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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Gastrointestinal (GI) cancer is among the most prevalent and deadly forms of cancer, ranking as the
fifth most common type and the fourth leading cause of cancer-related mortality worldwide in 2020. Despite advances
in medical treatment, survival rates for Gl cancer remain low, and the disease significantly impacts patients'
psychological well-being.

Several psychological factors contribute to psychological safety in cancer patients, including moral foundations,
post-traumatic growth (PTG), and positive meta-emotional beliefs. Moral foundations theory suggests that ethical
values influence human emotions and behaviors, shaping how individuals cope with adversity. This framework
identifies five key moral dimensions: care, fairness, loyalty, authority, and sanctity. These moral values may serve as
protective factors that help individuals navigate emotionally distressing situations. Similarly, PTG refers to the
positive psychological changes that occur following a traumatic experience. Some cancer patients experience PTG,
developing a greater appreciation for life, strengthening relationships, and finding new meaning in their circumstances.

Another crucial factor influencing psychological safety is positive meta-emotional beliefs, which involve how
individuals perceive, interpret, and regulate their emotions. Positive meta-emotional beliefs enable individuals to
manage negative emotional experiences, use adaptive coping strategies, and maintain psychological balance.

Given the complex interplay between these factors, this study aimed to examine the structural relationships between
moral foundations, PTG, and psychological safety, with a particular focus on the mediating role of positive meta-
emotional beliefs in patients with GI cancer.
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Method: The study utilized a correlational research design and employed structural equation modeling (SEM) for
data analysis. The target population consisted of Gl cancer patients referred to Vali-Asr Hospital and the Mehraneh
Center in Zanjan, Iran, in 2023. From this population, a total of 100 patients were selected using a convenience
sampling method. Data were collected using four validated research instruments. The Moral Foundations
Questionnaire (Haidt and Graham,2007) assessed five moral dimensions: care/harm, fairness/reciprocity, loyalty,
authority/respect, and sanctity/purity. The Post-Traumatic Growth Inventory (PTGI), measured five aspects of PTG:
personal strength, new possibilities, appreciation of life, relationships with others, and spiritual change. Psychological
safety was assessed using Maslow’s Psychological Security Inventory (PSI), which evaluates an individual's sense of
emotional security. The Positive Metacognitions and Positive Meta-Emotions Questionnaire (PMCEQ) (Beer &
Moneta, 2011) measured cognitive and emotional regulation abilities.

Results: Participants ranged in age from 30 to 80 years, with a mean age of 52.3 years (SD = 11.8). The gender
distribution was nearly equal, with 48% female and 52% male. Regarding education, 25% of participants were
illiterate, 32% had completed primary education, 29% had a high school diploma, and 14% had pursued higher
education. Several hypotheses regarding the relationships between moral foundations, PTG, positive meta-emotional
beliefs, and psychological safety were tested.

Table 1. Beta and Bootstrap Coefficients (T) Related to the Mediating Role of Positive Meta-Emotional Beliefs in the
Relationship Between Moral Foundations and Post-Traumatic Growth in Patients with Gastrointestinal Cancer

Direct and indirect effect B t p
Direct effect
Moral foundations — Psychological safety -0.006 0.50 0.96
Moral foundations — Positive meta-emotional beliefs 0.055 0.47 0.65
Post-traumatic growth — Psychological safety 0.029 0.28 0.78
Post-traumatic growth — Positive meta-emotional beliefs 0.42 6.42 0.001
Positive meta-emotional beliefs — Psychological safety 0.57 15.74 0.001
Indirect effect
Moral foundations — Positive meta-emotional beliefs — Psychological safety 0.032 0.48 0.65
Post-traumatic growth — Positive meta-emotional beliefs — Psychological safety 0.24 7.61 0.001

The results indicated that positive meta-emotional beliefs had a significant direct effect on psychological safety (B
=0.57, p < 0.05). Additionally, PTG had a significant direct effect on positive meta-emotional beliefs (p = 0.42, p <
0.05) and an indirect effect on psychological safety through the mediation of positive meta-emotional beliefs (f =
0.24, p < 0.05). However, the direct effect of moral foundations on psychological safety was not significant (f = -
0.006, p = 0.962), nor was the direct effect of moral foundations on positive meta-emotional beliefs (f = 0.055, p =
0.657). These findings indicate that PTG plays a crucial role in enhancing psychological safety through positive meta-
emotional beliefs, whereas moral foundations alone do not directly influence psychological safety.

Discussion: The findings of this study provide important insights into the psychological mechanisms that influence
psychological safety in cancer patients. One of the most notable findings was the strong predictive power of positive
meta-emotional beliefs on psychological safety. Patients with higher levels of positive meta-emotional beliefs were
better able to regulate distressing emotions, employ adaptive coping strategies, and maintain a sense of control over
their psychological state. These individuals were less likely to experience severe anxiety and depression, reinforcing
their overall psychological well-being.

PTG also played a critical role in psychological safety, primarily through its influence on meta-emotional beliefs.
Patients who reported greater levels of PTG demonstrated enhanced emotional resilience, a more positive outlook on
life, and improved coping mechanisms when dealing with cancer-related distress. This finding aligns with previous
research indicating that PTG contributes to psychological well-being by fostering emotional strength and adaptability.
The results suggest that encouraging PTG in cancer patients can be a valuable approach to improving their
psychological safety.
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Moral foundations did not have a direct impact on psychological safety. While moral values shape social
interactions and ethical decision-making, they may not necessarily translate into emotional stability in the face of life-
threatening illness. The absence of a significant relationship between moral foundations and psychological safety
suggests that immediate emotional regulation mechanisms play a more dominant role in shaping psychological safety
than broader ethical beliefs.

These findings have significant implications for psychological interventions in cancer care. Given the strong impact
of positive meta-emotional beliefs on psychological safety, therapeutic interventions should focus on enhancing
emotional regulation skills. Cognitive-behavioral therapy (CBT) and emotion-focused strategies can be particularly
effective in helping patients develop adaptive coping mechanisms. Additionally, fostering PTG in cancer patients
through support groups and psychological counseling may further enhance their sense of psychological safety. Future
research should explore additional mediating variables, such as self-efficacy and social support, to gain a deeper
understanding of the factors influencing psychological safety in cancer patients.

In conclusion, this study highlights the critical role of positive meta-emotional beliefs and PTG in enhancing
psychological safety among GI cancer patients. While moral foundations did not exhibit a direct influence, the results
underscore the importance of emotional regulation and cognitive flexibility in managing cancer-related distress. These
findings emphasize the need for targeted psychological interventions aimed at improving emotional resilience and
promoting PTG, ultimately contributing to better mental health outcomes for cancer patients. Addressing these
psychological factors can enable healthcare providers to develop more effective support systems, ensuring enhanced
psychological well-being for individuals coping with GI cancer.
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