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Abstract. The emerging convergence of technology and health care is offering
new methods and tools to help people cope with stressful upcoming events. To
address the distress of chemotherapy and of alopecia in particular, and to facil-
itate anticipatory coping, we developed a two weeks e-health protocol based on
Meichenbaum’s SIT intervention for helping women undergoing chemotherapy
to cope with impeding hair loss. The paper aims to present the e-SIT protocol as a
promising approach to facilitate coping and adjustment in breast cancer patients.
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1 Introduction

Chemotherapy treatment for breast cancer patients can have a profound impact on
appearance, and is often experienced as distressing. Actually, hair loss is, for many
patients, an unavoidable aspect of their chemotherapy treatment. According to a recent
review [1], firstly, chemotherapy-induced hair loss is considered to be the most
important side effect of chemotherapy. It is frequently ranked among the first three for
breast cancer patients [2, 3], together with nausea and fatigue [4, 5]. Secondly, it is
described by breast cancer women as causing distress and as being traumatizing [6—10]
and may even be considered emblematic of the treatment and of cancer itself [7, 9, 11].
Thirdly, there might be an impact on body image [12] and self-esteem although not all
studies reported this association. Indeed, while it is difficult to tease out whether
differences in body image, self-esteem, or self-concept result from alopecia specifically,
or more general adjustment to a cancer diagnosis and chemotherapy treatment, it is
commonly recognized that many women experience a range of distressing side effects
from chemotherapy treatment, including alopecia, which has a significant impact on
their psychosocial well-being.

Some studies suggest that side effects are not experienced as distressing as patients
can anticipate them [13—15]. However, up to now just a few studies have been focused
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on the anticipation and preparation for an altered appearance [13]. Thus, the process of
preparing patients for hair loss is a significant challenge for healthcare professionals.
This preparation could be seen as a form of anticipatory coping - coping which
involves the preparation for managing the stressful consequences of an upcoming
event, which is likely or certain to occur [16]. Anticipatory coping could involve some
activities like resource accumulation (information etc.), initial appraisal (assessment of
the impact of the event), initial coping efforts (activities to prevent or minimize the
event) and elicitation and use of feedback.

This type of coping might be effectively integrated within interventions aimed to
help people to manage stressful or difficult events related to illness, such as hair loss
due to chemotherapy. Frith and colleagues [13] demonstrated that the active man-
agement in coping with impeding hair loss allows women to gain control over their
situation. Control and management of negative emotions represent central concepts in
psychological theories of well-being, adjustment and coping [17].

Stress inoculation training - SIT - [18, 19] represents a validated short,
semistructured, and active approach to help people coping with difficult and specific
situations. SIT is a type of training conceived to prepare individuals for stressful events
by helping them in diminishing the potential for a negative cognitive, psychological,
and behavioral reaction. SIT is based on the premise that to effectively manage stress, it
is crucial to change the way people see the events and how to use their own coping
skills. Thus, it is generally implemented through gradual and repeated exposure to the
elements previously identified as stressors. The clinical rationale behind this approach
is to “inoculate” the stressor in person’s experience, in combination with the acqui-
sition of effective coping skills, so that people could be prepared when they will
encounter similar situations in daily life.

In fact, people experience stress when perception of their own skills does not
balance the perception of difficulty of the environmental requirements. According to
Cohen and colleagues [20], psychological stress occurs when people perceive that
potential situational threats exceed their adaptive capacity.

SIT has been already validated in clinical contexts, to help patients in facing
particularly strenuous conditions [21]. It has also been applied to cancer patients and
post-treatment observations indicated that the stress inoculation techniques were ben-
eficial in altering anxiety-related behaviors [22].

The general objectives of SIT are threefold and are related to the three phases of the
protocol:

(1) SIT aims to change the maladaptive stress response of the individual, thanks to
the acquisition of knowledge and the understanding of stress process. Thus, the first
phase, named conceptualization, aims at making individual aware of the transactional
nature of psychological stress [23] by giving general information about the main stress’
effects and symptoms that could appear in specific stressful situations.

