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Editorial on the Research Topic
 Emotions and perception in cancer patients and survivors: the role of body image




Body Image (BI) refers to the mental representation of the body and its related emotions within the bodily self-construct (Lewis-Smith et al., 2016; Sebri et al., 2021). It is a complex construct to research because it can be both positive or negative and because it encompasses various dimensions, including sensations, emotions, cognitions, perceptions, attitudes, and behaviors related to the body (Cash and Smolak, 2011), in particular to its appearance and function. Nonetheless, research on BI is important due to its influence on quality of life and its role in shaping social interactions.

Cancer can be a risk factor for the development of negative body image. Aesthetical changes after treatments can profoundly affect how individuals perceive their bodies, especially in terms of femininity and sexuality (Durosini et al., 2021). According to self-objectification theories (Fredrickson and Roberts, 1997), women diagnosed with breast cancer tend to constantly compare themselves to cultural stereotypes of physical appearance, resulting in feelings of body dissatisfaction, emotional distress, and social isolation (Sebri et al., 2022).

Additionally, interoception, which refers to the mental representation of sensations from the body, is crucial after an oncological experience as it is central to one's sense of self. After a breast cancer diagnosis, women may experience heightened bodily sensations, particularly in the breasts, leading to interoceptive consequences (Paterson et al., 2016). However, research shows different interoception consequences. Some studies suggest that increased awareness of bodily sensations may lead to heightened anxiety (Humphris and Ozakinci, 2008); others suggest that interoception can help to regulate internal states and promote emotional regulation (Herbert and Pollatos, 2012).

Overall, research on BI is developing fast, which helps our understanding of a foundational building block of individuals' quality of life after a cancer diagnosis. The Research Topic entitled “Emotions and perception in cancer patients and survivors: the role of body image” in Frontiers in Psychology presents current research in this area, along with select novel psychological interventions aimed at alleviating BI concerns in individuals diagnosed with cancer. The Research Topic includes a collection of six papers that bring together diverse perspectives including the innovative use of virtual reality (VR) to promote interoceptive awareness in women diagnosed with breast cancer and the complex interaction between aspects central to BI—from psycho-cognitive processes, to emotions, and to physical struggles.

The first paper presents a study protocol by Sebri et al.. This study evaluates an innovative VR intervention aiming to improve interoception, emotional wellbeing, fear of cancer recurrence, and body perception among women who are treated for breast cancer (Pizzoli et al., 2019). By utilizing VR as a human-computer interface, the intervention seeks to enhance participants' understanding and management of bodily sensations, potentially leading to increased awareness, reduced negative emotions, and better symptom management, offering insights for implementing VR psychological interventions in the future.

Second, Ding et al. shed light on the connections between psycho-cognitive factors and physical health in adults who had received or were currently receiving treatment for cervical cancer. Highlighting a high prevalence of depression, this study links adverse treatment reactions (e.g., physical symptoms), neuroticism, and marital relations to depression. Neuroticism mediated the relationship between adverse reactions and depression, with varying associations based on quality of life and marital relations.

Third, Huang et al. interviewed patients undergoing chemotherapy to explore symptom experiences and influential factors. Nine themes were generated from semi-structured interviews with 13 participants; themes reflect characteristics of symptom experiences and factors influencing symptom experiences. In light of their findings, the authors underscored the need for healthcare professionals to pay attention to chemotherapy-related symptoms, improve doctor-patient communications, and offer social support. Thus, improving infrastructure (e.g., healthcare service) and patient care processes is fundamental.

Fourth, a descriptive-correlational study by Moniri et al. demonstrated the positive association between depression and perceived stress in adults undergoing treatment for various cancer types. The study also showed that eating problems play a mediating role in this association. The authors emphasized the relevance of targeted interventions aiming to enhance emotion regulation and self-compassion to address depression and perceived stress in individuals facing cancer-related challenges.

Fifth, Wang et al. conducted a cross-sectional study to explore the relationship between BI, dyadic coping, and post-traumatic growth among 154 women undergoing treatment for breast cancer. BI was negatively associated with dyadic coping and positively with post-traumatic growth. Notably, BI was indirectly associated with post-traumatic growth via dyadic coping. Support for the mediational role of dyadic coping highlights its potential role in buffering the negative impact BI has for women diagnosed with breast cancer.

Lastly, a pilot study by Hasnaoui et al. evaluated an innovative fencing intervention focused on improving the quality of life among women who underwent surgery for breast cancer. The findings support continued investigation of the intervention as its acceptability was suitable and results suggest a trend in the improvement of quality of life and other relevant outcomes.

In conclusion, the papers featured in this Research Topic advance our understanding of contemporary perspectives on BI and adverse experiences associated with cancer and related common treatments such as depression and quality of life, emphasizing not only the value of investigating appearance but the overall body's functionality, as well as the need for holistic, tailored interventions. While much research has focused on negative BI, there is a growing emphasis on fostering positive BI. The integration of bodily awareness, personal inner experiences, psycho-cognitive, and psycho-social factors is crucial, particularly among those living with and beyond cancer within future research and while implementing interventions. Addressing the challenges and opportunities in this field, it is imperative to incorporate these insights into clinical practices to enhance the wellbeing in this population.
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