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Abstract: Cancer is a deadly disease that can lead to psychological suffering and decreased quality of life (QolL). Personality has been proven
to have an effect on QoL and, in particular, Dispositional Optimism (DO) has been studied in relation to overcoming health crisis. The aim of this
systematic review is to deepen the state of art of the relationship between QoL and DO in cancer patients. PubMed and Embase databases
were systematically searched. Fifteen studies were included with a total of 5,249 cancer patients. All of the studies consider the relationship
between DO and QolL, some studies analyze the correlation between the two variables and found a positive association. The majority of the
studies investigate the predictive power of DO over QoL and most of them found DO to be predictive of a higher QoL. Results confirmed the
association between DO and QoL in a sample of cancer patients. These results could influence the clinical practice as DO has been proven to

have a beneficial effect on mental and physical health.
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Cancer is one of the leading causes of death worldwide. In
2018, in the United States there were nearly 2 million new
cancer diagnosis and more than 600,000 deaths (Siegel
et al., 2019). There is considerable evidence to suggest that
cancer patients suffer from substantial and long-term psy-
chological distress (Bailo et al., 2019). This psychological
distress is due not only to the cancer diagnosis, but also
the related medical treatments (Moltu et al., 2012). Cancer,
often a life-threatening disease, impacts on many aspects of
the patient’s existence with implications for life adjustments
to cope with it (Zenger et al, 2011). Various authors
(Giesinger et al., 2011; Hwang et al., 2003) have suggested
that cancer, in particular, has a detrimental impact on
quality of life (QoL).

QoL is defined by Emerson (1985, p. 282) as “the satis-
faction of an individual’s values, goals and needs through
the actualisation of their abilities or lifestyle”; however, it
is such a wide and multifaceted concept that Baker and
Intagliata (1982) state that there are as many definitions
of the concept as the number of scientists studying it.

One of the most studied aspects of QoL is Health Related
Quality of Life (HRQoL). The link between HRQoL and
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QoL was defined by Torrance (1987, p. 594) as: “Quality
of life is an all-inclusive concept incorporating all factors
that impact upon an individual’s life. HRQoL includes only
those factors that are part of an individual’s health”.
Scholars talk about HRQoL when considering the impact
of illnesses and diseases, such as cancer, on QoL (Sos-
nowski et al., 2017). Since the early days of the conceptual-
ization of the term, psychological aspects have been
considered as a fundamental part of it (de Wit & Hajos,
2013; Sosnowski et al., 2017). In fact, HRQoL encompasses
not only the objective effect of the disease but also the
patient’s satisfaction with care, implying that also subjective
expectancies with the disease and its treatment play a role
in such a perception.

In particular, the impact of cancer on HRQoL has been
highlighted by the Institute of Medicine that reports the use-
fulness of intervention aimed to enhance HRQoL of patients
and their families. In the last decade, in fact, increasing
attention has also been given to why and how individual dif-
ferences and personality traits can influence QoL and
HRQoL (Huang et al., 2017; Zenger et al., 2011). Following
Allport (1961), we may define personality as a dynamic
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organization of psychological systems that regulate individ-
ual behaviors, feelings, and thoughts. Among other person-
ality traits, optimism has evolved from a concept of naive
psychology that arouses curiosity in the general population
to a construct with a relevant role in the contemporary psy-
chological literature. Specifically, the Cambridge Dictionary
defined optimism as “the quality of being full of hope and
emphasizing the good parts of a situation, or a belief that
something good will happen”. This evolution includes also
the development of the concept of dispositional optimism
(DO), defined as a relatively stable trait of expecting positive
results in relevant life situations in a generalized way
(Scheier & Carver, 1985). As the definition suggests, DO
influences expectancy in different life domains (Wrosch &
Scheier, 2003), and it can influence different aspects of life.
One of the best ways to describe DO is summarized in the
explanation attributed to Noam Chomsky “Optimism is a
strategy for making a better future. Because unless you
believe that the future can be better, you are unlikely to step
up and take responsibility for making it so.” Thus, both the
popular and scientific definition of optimism highly stress
the way optimistic people look at their future. Specifically,
pessimists generally expect bad experiences in their future.
On the contrary, optimistic people tend to expect positive
experiences. Optimistic people generally display higher con-
fidence in the likelihood of attaining their goals and are
more tenacious in pursuing these goals (O’Connor &
Cassidy, 2007). In the general population, DO is a favorable
individual resource that can be especially relevant when
people have to face new or strong adversities and stressors.
DO has a beneficial effect on personal goal pursuit
(Monzani, Steca, Greco, D’Addario, Pancani, et al., 2015);
positive and optimistic expectancies promote persistence
and facilitate performance in carrying out tasks (Armor &
Taylor, 1998). Regarding coping strategies, optimistic peo-
ple are more likely to be approach copers and to adopt
problem-focused coping strategies (Carver et al., 2010).
Thus, optimists tend to adopt those coping modalities that
could be considered effective because of their strong links
with goal commitment and goal progress (Monzani, Steca,
Greco, D’Addario, Cappelletti, et al., 2015). Magnano and
colleagues (2015) also proposed that these aspects could
influence people’s decision-making styles. In fact, they
stated that DO makes people more confident that they will
be able to solve the problem. Thus, highly optimistic people
generally report rational and logic decision-making styles
characterized by a strong ability to seek information, set
goals, action planning and defining alternative plans of
action. On the contrary, lower levels of optimism are more
likely associated with avoidant coping strategies that may
lead to ineffective influence decision making style, such as
procrastination, doubtfulness, and delegation (Carver
et al., 2010; Magnano et al., 2015).
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Similar results were reported by Creed and colleagues
(2002) who analyzed optimism and pessimism in the set-
ting of career choice. They demonstrated that a high level
of DO is associated with better career planning and that
optimists are more focused on their goals. Pessimists,
instead, are more indecisive, less informed, and less aware
of their possible choices.

