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Abstract

The present study aimed to determine the effectiveness of hold me tight program on reducing the
caregiver burden of men whose wives suffer from breast cancer. The current study is experimental, with a
single subject method of A.B.A design. The statistical population of the study included all men whose
wives were diagnosed with breast cancer by an oncologist at Omid Hospital in Mashhad in 2018-2019.
Three men were purpose fully selected from the mentioned community and participated in the hold me
tight training program. The instrumentation included the Caregiver Burden Questionnaire (CBI) which
was used in three stages (before the intervention, during the intervention and after the intervention). It
was completed three times before the intervention, four times during the intervention, and three times
after the intervention. The experimental group received 8 sessions treatment. Data were analyzed using
Excel software and visual review methods of graphs (rising and falling of the dependent variable),
indicators of percentage improvement, percentage of reduction in scores, variability and effect size. Data
inference based on intra-situational and inter-situational analysis for each participant, has shown the
effectiveness of hold me tight program on reducing the caregiver burden of men. This study suggested
that the hold me tight program can be used as a suitable intervention to reduce the caregiver burden of
men whose wives suffer from breast cancer and improve their marital satisfaction during the disease.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Cancer is an incurable and chronic disease characterized by the growth of mutated cells in the body (Rock et al., 2020).
Breast cancer is the most common type of cancer among women, accounting for more than 23% of all women’s
cancers occurring at the average age of 40 to 55 years (Abbasi et al., 2013). Breast cancer is the most important
cause of cancer deaths among women. Being diagnosed with breast cancer is a very stressful event for women and
a worrying factor for their health. Cancer affects not only the patient himself, but also their relatives, especially
family members (e.g., the partner, spouse, and children) (Ji et al., 2019). However, caring for people with cancer
is emotionally exhausting, especially in countries where family members are often the only option for caregiving
(Cain et al., 2018). Spouses in a caregiving role face many challenges (Purba & Risnawaty, 2021) and are under
considerable stress as they are often expected to manage multiple types of responsibilities including the
responsibility of taking care of patients physically and emotionally, providing for living expenses, and taking care
of children’s affairs. Such burdens, which are called caregiver burdens, cause complications such as anxiety and
depression for caregivers (Germain et al., 2017). For cancer patients, the psychological well-being of the caregiver
is very important, especially when the spouse is in the caregiver role (Nelson, 2016). Studies have shown that the
duration of the disease is directly related to the increase in caregiver burden (Germain et al., 2017). In the long
term, distress caused by caregiving can drain caregivers’ emotional and psychological resources and, as a result,
make them more vulnerable to very distressing experiences (Tang et al., 2016). Thus, caregivers are exposed to
risks related to caregiving demands, which ultimately reduce their quality of life (Li et al., 2018).
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The “hold me tight” program (Johnson, 2009) is a practical educational resource based on the theory and
application of emotion-oriented couple therapy, which has been designed to enrich couples’ relationships and
involves conversations and practical exercises that reflect the process of emotion-oriented therapy. The
purpose of this program is to develop a deeper understanding of the main role of attachment as an organizing
principle in couple relationships and to help them to be available and responsive to each other and to
emotionally collaborate.

Given that cancer affects not only the patient but also their caring spouses, addressing the caregiver’s quality of
life is important because the partner’s support affects the patient’s level of distress and disease complications
(Hagedoorn et al., 2008; Waldrop, et al., 2011). Therefore, it seems necessary to focus on interventions that can
help couples to moderate the stress of the disease for both the patient and their caregivers. Since the attachment
theory and attachment-oriented interventions promise the existence of a safe bond and a haven for spouses in such
difficult and stressful situations, they can positively affect their resilience and performance. To this end, the
present study examines the effectiveness of the “hold me tight” program in reducing the caregiver burden of men
whose wives suffer from breast cancer.

Methods

Population and sampling

This applied study was conducted using a single-subject experimental design of ABA type. The research
population consisted of all men whose wives were diagnosed with breast cancer by the specialists of Omid
Hospital in Mashhad from the winter of 2018 to the end of summer of 2019, and they were near the end of
their treatment or a month had passed since their treatment. The participants were 3 men selected using
purposive sampling from among those who met the criteria to enter the study. The criteria for enrollment in
the study were having lived together for at least one year, the willingness to participate in the training
program, commitment to attending all the training sessions, not having an acute mental disorder in the
clinical evaluation, and not abusing substances (based on the participant’s self-report).