(2) SIT aims to develop an activity of self-regulation. Thus, the second phase, named
skill acquisition and rehearsal, aims at teaching individual to manage emotions and
maladaptive behaviors as well as learn new active coping skills. In accordance with
Murphy [24], the combination of different strategies may yield better stress management
than single-strategy programs. Specifically, relaxation practices [25] and breathing tech-
niques, and mindfulness meditation programs [26] can be easily integrated in this phase.
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(3) SIT aims to explore and modify dysfunctional cognitive appraisal related to
stressful events. Thus, the last phase, named application and follow-through, aims at
increasing self-efficacy [27] by helping individual to use the acquired coping skills in
real contexts. The acquisition of specific skills of stress management during the
mediated experience can promote the sense of personal self-efficacy and prepare people
to cope with real stressful situations. According to Bandura’s [28] theory, once
established, self-efficacy tends to generalize to other situations. Indeed, once acquired,
these competencies assigned to internal factors become a means to the management of
stressful situations and they can be transferred and applied to other contexts.

2 Integrating Technologies in Psychological Interventions
to Cope with Chemotherapy

The emerging convergence of technology and health care is offering new methods and
tools to help people cope with stressful upcoming events. According to Botella and
colleagues [29] computer assisted therapy [30] and Web 2.0 [31] have demonstrated
their potentiality in supporting psychological interventions. More, as claimed by the
Positive Technology approach, advanced technology offers several affordances for
improving the quality of our personal experience to promote well-being [32]. Thus, the
main objectives and the three stages of SIT have been recently implemented in
cyber-interventions based on SIT methodology (cyber-SIT), which utilize advanced
technologies to create simulations to teach individual how effectively cope with psy-
chological stress [33].

Specifically, the use of advanced technology may efficiently support all the three
phases of SIT. As far as the conceptualization phase, the multimedia presentations
where information is enriched and distributed through images, animations, sound,
voice, and written text can enhance the understanding of the transactional nature of
stress, and its main causes and effects [34]. With respect to the skill acquisition and
rehearsal phase, advanced technologies could guarantee participants meaningful
experience in interactive environments and can help individuals in acquiring effective
coping skills. Relaxation practices and meditation programs could be effectively
integrated in mediated experiences characterized by natural and restorative settings
where participants can do specific exercises [33, 35]. Finally, as far as the application
and follow-through phase, digital environments can be used for patients’ exposure to
stressful stimuli with often equal therapeutic benefits to in vivo exposure [36] and/or
superior to other methods such as guided imagery [37].

According to the results of a recent systematic review [38], cyber-SIT appears to be
a promising clinical approach, and there are interesting researches that effectively
combined traditional SIT clinical protocol within advanced technologies. Villani and
colleagues tested the effectiveness of a cyber-SIT delivered through mobile phones by
comparing it with a control group (neutral video through mobile phones) in a sample of
oncology nurses [39]. Results showed psychological improvement of the experimental
group in terms of anxiety state, anxiety trait reduction, and coping skills acquisition.

Computer-based approaches and imagery interventions, as well as patient educa-
tion, have been found to be effective for a number of conditions suggesting the
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potential benefits of similar applications for alopecia [40-42]. Recently, the process of
preparing patients for hair loss has been supported through a computerized hair
imaging software which allowed women to see themselves with a new hairstyle/
without hair prior to change has been tested [43]. Based on concepts related to guided
imagery and anticipatory grief, this intervention aimed to aid women in coping with
anticipated treatment-related alopecia and promote self-acceptance. The HAAIR (Help
with Adjustment to Alopecia by Image Recovery) system was assessed as a useful
educational resource creating a realistic experience of hair loss and confrontation with
baldness.

Integrating technologies in psychological interventions focusing both on the
physical side effects and on the emotional and psychological aspects related to
chemotherapy could represent a promising approach to facilitate coping and adjustment
in breast cancer patients.

3 The e-SIT Protocol

In an effort to address the distress of chemotherapy and of alopecia in particular, and to
facilitate anticipatory coping, we developed e-health protocol based on Meichenbaum’s
SIT intervention [19] for helping women undergoing chemotherapy to cope with
impeding hair loss.

The e-SIT protocol last two weeks and details are presented in Table 1.

Table 1. e-SIT protocol: phases, objectives and proposed experiences

SIT phase Objective Proposed experience
Conceptualization The aim of this phase is to At this stage breast cancer women
phase increase knowledge about the are invited by the psychologist to
(session 1) upcoming situation and its reflect on the nature of the
psychological impact. psychological stress due to

disease and upcoming treatment
in order to achieve a greater
consciousness about its main
components. Furthermore, in this
session patients experience a
live-video simulation of a
chemotherapy session that they
will receive within a few weeks.
Patients are encouraged to pay
attention to perceived threats,
concerns and provocations as
problems-to-be-solved and to
identify which aspects of the
situations and of their reactions
are potentially changeable.
(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)

7

SIT phase Objective Proposed experience

Skills The aim of this phase is to provide the | At this stage women start the
acquisition opportunity to learn psychophysical online experience. The
and rehearsal coping strategies. multimedia experience
phase includes seven 25 min