DO is a personality aspect that has been associated with
health (Scheier & Carver, 1985) and has been studied in
relation to the overcoming of health crisis. Starting from
the seminal paper by Scheier and Carver (1992), several
researches have investigated the role of DO in shaping
adjustment to acute and chronic illness and in influencing
physical and psychological well-being in samples of patients
affected by various kinds of diseases, as well as in healthy
individuals and the general population. For example, one
study by Steca et al. (2017) demonstrated that, compared
to healthy adults, people with chronic heart failure gener-
ally report lower levels of DO. Moreover, these results also
highlighted that DO is weakly but negatively correlated
with depression and anxiety within the chronic heart failure
population. Moreover, DO is proven to promote psycholog-
ical adjustment to chronic heart failure and act as a protec-
tive factor against onset and mortality for cardiovascular
diseases (Giltay et al., 2004, 2006).

DO has also been studied in the oncological context.
In one of the earliest studies (Carver et al., 1993), DO
was examined in a group of early stage breast cancer’s
patients. The study evaluates levels of DO before and after
surgery and, in all the evaluations, it was negatively associ-
ated with distress. DO was also associated with coping
mechanism of acceptance of the situation, positive refram-
ing and humor. In a similar way, women with early stage
breast cancer with high levels of DO report low mood dis-
turbance and they rate their life more satisfactory than
women with low levels of DO.

Measurement Issues

The definition of DO came alongside with the creation of
the Life Orientation Test (LOT) (Scheier & Carver, 1985),
a self-reported questionnaire formulated to identify the
expectancies of the future, core concept of this trait. Later
Scheier et al. (1994), addressed some fallacies in the origi-
nal LOT and decided to publish a revised version of it. The
main reason for the revised version (LOT-R) is the need to
focus more precisely on expectation for the future and bet-
ter distinguish DO from neuroticism, trait anxiety, self-mas-
tery, and self-esteem (Scheier et al., 1994). Nowadays the
LOT-R is the most used, valid, and reliable instrument for
assessing DO. It is a self-reported questionnaire comprising
10 items. While half of them are positively phrased, the
other half are in a negative form, the remaining four items
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are fillers and are not used in computing composite score of
DO.

In the last decades, the construct validity and dimension-
ality of the DO has been controversial. The main debate
is whether the LOT-R should be considered as a one-
dimensional or a two-factor measure. In the literature, there
is evidence for both factor structures. Several studies
reported that the two correlated factor model of the LOT-R
has a better fit then the unidimensional one. However,
some recent findings attested that the better fit of the
bi-dimensional structure may be due to use of a balanced
number of both positively and negatively worded items in
the LOT-R (Alessandri et al., 2010; Monzani et al., 2014;
Rauch et al., 2007; Steca et al., 2015, 2017; Vautler et al.,
2003). This practice may lead to a multifactor structure
caused by item wording. Thus, all these recent findings gave
support to the unidimensionality of the LOT-R and, subse-
quently, of the DO. The one-dimensional factor structure
of the LOT-R has been demonstrated also by assessing
the psychometric properties of this self-report measure by
performing Item Response Theory analysis (Chiesi et al.,
2013; Steca et al., 2015).

