from developing psychological distance from such
thoughts. This reciprocal pattern can contribute to reduced psychological flexibility and may complicate
adaptation to cancer and its treatment. From a clinical perspective, these findings indicate that assessment of
cognitive avoidance and cognitive fusion may be useful within psycho-oncological services. Patients with
elevated levels of these processes may benefit from interventions that emphasize acceptance of difficult
internal experiences, reduction of thought suppression, cognitive defusion, mindfulness, self-compassion, and
value-guided behavior. Such approaches may help patients respond to disease-related thoughts with greater
flexibility instead of attempting to eliminate or obey them. The study also highlights the importance of
integrating psychological care into routine cancer treatment rather than viewing psychological distress as
secondary to medical management. Nevertheless, because the design was causal-comparative and cross-
sectional, the findings cannot establish whether cancer directly causes increases in cognitive avoidance and
cognitive fusion or whether some individuals had elevated levels of these characteristics before diagnosis.
Future longitudinal and intervention studies are needed to clarify the direction of these relationships. Overall,
the findings support the conclusion that patients with cancer show greater cognitive avoidance and cognitive
fusion than healthy individuals, suggesting that these processes constitute important psychological targets for
assessment, prevention, and intervention in comprehensive cancer care.
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