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Abstract

Background and Objective: Death depression is a prevalent yet often overlooked
psychological challenge among patients undergoing chemotherapy, potentially
affecting quality of life and treatment adherence. The present study evaluated the
effectiveness of interpersonal communication based on Peplau's theory in reducing
death depression among patients receiving chemotherapy.

Materials and Methods: This randomized controlled trial with a parallel control
group was conducted at Velayat Educational and Treatment Center in Qazvin, Iran,
during 2025. A total of 70 eligible patients were recruited through convenience
sampling and randomly assigned to intervention (n=35) or control (n=35) groups.
The intervention group received a structured interpersonal communication program
based on Peplau's four-phase model (orientation, identification, exploitation, and
resolution), while controls received routine care. Data were collected using a
demographic-clinical questionnaire and Templer's Revised Death Depression Scale
(DDS-R) at baseline, immediately post-intervention, and at one- and three-month
follow-ups. Data analysis employed repeated measures ANOVA and Generalized
Estimating Equations (GEE).

Results: No significant baseline differences were observed between groups
regarding death depression scores (p=0.973). In the intervention group, death
depression scores decreased from 68.89 + 13.56 to 49.54 + 7.11 post-intervention,
remaining sustained through one- and three-month follow-ups (p<0.05). Repeated
measures ANOVA revealed significant main effects for group (n?=0.430), time
(n?=0.442), and their interaction (n?=0.484; p<0.001). The mean difference between
groups at three months was -24.63 (95% Cl: -29.66 to -19.59).

Conclusion: Structured therapeutic communication grounded in Peplau's theory
significantly and sustainably reduces death depression in chemotherapy patients.
Despite inherent limitations, including its single-center design, lack of blinding, and
modest sample size, this simple and cost-effective intervention holds promise for
integration into routine oncology nursing care. Future multicenter trials with
extended follow-up are warranted to confirm the generalizability of these findings.
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Extended Abstract

Background and Objective

Cancer, the second leading cause of mortality
worldwide and the third in Iran, imposes not only a
considerable physiological burden but also profound
psychological distress upon affected individuals.
Among the myriad emotional challenges faced by this
population, death depression emerges as a particularly
salient yet underrecognized concern. Chemotherapy,
owing to its systemic mechanism of action, continues
to constitute one of the cornerstones of therapeutic
modalities in oncology. Although this treatment
approach has demonstrated efficacy in extending
survival trajectories, it is concomitantly associated with
a wide spectrum of physical and psychological
sequelae that significantly compromise patients' overall
quality of life.

Death  depression is  conceptualized as a
multidimensional psychological construct
encompassing pervasive feelings of anguish,
hopelessness, bereavement, and existential loss. It
represents a distinctive psychological reaction to the
imminent reality of mortality and has been shown to
exert deleterious effects on self-care practices and
mental health outcomes. Despite the clinical
significance of this issue, the psychological dimensions
of care for patients undergoing chemotherapy are
frequently marginalized, with nursing interventions
predominantly  concentrating on  symptomatic
management of somatic complaints. This prevailing
orientation underscores an urgent imperative for the
development and implementation of effective non-
pharmacological strategies tailored to address the
existential and emotional needs of this vulnerable
population.

Within  this  context, effective nurse-patient
communication has been consistently identified as a
pivotal determinant of improved psychological
outcomes in oncological settings. Among the various
theoretical frameworks available, Hildegard Peplau's
Interpersonal Relations Theory occupies a distinctive
position as the first nursing theory to explicitly position
the therapeutic nurse-patient relationship at the very
heart of the healing process. This framework
conceptualizes the interpersonal encounter as a
dynamic, staged, and purposive interaction, unfolding
through four sequential phases, including orientation,
identification, exploitation, and resolution, thereby
offering a coherent and systematic structure for
enhancing therapeutic communication.