Aim of the Systematic Review

Given the relevance of DO in shaping the way optimistic
individuals cope with acute and chronic stressors, this
systematic review is aimed at evaluating the state of art
of the literature assessing the relationship between DO
and QoL in oncological samples. Specifically, we considered
all the quantitative studies evaluating DO with the LOT-R,
the only reliable and valid self-report measure of this rele-
vant personality trait, by assessing the association between
DO with QoL in people that have received a cancer diagno-
sis. We were also interested in understating whether a
different structure of the LOT-R (i.e., uni-dimensional or
bi-dimensional construct) could lead to different results in
assessing the links between the construct of optimism (or
pessimism) and QoL.

Methods

Our search followed the Preferred Reporting Items for Sys-
tematic Reviews and Meta-Analyses guidelines (PRISMA;
Mobher et al., 2015). The search strategy is shown in the flow
diagram in Figure 1 and the PRISMA checklist is Figure 2.

Selection of the Study

The PubMed and Embase databases were searched to
retrieve studies for possible inclusion. We searched the
databases with a combination of terms such as optimism,
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DO, generalized expectancy, life orientation, Quality of
Life: ((optimism) OR (“generalized expectancy”) OR (“life
orientation”)) AND ((“quality of life”) OR (“patient
reported outcome*”)). To be included the studies had to
measure DO and QoL in an oncological population so we
added the term to the search criteria. The studies selected
were identified by the first authors and then checked by a
co-author. On an initial screen, articles were selected and
retained by evaluating their relevance for the study of the
links between DO and QOL by screening their title and
abstract. Then, the full text was examined. The full text
analysis of all the potentially relevant studies was
conducted by two authors. During the full text analysis,
we excluded all the studies that did not meet the inclusion
criteria below.

Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria

As shown in Table 1, quantitative studies in which DO was
evaluated with the LOT-R and that assess QoL were
included. Case reports, editorial, reviews, and animal stud-
ies were excluded from this review. Considering the
chronicity of cancer (Pizzoli et al., 2019), studies involving
both cancer patients or survivors of an oncological disease
were included. Various cancer patients were analyzed as
there was no restriction on diagnosis or age group. The dif-
ferent types of diagnosis were combined according to the
following categories:

Prostate cancer

Colorectal cancer

Breast cancer

Gynaecological cancer

Kidney cancer

Pediatric cancer

General (various type of cancer)

A main exclusion criterion referred to the way DO and QoL
were measured. Specifically, we excluded studies assessing
DO with measures other than the LOT-R and evaluating
QoL with not valid and reliable measure of QoL. Given that
the primary aim of the review was to analyze the potential
relationship between the two constructs, all the articles that
did not report the association between the two were
excluded.

Data Analysis

Studies were summarized and analyzed qualitatively. Due to
the high heterogeneity of methods and measures of QoL
employed across the studies, a meta-analysis was not feasi-
ble. From each study, we have extracted the following infor-
mation: the study characteristics and categories, the
characteristics of the quality of life questionnaire, the

European Psychologist (2022), 27(1), 41-61
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Figure 1. Flow diagram.

dimensionality of DO, the relationship between DO and
quality of life as well as the relationship between DO and
other variables found in the studies. For each study we
extracted the regression coefficient and correlation matrix
(r) and we evaluated them following the guidelines by
Cohen (1988) and by Acock (2018). We performed a risk
of bias (Table 2) following the Study Quality Assessment
Tools guidelines provided by National Heart, Lung and
Blood Institute (NHLBI).

Results

Search Outcomes

As reported in Figure 1, overall, 15 studies met the inclusion
criteria for this review. The initial search strategy identified

European Psychologist (2022), 27(1), 41-61

potentially 314 articles: 296 from PubMed, and 22 from
Embase (with 4 articles found in both the databases). After
screening the titles and abstracts according to the selection
criteria, we excluded 276 studies. After full text screening,
23 articles were excluded.

Study Characteristics and Categories

Study characteristics and extracted data are shown in Table 3
and Table 4. Table 3 describes the main characteristics of
the selected studies, in terms of aim, sample, and other vari-
ables being assessed alongside DO and QoL. The 15 studies
involved 5,249 people with cancer. As inclusion criterion, we
focused only on studies that included cancer patients.
However, the characteristics of samples were quite hetero-
geneous. Five (Applebaum et al., 2014; Dunn et al., 2011;
Gustavsson-Lilius et al., 2007; Mazanec et al., 2010;
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Section/topic # Checklist item i
on page #

TITLE

Title 1 | Identify the report as a systematic review, meta-analysis, or both. 1

ABSTRACT

Structured summary 2 | Provide a structured summary including, as applicable: background; objectives; data sources; study eligibility criteria, | 1
participants, and interventions; study appraisal and synthesis methods; results; limitations; conclusions and
implications of key findings; systematic review registration number.