Instruments

Caregiver Burden Inventory (CBI): This 24-item tool was developed by Novak & Guest (1989) to measure
objective and subjective caregiver burden. It measures subjective caregiver burden with more emphasis. This
inventory consists of five subscales: Time-dependence, developmental, physical, social, and emotional
caregiver burden. Caregivers’ responses are assessed on a five-point Likert scale from totally false (1) to
totally true (5). The scores obtained from the inventory range from 24 to 120, with higher scores indicating a
higher level of burden. Abbasi et al. (2013) reported that Cronbach’s alpha value for the whole scale was
0.90 and the corresponding values for its subscales ranged from 0.76 to 0.82.

Procedure

A notice was published at Omid Hospital of Mashhad and invited volunteers to participate in a workshop on
enriching the relationships of couples with breast cancer. After the publication of the notice, 3 men who met
the inclusion criteria were selected to participate in the study. Before conducting the intervention, some
information was provided about the objectives of the study and the procedure and time of holding the
training sessions. Besides, informed consent was obtained from the participants and their performance was
measured three times weekly before the start of the intervention. The participants were evaluated every two
weeks in the intervention phase. Two months after the completion of the intervention sessions, the post-test
was administered three times in the follow-up phase.

Results
Table 1
The descriptive statistics for caregiver burden in the baseline, intervention, and follow-up phases
Participant ~ Baseline  Intervention  Change (%) Follow-u Change (%) Overall
P g P g improvement

1 65.3 58 11.18 50 23.43

2 64.66 56.5 12.62 50.33 22.16 18.3

3 57 35.75 5.7 51.66 9.37

As can be seen, the participants’ burden scores showed a decreasing trend after the intervention sessions, and
this trend was also maintained in the follow-up phase. The percentage of nonoverlapping data (PND) for the
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participants in the baseline phase of the intervention was 100%, 100%, and 75% respectively. Furthermore,
the percentage of overlapping data (POD) was 0%, 0%, and 25%, respectively. The corresponding values in
the intervention to the follow-up phase were 100%, 33%, and 33% and the percentage of overlapping data
(POD) was 0%, 66%, and 66%. The higher the percentage of nonoverlapping data and the lower the
percentage of overlapping data, the greater the effectiveness of the intervention for the participant. Most of
the changes obtained during the intervention sessions were maintained in the follow-up phase.

Discussion

The present study examined the effectiveness of the “hold me tight” program in reducing the caregiver
burden of men whose wives suffered from breast cancer. The data indicated that the “hold me tight” program
was effective in reducing the caregiver burden of men dealing with their spouse’s breast cancer. Adamson
(2013) reported similar findings concerning the effect of emotion-focused therapy (EFT) on the mental
health of couples with breast cancer, their families, and their spouses as a case intervention. Similarly,
Naaman (2008) proved the impact of emotion-focused couple therapy on the communication distress of
couples with breast cancer (Naaman, 2008).

Following the findings of the present study, it should be argued that the ultimate goal of the “hold me tight”
program is to grow and strengthen the bond and secure attachment between couples. Attachment theory (Bowlby
& Ainsworth, 2013) offers a suitable framework to explain the effectiveness of the “hold me tight” program in
reducing men’s caregiver burden. According to attachment theory, humans are social beings who need others to
regulate their emotions. In other words, emotional self-regulation is the product of regulating emotions with others
(Johnson, 2019a). It seems that men involved with a wife’s breast cancer experience a lot of emotional distress
due to fatigue and caregiver burden on the one hand and fear of losing their wife and failing in their personal
needs on the other. These disturbances may be reflected in the majority of secondary emotions such as anger,
withdrawal, and isolation. This way of regulating and managing emotions brings couples into vicious cycles
(Ramezani et al., 2021). By providing safety and security, the “hold me tight” program allowed couples to
explore the effects of the illness on each person and their relationship. Similarly, Zunkel (2019) showed that
couples’ mental health improves with open and honest communication. The “hold me tight” program
provides a comfortable platform to start these difficult discussions. Hence, everyone gets in touch with their
true feelings and can share them with their partner in a safe environment. The program allows each partner to
empathize with the other and ultimately achieve a positive understanding of themselves, their partners, and
the relationship (Adamson, 2013).

Conclusion

The results of the present study confirmed the effectiveness of the “hold me tight” program in reducing the
caregiver burden of men whose wives suffered from breast cancer. Thus, mental health professionals can use
the program along with other interventions to reduce caregiver burden as an effective intervention. One of
the limitations of the present study was the procedure to conduct the “hold me tight” program. This program
was originally developed as a group program, but due to the sensitivity of breast cancer and the COVID-19
outbreak, it was not possible to hold the program for a group of participants and the interventions were
conducted for each couple individually. Repeated measurements due to the single-subject experimental
design could have affected the results of the study. Hence, to generalize the findings, the program should be
implemented and evaluated for groups of clients.
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