(sessions 1-7)

sessions to see once a day.
Each session includes two
parts. In the first one, patients
can watch live-video
interviews with women who
have gone through breast
cancer experience, with
particular attention to their
expectations and emotions, to
chemotherapy side effects and
to strategies to cope with
changes. Specifically,
interviews are focused on
these areas:

Expectations: the video
investigates women’
expectations and knowledge
before starting chemotherapy;

Emotions: the video explores
women’ emotional experiences
related to disease and how
women have managed them;

Chemotherapy side effects: the
video investigates the side
effects women have to deal
with after treatment;

Hair-loss: the video explores the
meaning of hair loss and
related changes in the
appearance perception;

Change: the video explores the
impact of illness and therapies
on several aspects of women’
life (physical, psychological,
social, and working);

Activity: the video focuses on
the potential activities that
women can do during the
treatment;

Suggestions: the video aims to
offer a new perspective,
highlighting that some women

(Continued)
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Table 1. (Continued)

SIT phase

Objective

Proposed experience

Application
and follow -
through
phase

(sessions 8-10)

The aim of this phase is to expose
women to the effects of the
imminent chemotherapy and to
verify their acquisition of coping
skills to effectively manage the
stressful upcoming event.

recognize also positive aspects
related to disease experience.
In the second part, a relaxation
and meditation experience is
proposed. Specifically, a
natural relaxing video is
integrated with narrative audio.
Exercises are based on muscle
progressive relaxation
(focusing on legs, arms,
abdome, shoulders, face, front,
etc.) [25] and breathing. More,
the narrative includes
Mindfulness inspired strategies
[26], such as thought
contemplation and detached
mindfulness, useful to be
aware of one’s thoughts and
emotions associated with them,
and to look at the problem
from a different perspective.
Women continue the online
experience. Also in this case,
each session includes two
parts. First, video-live of
breast cancer patients’
interviews currently
undergoing chemoterapic
treatments - both with and
without wigs - are presented.
In this way women directly
deal with changes due to
illness, chemotherapy and
related side effects. In
addition, suggestions
proposed by other patients
offer the chance of anticipate
possible solutions to problems
they will have to cope with.
Second, supported by a
natural relaxing video
integrated with narrative
audio, women are encouraged
to apply relaxation and
meditation strategies acquired
in the previous phase sessions.
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The e-SIT protocol will be delivered by using a website (www.conilsenodipoi.it).
Participants will be given access to the intervention for a period of 14 days. Upon log-in,
a welcome page will appeared, providing information on what to expect within the
online intervention. The psychologist researchers’ personal contact will be provided for
coping both with technical and psychological difficulties. Thanks to Internet, women
can follow the intervention in their own comfortable, familiar surroundings [44].

Figure 1 shows the protocol flow.

( PRE- \/ WEEK 1 \/ WEEK 2 \/ POST- Y 3 MONTHS )
INTERVENTION INTERVENTION FOLLOW-UP
ASSESSMENT ASSESSMENT ASSESSMENT

P

=

AT CLINIC AT DISTANCE
AN

L—

SESSION Q. SESSION 1TO 5 SESSION 6 TO 10
FACE TO FACE FACE TO FACE
INTERVIEW INTERVIEW
AT CLINIC

)\ ONLINE /\ ONLINE /\

Fig. 1. E-SIT Protocol flow

Oncologists will propose the research to all breast cancer patients, which is offered
chemotherapy, fulfilling the following inclusion criteria: diagnosis of breast cancer
radically operated; negative staging for distant metastases; suitability for adjuvant
chemotherapy with anthracyclines and taxanes. The trial will include fifty women with
age between 30 and 70 years that will be randomized to two groups. The experimental
group will follow the e-sit protocol as an adjunct to treatment as usual for two weeks.
The control group will receive the usual care for two weeks.

The assessment will be realized in two moments. Before and after each online
session, the emotional state of patients will be evaluated online through a Visual
Analogue Scale (VAS). At the begin and at the end of the protocol the pre-intervention
and post-intervention assessment will be performed. The psychologist will meet
patients and will propose them several questionnaires aiming to assess their psycho-
logical well-being, adjustment to disease, emotion regulation skills and satisfaction
about their body.

To conclude, the e-SIT protocol represents a promising approach to help women to
cope with the stressful experience of chemotherapy and specifically with hair loss.

Nevertheless, controlled studies should test the effectiveness of the approach and
compare it with treatment as usual.
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