INTRODUCTION

Rationale 3 | Describe the rationale for the review in the context of what is already known. 1-3

Objectives 4 | Provide an explicit statement of questions being addressed with reference to participants, interventions, comparisons, | 3
outcomes, and study design (PICOS).

METHODS

Protocol and registration 5 | Indicate if a review protocol exists, if and where it can be accessed (e.g., Web address), and, if available, provide -
registration information including registration number.

Eligibility criteria 6 | Specify study characteristics (e.g., PICOS, length of follow-up) and report characteristics (e.g., years considered, 3-4
language, publication status) used as criteria for eligibility, giving rationale.

Information sources 7 | Describe all information sources (e.g., databases with dates of coverage, contact with study authors to identify 34
additional studies) in the search and date last searched.

Search 8 | Present full electronic search strategy for at least one database, including any limits used, such that it could be 3
repeated.

Study selection 9 | State the process for selecting studies (i.e., screening, eligibility, included in systematic review, and, if applicable, 3-4
included in the meta-analysis).

Data collection process 10 | Describe method of data extraction from reports (e.g., piloted forms, independently, in duplicate) and any processes 3
for obtaining and confirming data from investigators.

Data items 11 | List and define all variables for which data were sought (e.g., PICOS, funding sources) and any assumptions and 3
simplifications made.

Risk of bias in individual 12 | Describe methods used for assessing risk of bias of individual studies (including specification of whether this was Table 2

studies done at the study or outcome level), and how this information is to be used in any data synthesis.

Summary measures 13 | State the principal summary measures (e.g., risk ratio, difference in means). 4

Synthesis of results 14 | Describe the methods of handling data and combining results of studies, if done, including measures of consistency 4
(e.g., I for each meta-analysis.

Risk of bias across studies 15 | Specify any assessment of risk of bias that may affect the cumulative evidence (e.g., publication bias, selective Table 2
reporting within studies).

Additional analyses 16 | Describe methods of additional analyses (e.g., sensitivity or subgroup analyses, meta-regression), if done, indicating | 4
which were pre-specified.

RESULTS

Study selection 17 | Give numbers of studies screened, assessed for eligibility, and included in the review, with reasons for exclusions at Figure 1
each stage, ideally with a flow diagram.

Study characteristics 18 | For each study, present characteristics for which data were extracted (e.g., study size, PICOS, follow-up period) and | Table 3-4
provide the citations.

Risk of bias within studies 19 | Present data on risk of bias of each study and, if available, any outcome level assessment (see item 12). Table 2

Results of individual studies 20 | For all outcomes considered (benefits or harms), present, for each study: (a) simple summary data for each 4-17
intervention group (b) effect estimates and confidence intervals, ideally with a forest plot.

Synthesis of results 21 | Present results of each meta-analysis done, including confidence intervals and measures of consistency. -

Risk of bias across studies 22 | Present results of any assessment of risk of bias across studies (see Iltem 15). Table 2

Additional analysis 23 | Give results of additional analyses, if done (e.g., sensitivity or subgroup analyses, meta-regression [see Item 16]). -

DISCUSSION

Summary of evidence 24 | Summarize the main findings including the strength of evidence for each main outcome; consider their relevance to 17-18
key groups (e.g., healthcare providers, users, and policy makers).

Limitations 25 | Discuss limitations at study and outcome level (e.g., risk of bias), and at review-level (e.g., incomplete retrieval of 18
identified research, reporting bias).

Conclusions 26 | Provide a general interpretation of the results in the context of other evidence, and implications for future research. 17-18

FUNDING

Funding 27 | Describe sources of funding for the systematic review and other support (e.g., supply of data); role of funders for the | 21
systematic review.

Figure 2. PRISMA 2009 checklist.

Yoon et al., 2015) out of 15 studies considered a sample of
patients with a diagnosis that we have defined as a “general”
diagnosis of cancer. Specifically, these studies did not specify
the cancer type of the included population or there were
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multiple cancer diagnoses. Two studies included patients
with a diagnosis of colorectal cancer (Chambers, Meng,
et al, 2012; Steginga et al., 2009) and two included
patients with renal cancer (J. Liu et al, 2018; Milbury
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Table 1. Inclusion and exclusion criteria to select studies for the systematic review

Inclusion criteria

Exclusion criteria

e Quantitative studies assessing the relationship between DO and QoL
e Population of cancer patients or cancer survivors

e QoL assessed with a valid and reliable measure of QoL

e DO assessed with LOT-R

e Case reports, editorial, reviews and animal studies
e DO assessed with LOT or other instruments
e QoL assessed with not valid and reliable measure of QoL.

