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ABSTRACT

Background: Fertility is one of the important challenges of women with breast
cancer. The incidence of breast cancer among women aged 20 to 49 is gradually
increasing, and at the same time, there is evidence that the age of first
pregnancy is also increasing, and this requires attention to these issues.
Therefore, the present study was conducted with the aim of determining the
fertility desire in women with breast cancer in Ardabil in 2024.

Methods: This descriptive study was conducted on women with breast cancer
in Ardabil city using a census method. After obtaining the code of ethics and
receiving an introduction letter and informed consent from the participants, data
were collected using a demographic information questionnaire and a specific
fertility desire questionnaire for women with breast cancer. Data analysis was
performed using SPSS software using descriptive and analytical statistics.
Results: Data from 180 breast cancer patients were analyzed. The mean fertility
desire was 37.86 + 11.86, which was significantly lower than the criterion value
(45) (p<0.001). The mean score of the disease control dimension was 17.81,
which was significantly higher than the criterion value (14). The scores of the
pregnancy risk, social support, and happiness dimensions were significantly
lower than the criterion value (p<0.001). There was a significant relationship
between the number of children and the method of adjuvant therapy with
fertility desire (p<0.01 and p<0.04, respectively).

Conclusion: Fertility desire in women with breast cancer was low. The reason
for the low desire to be fertile was related to the low disease control, social
support, and happiness in patients, while it was not related to the risk of the
disease. There was a relationship between the desire to be fertile with the
treatment method and the number of children and age. The desire to be fertile
was higher in women who used chemotherapy alone than in women treated
with both chemotherapy and radiotherapy. Also, the desire to be fertile was
higher in women with fewer children than in women with more children, and
also women with younger age had a higher desire to become pregnant. The
study results showed that young women with breast cancer need more attention
regarding disease control, social support, and happiness.
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Extended Abstract

Background: Breast cancer is the most
common cancer in women under 40 years of
age and the second most common cause of
cancer-related death in this age group. The
global rate of breast cancer has increased
steadily over the past twenty years. Given that
breast cancer treatments have a potential impact
on ovarian function, treatment-related infertility
has become one of the most important
problems, so methods of preserving fertility in
young women should be considered before
starting treatment. The highest incidence of
breast cancer in the world is under 50 years of
age. Most cases of breast cancer occur in
women aged 40-44 and 45-49, with this age
group accounting for 77.3% of this cancer.
Unlike Western countries, the highest incidence
of breast cancer in Iran is between 35-44 years
of age. Given that according to the latest
national guidelines for providing special
reproductive care, the reproductive age is 10-54
years. On the one hand, the frequency of breast
cancer is also in this period, and on the other
hand, the age of marriage has increased,
especially in Ardabil province, so that between
2015 and 2021, most pregnancies occurred at
the age of 35-39. Therefore, breast cancer is
one of the important challenges for women with
the disease, especially women of reproductive
age, who are inclined to become pregnant for
the first time or get pregnant again. 57% of
young patients with breast cancer under 40
years of age are concerned about their ability to
become pregnant after diagnosis. Studies have
shown that patients with cancer are willing to
become pregnant again if they are relatively
cured and adapt to it. Research on patients
receiving maintenance treatment, especially
those who attempt to become pregnant after
recovery, has shown a beneficial effect on their
quality of life, so that 35% of breast cancer
survivors desire to have another child in the
future. Another study showed that 57% of
women with breast cancer desire to have
children, but only 3% become pregnant after
treatment. Therefore, with the increasing
number of young patients with breast cancer,
targeted measures to preserve fertility are
essential for these patients, and the American
Society of Clinical Oncology recommends