Although existing evidence supports the utility of
Peplau's theoretical model in ameliorating general
psychological outcomes, such as anxiety and
depressive symptomatology, no empirical investigation
to date has specifically examined its effectiveness in
mitigating death depression among patients receiving
chemotherapy. Death depression, by virtue of its
existential and idiosyncratic nature, is fundamentally
distinct from conventional depressive disorders and
necessitates targeted psychological interventions that
directly engage with the patient's confrontation of
mortality. Moreover, the limited body of research

addressing death depression reduction has been
predominantly descriptive in design, and no
randomized clinical trial grounded in a specific nursing
theoretical framework has been conducted in this
domain. Consequently, the present study was
conceived and executed with the explicit aim of
determining  the  efficacy of  interpersonal
communication grounded in Peplau's theoretical
principles in alleviating death depression among cancer
patients undergoing chemotherapy at the Velayat
Educational Treatment Center in Qazvin, Iran.
Materials and Methods

This randomized controlled trial was designed with a
parallel control group, conducted between March and
September 2025 at the Velayat Educational Treatment
Center in Qazvin, Iran. The study population comprised
cancer patients receiving outpatient chemotherapy.
Sample size determination was performed using PASS
software, drawing upon data from the investigation by
Zarea et al., with a statistical power of 90%, a
significance threshold of 0.05, and an anticipated
attrition rate of 30%. This yielded a final sample of 35
participants per group, for a total of 70 individuals.
Eligibility criteria included: age of 18 years or older,
histopathologically confirmed cancer diagnosis based
on medical records, a minimum chemotherapy history
of three months, capability for verbal communication
in Persian, voluntary willingness to participate with
provision of written informed consent, absence of
concurrent psychological interventions or professional
mental health services within the preceding three
months, and no exposure to major stressful life events
during the previous six months. Exclusion criteria
comprised withdrawal of consent at any stage or
inability to complete the research instruments.
Following the acquisition of necessary approvals from
the Research and Technology Deputy of Qazvin
University of Medical Sciences, ethical clearance from
the Institutional Review Board, and official registration
with the Iranian Registry of Clinical Trials, eligible
participants were recruited through convenience
sampling. Following informed consent, participants
were randomly allocated to either the intervention or
control group using block randomization with a 1:1
allocation ratio. To ensure concealment of allocation,
opaque, sequentially numbered, and sealed envelopes
were employed. Due to the inherent nature of the
intervention, blinding of participants and the principal
researcher was not feasible. However, data analysis was
conducted by a statistician blinded to group
assignment, and follow-up assessments were
administered by an individual unaware of group
affiliations.

Data collection instruments comprised a demographic
and clinical characteristics checklist, alongside
Templer's Death Depression Scale Revised (DDS-R).
The demographic checklist captured variables,
including age, gender, occupational status, economic
standing, insurance coverage, educational attainment,
place of residence, marital status, number of children,
religious affiliation, cancer type, family history of
malignancy, duration since cancer diagnosis, and
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duration of chemotherapy. The 2l-item DDS-R
encompasses four distinct subdomains: death worry,
sad farewell, feelings of hopelessness, and separation
from loved ones. Responses are recorded on a five-
point Likert scale, with total scores ranging from 21 to
105, wherein higher scores denote greater degrees of
death depression. The validity and reliability of this
instrument have been robustly confirmed in both
international and Iranian populations, with a reported
Cronbach's alpha coefficient of 0.92. In the current
investigation, the validated Persian translation was
utilized, yielding a Cronbach's alpha of 92.29%.
Participants in the intervention group, in addition to
receiving standard institutional care, underwent a
therapeutic communication intervention grounded in
Peplau's theoretical framework, delivered over six
individual sessions of 45 minutes' duration, conducted
twice weekly. The intervention was administered by the
principal researcher, who had received comprehensive
training in Peplau-based therapeutic communication,
and was implemented individually across the four
sequential phases. During the orientation phase, the
foundational therapeutic alliance was established. In
the identification phase, patients were actively
encouraged to articulate their feelings, concerns, and
challenges pertaining to their illness, treatment
trajectory, and mortality-related anxieties. In the
exploitation phase, informed by the identified needs,
communication and supportive strategies were
deployed to enhance psychological adaptation,
reinforce hope, improve coping capabilities, facilitate
utilization of available support resources, and manage
negative emotional states. In the resolution phase, the
content was reviewed, goal attainment was evaluated,
and patients were encouraged to continue applying the
acquired skills in their daily lives. The control group
received only routine care throughout the study period.
Data were collected at four distinct time points:
baseline, immediately upon completion of the
intervention, and at one-month and three-month
follow-up intervals. Statistical analyses were
performed using R software (version 4.3.1).
Demographic and clinical variables between groups
were compared using independent t-tests, Mann-
Whitney U tests, chi-square tests, and Fisher's exact test
as appropriate. To examine changes in death depression
scores over time and to compare the two groups,
repeated measures analysis of variance (ANOVA) was
employed. Additionally, generalized estimating
equations (GEE) were utilized to corroborate the
findings and to examine the effects of group, time, and
their interaction. A P-value < 0.05 was considered
statistically significant for all analyses.