Note. DO = Dispositional Optimism; QoL = Quality of Life; LOT-R = Life Orientation Test — Revised.

et al., 2011). Only one study aimed at considering the whole
patient-caregiver dyad and, thus, also the main caregiver
was recruited (Gustavsson-Lilius et al., 2007). Moreover,
five studies considered gender specific cancers. Thornton
and colleagues (2012) considered prostate cancer patients,
whereas the other four, instead, considered a female specific
cancer: two involved women with gynecological cancer
(de Moor et al.,, 2006; Price et al., 2013), two included
woman with either a gynecological or breast cancer
(Thieme et al., 2017; Zenger et al., 2011). Thus, these 5
studies considered a sample composed of only female (4)
and one male (1). Overall, gender is almost equally dis-
tributed across studies: the 50.2% of the recruited patients
are women.

Regarding the sample age, the mean age of patients
included in the 15 studies was 61.3 years, with age ranging
from 16.1 to 71.8 years. The majority of the studies had a
mean age < 50 years; only two studies involved younger
patients. In detail, Zenger and colleagues (2011) have a
sample with a mean age of 48 years and only one study,
made by Mannix and colleagues (2009), considered a sam-
ple of pediatric patients (Mg = 16.1 years). The oldest sam-
ple is the one evaluated by Yoon and colleagues (2015)
(Mg = 71.8 years). Sample size varied across the studies:
Steginga and colleagues (2009) recruited 1,822 patients
whereas Mannix and colleagues (2009) had only 23 people.
Mean sample size was 350.

Characteristics of the Quality
of Life Questionnaires

Table 4 describes the main results, as well as methodologi-
cal and analytical aspects of the selected studies, focusing on
the measurement of QoL and DO and on the evaluation of
their concurrent or longitudinal associations. Specifically, as
can be seen, quality of life was assessed in different ways. In
the selected studies, the three most used questionnaires are
the European Organization for Research and Treatment of
Cancer Quality of Life Questionnaire - Core 30 (EORTC
QLQ-C30; Aaronson et al., 1993), the Functional Assess-
ment of Cancer Therapy - General (FACT-G; Cella et al.,
1993), and the Short Form 36 Health Survey (SF-36; Brazier
et al., 1992) and Short Form 8 Health Survey (SF-8) (Ware

European Psychologist (2022), 27(1), 41-61

et al., 2001) versions. In particular, the EORTC QLQ-C30
and the FACT-G both comprehend a core section developed
for measuring QoL in patients with cancer. Often, the core
section is given alongside the cancer specific modules, being
developed to be more sensitive in analyzing the construct in
a specific cancer population by considering exact symp-
tomatology and adverse events. The FACT was used in a
total of six studies (Chambers, Meng, et al., 2012; de Moor
et al., 2006; Mazanec et al., 2010; Milbury et al., 2011; Price
et al., 2013; Steginga et al., 2009): the cancer specific mod-
ules for colorectal, ovarian, and the core ones were used.
The FACT-G, the core section of the FACT, was used by
Mazanec and colleagues (2010) and Milbury and colleagues
(2011). Price and colleagues (2013) decided to use the
FACT-O (specific for ovarian cancer), de Moor and col-
leagues (2006) used the FACT-O but only with the subscale
of social well-being and functional well-being. The FACT-C
(specific for colorectal cancer) was used by Chambers,
Meng, et al. (2012) and Steginga and colleagues (2009).
The EORTC QLQ-C30 was used in three studies (J. Liu
et al., 2018; Thieme et al., 2017; Yoon et al., 2015). In this
case the module used is only the core one. Thornton and
colleagues (2012) measured QoL by using the Prostate Can-
cer-Related Quality of Life Scale, a self-report measure
being developed to assess QoL in men with prostate cancer.
Finally, Mannix and colleagues (2009) focused only on a
pediatric sample of children with cancer and measured
QoL with the Pediatric Quality of Life Inventory (Varni
et al., 1999), Generic Core Scale and Cancer Module Acute
Version: age-specific questionnaires to assess QoL in pedi-
atric and oncological samples. Similarly, to the EORTC
QLQ-C30 and the FACT scales, the questionnaire used by
Mannix and colleagues is composed by a core scale plus
an extra and cancer-specific module.