timely referral to a fertility clinic before starting
cancer treatment. Theoretically, high estrogen
status during pregnancy raises concerns about
cancer recurrence, especially in hormone
receptor-positive breast cancer. However, in
breast cancer patients who subsequently
became pregnant, disease-free survival and
overall survival were significantly better than in
patients who did not become pregnant. There
are also some reports that high estrogen levels
during pregnancy may potentially counteract
the effect of estrogen and estrone on breast
cancer progression. However, patients who
wish to become pregnant are advised to
continue anti-estrogen therapy for at least two
years with monitoring for disease recurrence,
and to discontinue anti-estrogen therapy and
become pregnant after confirming that there is
no sign of disease after two years. In addition,
since tamoxifen is a teratogen, women who
wish to become pregnant are advised to
discontinue tamoxifen at least three months
before attempting pregnancy. Fertility desire is
a psychological motivation among individuals
to achieve fertility, which is determined by
individual values. This desire depends on the
circumstances, perception of reproductive risks,
interests, and expectations of the individual.
Despite the high desire to become pregnant
again, these patients are very anxious, and
women are divided into several categories in
terms of fertility desire. Some women with
breast cancer consider personal risks and
benefits and believe that their health comes first
and they should take care of themselves. Some
patients also worry that pregnancy will cause
them physical discomfort and negatively affect
their health through cancer recurrence. Some
believe that they cannot spend time raising their
children due to the burden of the disease.
Others are concerned about the risk of genetic
factors and believe that the disease and its
treatment will affect not only their own health
but also the health of their children.

In Iran, the incidence of breast cancer has
increased over the last four decades, and the
typical age of onset of breast cancer in Iranian
women is approximately ten years younger than
similar cases in developed countries.
Chemotherapy, which is given to most women
with breast cancer, causes ovarian dysfunction
and reduced fertility. On the other hand, the
desire of women to delay childbearing until
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their late 30s or early 40s, while reducing
fertility, increases the chance of developing
breast cancer with increasing age. Therefore,
maintaining  fertility in  young women,
especially those who are adjusting to cancer,
has become a challenge. Given the emotional
and psychological consequences of a cancer
diagnosis, current guidelines emphasize
providing appropriate infertility counseling to
all patients of reproductive age and creating
hope and motivation in them. Partrich et al.
showed in their studies that more than half of
women with breast cancer are concerned about
their future fertility, and in 29% ,this concern
has affected their treatment. Another study also
showed that 40-50% of people desire to become
pregnant after completing their treatment, but
only 4-7% succeed in becoming pregnant.
Patients who received fertility preservation
treatments before cancer treatment reported that
these treatments had a beneficial effect on their
quality of life. Furthermore, a survey of the
attitudes and experiences of cancer survivors
showed that 76% of young breast cancer
patients had no desire to have children, but 35%
had a desire to have another child in the future.
4.2% of patients became pregnant after breast
cancer treatment compared to the general
population. The American Society of Clinical
Oncology recommends that patients visit a
fertility clinic in a timely manner. With the
increasing number of young breast cancer
patients, healthcare professionals must have the
necessary knowledge about fertility
preservation, such as egg freezing, embryo
freezing, or ovarian tissue freezing. A review of
the literature showed that studies that show the
desire to become pregnant in women with
breast cancer are limited. Therefore, the present
study was conducted to determine the desire to
become pregnant in women with breast cancer
in Ardabil.

Methods: This descriptive-cross-sectional study
was conducted in Ardabil in 2014 after
obtaining the code of ethics
(IR ARUMS.REC.1402.321). The statistical
population consisted of women with breast
cancer referring to private and public hospitals
and clinics that were studied using a census
method. Women with breast cancer were
included in the study after obtaining informed
consent based on the inclusion criteria (women
in reproductive age with breast cancer of all

