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Abstract 

PSYCHOSOCIAL ADJUSTMENT OF ADOLESCENT CANCER SURVIVORS: 
TIME PERSPECTIVE AND POSITIVE EMOTIONS AS MEDIATORS TO 

QUALITY OF LIFE AND BENEFIT FINDING 

By Matthew John Bitsko, Ph.D. 

A Dissertation submitted in partial fulfillment of the requirements for the degree of Doctor 
of Philosophy at Virginia Commonwealth University. 

Virginia Commonwealth University, 2005 

Major Director: Marilyn Stern, Ph.D. 
Director of Training and Professor, Department of Psychology 

Adolescents with cancer are surviving at improved rates with levels of 

psychopathology in line with their healthy peers. Thus, recent psycho-oncology research is 

focusing on finding significant predictors to their positive adjustment and psychosocial 

functioning. The author examined adolescent cancer survivors (n = 50; diagnosis age = 10 

- 21; 2 - 10 years post-diagnosis) to test the mediation effects of positive emotions 

(satisfaction with life, subjective happiness, and optimism) and time perspective on the 

outcome variables quality of life and benefit finding with demographic/medical variables 

(gender, number of treatments received for cancer, and previous psychotherapy) as 
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independent variables. Results indicated that positive emotions hlly mediated the 

relationship between the number of treatments received for cancer and quality of life and 

partially mediated the relationship between having engaged in psychotherapy and quality 

of life with adolescent cancer survivors. Importantly, results indicated that patients' with a 

relapse diagnosis scored significantly different than those with no relapse diagnosis on 

quality of life. Although positive emotions were significantly associated with scores on 

benefit finding in a positive direction, benefit finding did not fit two of the four criteria for 

mediation. Time perspective indices did not meet full criteria for significant mediation 

with the relationships between independent and outcome variables. Regarding time 

perspective indices, significant associations included: prior participating in psychotherapy 

was associated with higher scores on a Past-Negative time perspective, the more treatments 

received for cancer was associated with higher scores on a Present-Focused time 

perspective, and higher scores on the Past-Negative time perspective was associated with 

lower scores on benefit finding. Discussion centers on the use of evidence-based 

interventions that cultivate positive emotions with adolescent cancer survivors and the 

utility of implementing quality of life assessment in pediatric medical settings. Continued 

emphasis is placed on larger sample sizes via multi-center cooperation that may better 

illustrate adjustment difficulties within subgroups of this population (i.e. relapse 

diagnosis). Future research considerations are provided for the constructs of time 

perspective and benefit finding. 
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Introduction 

Over the past 30 years, the medical and psychosocial treatments of cancer have 

increased the 5-year survival rate for adolescents to greater than 75% (American Cancer 

Society [ACS], Facts & Figures, 2004; Robison et al., 2002). Also, the emerging field of 

psycho-oncology has taught us that adolescents surviving cancer can lead meaningful and 

successful lives, with rates of psychopathology often aligned with their healthy peers 

(Eisner, Hill, & Vance, 2000; Patenaude & Kupst, 2005; Zebrack & Zeltzer, 2003). As a 

result, current adolescent psycho-oncology research has directed its attention away from 

psychopathology prevention and toward finding correlates or predictors to adaptation, 

adjustment, and psychosocial fbnctioning (Kazak, 2005). For adolescents already 

navigating a difficult developmental path, cancer diagnosis, treatment, and survival may 

have far-reaching implications for their psychosocial adjustment. Therefore, research that 

seeks to identify potential mediating factors that may facilitate positive psychosocial 

adjustment to adolescent cancer survivorship is essential. 

Quality of life and benefit finding are two factors that have gained wide 

acceptance as indices of the adjustment process in adolescent cancer survivors (Bessel, 

2001; Tennen & Affleck, 2002). The assessment of a cancer patient's quality of life has 

achieved special prominence, given the wide array of treatment protocols that must 

balance the medical likelihood of eradicating the disease with the subsequent ability of 

the patient to survive in a relatively capable and pain-free condition (Sama et al, 2002). 

Because recent research has emphasized the impact on individuals facing adversity who 
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report areas of positive growth fiom their negative experiences (Affleck & Tennen, 1996; 

Tennen & Affleck, 2002), benefit finding is considered another important outcome 

measure in this population. Future study into significant predictors and mediators of 

quality of life and benefit finding with adolescent cancer survivors will increase our 

understanding of their adjustment to this chronic illness. 

Time perspective is the way individuals' partition their experience into past, 

present, and future time fiames and is a critical component to coping, adjustment, and 

choice of health behaviors across the lifespan (Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). The use of 

positive emotions, such as subjective well being, happiness, and optimism are hallmarks 

to optimal functioning in the arenas of mental and physical health within a variety of 

populations adjusting to stressors across the lifespan (Fredrickson, 2000; 2001; 2002). 

Time perspective and use of positive emotions appear to be vital psychosocial factors that 

could mediate adolescent cancer survivors' quality of life and ability to find benefits from 

their experience (Fredrickson, 2000; Zimbardo & Boyd, 1999). It will be argued here that 

although little research has specifically considered both time perspective and the use of 

positive emotions in adolescent adjustment to cancer, both are important components to 

quality of life and benefit finding. 

The frst purpose of this study is to increase our understanding of how adolescent 

cancer survivors adjust to their chronic illness. By examining the linkages between 

demographic (age at diagnosis, gender, etc.) and medical variables (diagnosis type, 

treatment duration and intensity, etc.) to survivors' quality of life and benefit finding, the 

current study hopes to identify critical factors that impact their adjustment to the chronic 
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