On the contrary, in the remaining study, QoL was mea-
sured through self-report measures not specifically devel-
oped to evaluate QoL in cancer patients. In five studies,
QoL has been evaluated with a questionnaire for evaluating
health status in the general population, namely the SF-36 in
two studies (Dunn et al., 2011; Gustavsson-Lilius et al.,
2007), and the SF-8 in one study (Zenger et al., 2011).
Moreover, Applebaum and colleagues (2014) used another
questionnaire, the McGill Quality of Life Questionnaire
(MQOL; R. Cohen et al., 1995), which is not cancer specific

© 2020 Hogrefe Publishing Distributed under the Hogrefe
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moderate and weak with total score and mental QoL (r

and pessimism (mental QoL r = —.40; physical QoL r = —.27)

but focuses on life threatening illnesses in general. Cham-
bers, Meng, et al. (2012) evaluated quality of life with two
questionnaires: one is the FACT-C and the other the Satis-
faction with Life Scale (Pavot & Diener, 2009). The latter is
a validated questionnaire that measures the general life sat-
isfaction that Chambers, Meng, et al. (2012) used as a proxy
of quality of life.

The Relationship Between Optimism
and Quality of Life

Since the main inclusion criterion is the evaluation of the
relationship between DO and QoL, all the studies analyzed
the possible links between these two variables. Specifically,
almost all the studies (12 out of 15; Applebaum et al., 2014;
de Moor et al., 2006; Dunn et al., 2011; Gustavsson-Lilius
et al., 2007; J. Liu et al., 2018; Mannix et al., 2009; Maza-
nec et al., 2010; Milbury et al., 2011; Steginga et al., 2009;
Thieme et al., 2017; Yoon et al., 2015; Zenger et al., 2011)
analyzed the correlation between DO and QoL. Most of
the studies demonstrated an existing association between
the two variables; there are exceptions: for example, in
the study by Gustavsson-Lilius and colleagues (2007)
female patients’ optimism was positively associated with
QoL, but the authors also analyzed the possible correlation
between DO and QoL in male patients and the same results
was not reached.

In other studies, it was suggested that DO may have a pre-
dictive power over measurements of QoL. Specifically, 11
(Applebaum et al., 2014; Chambers, Baade, et al., 2012; de
Moor et al., 2006; Gustavsson-Lilius et al., 2007; J. Liu
et al,, 2018; Mazanec et al., 2010; Milbury et al., 2011; Price
et al., 2013; Steginga et al., 2009; Thornton et al., 2012; Yoon
et al., 2015) out of 15 studies assessed the influence of DO on
concurrent measure of QoL by performing regression analy-
sis. The regression standardized coefficients are evaluated
with Acock (2018) guidelines. Regressions were considered
weak (B > .20), moderate (|.20| < B < |.5]), or strong (B <
.5). These studies demonstrated that DO could be consid-
ered as a factor influencing the QoL of cancer patients.

Regression analysis indicating an association between
DO and QoL was found by Applebaum and colleagues
(2014) where optimism was a strong predictor of QoL
(B = .53), Chambers, Meng, et al. (2012) found that opti-
mism was a weak predictor of QoL also (physical well-being
B = .08; emotional well-being B = .07; functional well-being
B = .14; colorectal cancer specific well-being 8 = .13; FACT-
C B = .48; global well-being B = .18). De Moor and
colleagues (2006) found that DO was a predictor of QoL
(social well-being B = .25; physical well-being B = .40; func-
tional well-being B = .47) but the same results were not
found at follow-up.
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Gustavsson-Lilius and colleagues (2007) found that
DO was a moderate predictor of QoL in female patients
(HRQoL mental component 8 = .37; HRQoL physical com-
ponent 8 = .30) as well as J. Liu and colleagues (2018)
(functioning scale 8 = .26; symptom scale § = —.27).

Milbury and colleagues (2011) found similar results: DO
was a predictor of QoL (B = .77), Price and colleagues
(2013) also found that DO was a significant predictor of
QoL (B = .6), Steginga and colleagues (2009) found opti-
mism to be a weak significant predictor of QoL (social
well-being B = .08; emotional well-being 8 = .10; functional
well-being B = .10; colorectal cancer-specific additional con-
cerns f = .05; FACT-C f = .09), Thornton and colleagues
(2012) found similar results but a moderate association:
(sexual intimacy B = .31; sexual confidence f = .23; health

worry 8 = —.39 cancer control B = .31), just as well as
Yoon and colleagues (2015) that found weak and medium
association (physical function f = .19; role function

B = .18; emotional function § = .20; social function B =
.16; global 8 = .22).

The predictability of DO on QoL was confirmed in almost
all the studies except Mazanec and colleagues (2010).

Some studies have also a follow-up evaluation of the QoL
in order to investigate the differences in the construct in a
period of time.

This type of measures could be extremely useful in order
to have a better idea of the situation but in some studies
(e.g., Thieme et al., 2017; Zenger et al., 2011) correlation
between the DO and QoL at different times were used in
order to evaluate the predictive power that DO could have
on QoL.