Results

In this study, 70 cancer patients undergoing
chemotherapy were randomly assigned to the
intervention and control groups (n=35 each), and all
participants were successfully followed up and
included in the final analysis.

The results demonstrated that the intervention and
control groups exhibited no statistically significant
differences with respect to demographic and clinical
variables, including age, gender, occupation, economic
status, education level, marital status, number of

children, cancer type, family history of cancer, duration
since cancer diagnosis, and duration of chemotherapy
(»>0.05), thereby confirming baseline homogeneity. In
both groups, the highest frequencies were observed
among married individuals, those with educational
attainment below a high school diploma, and those with
moderate economic status. Cancer type distribution
was comparable between groups (p=0.435), with
colorectal cancer emerging as the most prevalent type
overall.

Repeated measures ANOVA revealed a significant
difference between groups in death depression levels
(»<0.001, n>=0.430), indicating that approximately
43% of the variance in death depression was
attributable to group differences. The time effect was
also significant (p<0.001, n* = 0.442), demonstrating
that death depression levels changed over time, with
roughly 44% of the variation attributed to the temporal
factor. Furthermore, the group x time interaction was
significant, indicating that the pattern of change in
death depression over time differed markedly between
the two groups.

Comparison of mean death depression scores revealed
no significant difference between the intervention
group (68.89£13.56) and the control group
(68.97+15.41) at baseline (p=0.973), confirming initial
homogeneity. Immediately post-intervention, the mean
score in the intervention group declined to 49.54 +7.11,
whereas the control group exhibited no substantial
change (68.11 £ 13.40). The mean difference between
groups at this stage was -18.57 (95% CI: -23.61 to -
13.54), indicating the effectiveness of the intervention
in reducing death depression. This declining trajectory
in the intervention group persisted at the one-month
follow-up (intervention group: 47.69+6.46; control
group: 69.43+11.07; mean difference:-21.74; 95% CI:
-26.78 to -16.71) and the three-month follow-up
(intervention group: 46.63+3.87; control group:
71.26+9.68; mean difference: -24.63; 95% CI: -29.66
to -19.59), demonstrating the sustained efficacy of the
intervention over time.

Conclusion

The findings of this investigation indicate that
structured therapeutic communication based on
Peplau's Interpersonal Relations Theory, by providing
a safe and nonjudgmental space for the expression of
suppressed emotions and facilitating cognitive
restructuring of death-related concepts, significantly
and sustainably reduces death depression in patients
undergoing chemotherapy, with effects persisting for
up to three months. Through its four constituent
phases—orientation, identification, exploitation, and
resolution—this intervention enables patients to
articulate deeply held feelings without fear of censure,
acquire effective coping strategies, and strengthen their
sense of control and empowerment when confronting
illness and mortality-related concerns.

Given the substantial psychological burden imposed by
cancer and the psychiatric complications associated
with chemotherapy, implementation of this simple,
cost-effective, non-invasive, and nurse-deliverable
intervention is strongly recommended as an integral
component of standard care in oncology units. Owing
to its phased structure, this intervention can be readily



incorporated into routine nursing care protocols, and by
enhancing nurses' communication competencies, it can
meaningfully contribute to improving the mental health
outcomes of cancer patients.

However, in light of certain limitations, including the
lack of randomization at the sampling stage, the single-
center design, the inability to blind participants and
researchers, the absence of long-term follow-up, the

use of self-report instruments, insufficient control over
confounding variables, and the inadequate sample size
for detecting subtle subgroup differences, it is
recommended that multicenter clinical trials with larger
sample sizes, extended follow-up periods (6 to 12
months), three-group designs, and blinded assessors at
all stages be conducted to confirm and generalize these
findings.

Please cite this article as follows: Ghamari S, Sheikhi MR, Soleimani MA, Alizadeh A. Effectiveness of Interpersonal
Communication Based on Peplau’s Theory on Death Depression among Patients Undergoing Chemotherapy: A Randomized
Clinical Trial. Avicenna J Nurs Midwifery Care. 2026; 34(3): 253-264. DOI: 10.53208/ajnmc.34.3.253
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