stages of the disease, who were not currently
undergoing chemotherapy, and who did not
have severe cognitive impairment, 2 or 3 years
after treatment for their disease, and were
between the ages of 10-54 (reproductive age)
according to national guidelines). Exclusion
criteria included failure to complete the
questionnaires. After collecting information
from the patient files according to the inclusion
criteria, the place of residence and the public
and private chemotherapy centers they had
visited for care, and in some cases due to the
lack of access to patients by telephone, and with
permission from the patient and informed
consent, demographic information, a fertility
desire questionnaire was completed for
individuals. The meaning of fertility desire in
women with breast cancer was the score that
the research units obtained from responding to
the fertility desire questionnaire in women with
breast cancer by Zu et al. (2022). This
questionnaire contained 15 questions with a 5-
choice Likert the range of scores for this tool is
between 15 and 75. In this tool, the closer an
individual's score is to 75, the greater their
desire to become pregnant. This tool has four
subcomponents: a) Pregnancy risk with 6
questions (1 to 6) and a score range (6 to 30), b)
Disease control with 4 questions (7 to 10) and a
score range (4 to 20), ¢) Social support with 3
questions (11 to 13) and a score range (3 to 15),
and d) Happiness with 2 questions (14 to 15)
and a score range of 2 to 10. The validity and
reliability of this tool have been confirmed in
the study by Zu, et al. using the Cronbach's
alpha technique. In the present study, internal
consistency was calculated using the
Cronbach's alpha method. After obtaining
permission from the questionnaire designer, the
guestionnaire questions were translated into
Persian and retranslated by an expert fluent in
English. The initial English version was re-
adapted with a Persian-English translation for
the same concepts. Then, the face validity and
content validity of the instrument were
confirmed by ten university faculty members
using the Walters and Bassel technique.
Cronbach's alpha method was used to measure
the internal consistency of the instrument. The
mean score of the questions on fertility desire in
women  with breast cancer and its
subcomponents was compared with the
criterion score. The criterion score was
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calculated by the method of the maximum score
obtained minus the minimum score obtained
divided by two plus the minimum score
obtained. Using the quartile rule, fertility desire
in women with breast cancer was classified into
3 levels: low, med, and high. Cronbach's alpha
in the study instrument was equal to /.86. Data
analysis was performed using descriptive
statistics (mean, standard deviation, frequency)
and analytical statistics (Pearson-Spearman
correlation coefficient and linear regression)
using SPSS-26 software.

Results: 267 women with breast cancer who
had the inclusion criteria, 37 were excluded due
to death, 29 due to non-cooperation, and 21 due
to non-response to telephone calls, and the
information of 180 patients with breast cancer
was reviewed. The mean age of the study
subjects was 41.81+4.62 years. The majority of
the sample was between 41 and 50 years of age
(67.8%) and literate (50.6%). 91.7% were
housewives. 67.8% of the subjects had stage 2
breast cancer. 94.4% had received adjuvant
treatment with both chemotherapy and
radiotherapy. The mean score of fertility desire
was lower than the criterion value (45) and this
difference  was  statistically  significant
(p<0.001). Among the fertility desire
subcomponents, the mean score of the disease
control dimension was significantly higher than
the criterion value (14), 17.81. The
subcomponents of pregnancy risk, social
support, and happiness were significantly lower
than the criterion value (p<0.001). In the study,
the relationship between fertility desire and the
socio-demographic  characteristics of the
studied individuals was found. There was an
inverse and negative correlation coefficient
between fertility desire and age (p<0.01),
r=-0.19. There was also a relationship between
the number of children and assisted treatment
with fertility desire (p<0.01) and (p<0.04),
respectively, and there was no relationship
between other socio-demographic
characteristics and fertility desire.

Conclusion: The fertility tendency was low in
women with breast cancer. The reason for the

low desire for fertility was related to the low
disease control, social support, and happiness in
patients, while it was not related to the risk of
the disease. There was a relationship between
the desire to be fertile with the treatment
method and the number of children and age.
The desire to be fertile was higher in women
who used the chemotherapy-only method than
in women treated with both chemotherapy and
radiotherapy. The desire to be fertile was also
higher in women with fewer children than in
women with more children. Younger women
had a higher desire to become pregnant. The
study results showed that young women with
breast cancer need more attention regarding
disease control, social support, and happiness.
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