Evaluation of the Correlation Between Dispositional
Optimism and Quality of Life

Coherently with its theoretical definition, in the vast major-
ity of the selected studies, DO has been considered and
measured as a unidimensional construct. These studies
generally reported a positive correlation between DO and
QoL. Following guidelines by Cohen (1988), we interpreted
these correlations as measures of effect size. Correla-
tions were considered weak (|.10| < r < |.29|), moderate
(1.30] < r < |.49]), or strong (].50| < r < [1]). The only corre-
lation that can be considered as strong is the one found by
Applebaum and colleagues (2014) (r = .64). The majority of
other correlations were considered moderate. De Moor and
colleagues (2006) found a moderate correlation between
DO and the three used subscale of the FACT-O: physical
well-being (r = .30), social well-being (r = .38), and func-
tional well-being (r = .34) at baseline but a weak correlation
with the same subscale and DO at follow-up (social well-
being r = .28 and functional well-being r = .27). The same
core form of this questionnaire was used by Mazanec and
colleagues (2010) but they reported different results: a
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moderate correlation between DO and the total score of
the questionnaire (r = .30), with social well-being (r = .32)
and with emotional well-being (r = .39). The correlation
between DO and the functional well-being subscale
was weak (r = .19). Steginga and colleagues (2009) found
a moderate correlation between DO and the total score
(r = .33) and the functional well-being subscale (r = .32).
For the other subscales, they found only weak correlations
(physical well-being r = .13, social well-being r = .28,
emotional well-being r = .28, and colorectal well-being r =
.23). Dunn and colleagues (2011) instead use the SF-36
questionnaire and found a moderate correlation of DO with
Mental QoL (r = .39) and a weak one with physical QoL (r =
.10). Gustavsson-Lilius and colleagues (2007) instead found
a moderate correlation with Mental QoL (r = .37) and with
physical QoL (r = .32) in female’s patients but not in men.
Yoon and colleagues (2015) correlation were instead
calculated between DO and EORTC - QLQ C30. They
found a moderate correlation with emotional function (r =
.31) and with global function (r = .36). The other correla-
tions between DO and the subscales which compose QoL
were weak (physical function r = .26, role function r = .27,
social function r = .28). J. Liu and colleagues (2018) used
the EORTC QLQ-C30 and they found a moderate correla-
tion with functioning scale (r = .46) and symptom scale (r =
—.47) and a weak one with the global score (r = .15). Mannix
and colleagues (2009) found a moderate correlation
between DO and QoL (r = .47) whereas Milbury and col-
leagues (2011) found a weak one (r = .24).

On the contrary, Thieme and colleagues (2017) and Zen-
ger and colleagues (2011) considered optimism primarily as
a bidimensional construct, but both reported also the LOT-
R total score. Regarding the results of these studies, no dif-
ferences, possibly related to the bidimensionality of the
scales, were found: they both found a correlation between
DO and quality of life. Thieme and colleagues (2017) found
only weak correlations between all the variables (total score
r = .16 and optimism r = .15). Zenger and colleagues (2011)
found a moderate and weak correlation between the total
score and mental QoL (r = .35) and pessimism (mental
QoL r = —.40; physical QoL r = —.27).

Other Variables

In almost all the studies, other variables have been evalu-
ated alongside QoL and DO. The only exception being the
study by Mannix and colleagues (2009). Among other eval-
uated constructs, one of the most considered individual dif-
ferences is hopelessness, defined as “negative expectancies
regarding one’s prospects of symptom relief” (Boffa et al.,
2018, p. 299). Hopelessness is evaluated in three studies
(Applebaum et al., 2014; Gustavsson-Lilius et al., 2007;
Price et al, 2013). J. Liu and colleagues (2018) instead
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measure hope, defining it as “a cognitive set that is based on
a reciprocally derived sense of successful (a) agency (goal-
directed determination) and (b) pathways (planning of ways
to meet goals)” (Snyder et al., 1991, p. 571). Nearly all the
studies that measure hope/hopelessness do not use a ques-
tionnaire specific for a cancer population. Applebaum and
colleagues (2014) and Gustavsson-Lilius and colleagues
(2007) use a questionnaire that defines the construct as neg-
ative expectations for the future. Only Price and colleagues
(2013) measure the construct with a questionnaire that is
specific to cancer and measures mental adjustment to this
specific disease in a general cancer population.

The other variables measured were anxiety, depression,
social support, distress, cancer threat appraisal, situational
optimism, perceived stress, intrusion, avoidance, social
constraint, resilience, spirituality, treatment optimism,
minimization, self-efficacy, prostate cancer specific expecta-
tion, performance status, and cancer related health worries.

The majority of the studies analyzed the variables with
both correlation and regression analysis.

Applebaum and colleagues (2014) found some significant
correlation between optimism and anxiety, depression,
hopelessness, and social support (respectively r = —.61;
r=—.62;r=—.70;r =.34). QoL was positively correlated
with social support (r = .43). They analyzed their data also
with regression: social support was a predictor of QoL (8 =
.20). DO was a predictor of anxiety, depression, and hope-
lessness (respectively g = —.50; f = —.61; B = —.65).

Chambers, Meng, et al. (2012) instead were only inter-
ested in regression analysis. They found a significant asso-
ciation and the results suggest that cancer threat appraisal
was predictive of QoL (physical well-being B = .09; social
well-being B = .13; functional well-being B = .15; colorectal
cancer (CRC) specific well-being B = .14; FACT-C B =
.48) instead social support was significantly associated only
with the QoL subscale of social well-being (B = .70).

De Moor and colleagues (2006) distinguish between
baseline analysis (BL) and follow-up analysis (FU), they per-
formed correlation and then they added DO to a regression
model containing the prognostic, clinical, and sociodemo-
graphic covariates. The found situational optimism to be
positive and significantly correlated to QoL (BL social
well-being r = .43, BL physical well-being » = .37; BL func-
tional well-being r = .28) and to optimism (r = .44). BL
and FU anxiety were both negatively and significantly corre-
lated to QoL (BL anxiety: BL social well-being r = —.48;
FU social well-being r = —.22; BL physical well-being r =
—.66; FU physical well-being r = —.49; BL functional well-
being » = —.69; FU functional well-being » = —.55 and FU
anxiety: BL social well-being r = —.39; FU social well-being
r = —.37.; BL physical well-being r = —.45.; FU physical
well-being » = —.44.; BL functional well-being r = —.52;
FU functional well-being r = —.53) and DO (BL anxiety:
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r = —.34; FU anxiety r = —.38). BL anxiety was a predictor
of DO (B = —1.09).

Similar results were found also for BL and FU perceived
stress and QoL (BL perceived stress; BL social wellbeing
r=—.56; FU social wellbeing » = —.30; BL physical wellbeing
r=—.59; FU physical wellbeing r = —.43; BL functional well-
being r = —.69; FU functional well-being » = —.51 and FU
perceived stress BL social well-being » = —.52; FU social
well-being » = —.40; BL physical well-being » = —.57;
FU physical well-being r = —.61; BL functional well-being
r = —.58; FU functional well-being r = —.63) and optimism
(r = —.49). The only significant regression was between
DO and BL perceived stress (B = —.84), perceived stress
was a significant predictor of DO. Other similar results were
with BL and FU depression. The correlation was significant
and negative between BL and FU depression and QoL (BL
depression: BL social well-being » = —.55; FU social well-
being r = —.31; BL physical well-being r = —.72; FU physical
well-being r = —.50; BL functional well-being r = —.77; FU
functional well-being » = —.55 and FU depression: BL social
well-being r = —.48; FU social well-being r = —.40; BL phys-
ical well-being r = —.58; FU physical well-being r = —.64; BL
functional well-being » = —.56; FU functional well-being r =
—.64) and optimism as well (r = —.43). BL depression was a
negative and significant predictor of DO (B = —.77).

Dunn and colleagues (2011) instead focused only on cor-
relation. QoL was negative and significantly correlated with
intrusion (physical » = —.21; mental » = —.58), avoidance
(physical » = —.19; mental r = —.53), anxiety (physical r =
—.32; mental r = —.68), depression (physical » = —.49;
mental » = —.69), social support (physical r = —.49; mental
r = —.69), and social constraint (physical » = —.18; mental
r = —.43). The correlation between DO and the variables
were: intrusion (r = —.34), avoidance (r = —.27), anxiety
(r = —.47), depression (r = —.44), social support (r = .31),
and social constraint (r = —.28).

Gustavsson-Lilius and colleagues (2007) presented the
results of both correlation and regression. The negative
significant correlations were between QoL and patient

hopelessness in female patients (physical: r = —.35; mental
r = —.24) and between patient hopelessness and DO in
female and male patients (respectively: » = —.65; r = .54).

The significant regression found that patient hopelessness
was a predictor of QoL (physical 8 = .27) in females and
males (physical 8 = .41 and mental § = .44).

J. Liu and colleagues (2018) decided to analyze the data
with correlation and regression. The significant correlation
was between QoL and hope and resilience (respectively:
global r = 25; functioning r = .41; symptoms » = —.41 and
global r = .26; functioning scale r = .44; symptoms r =
—.43). Hope and resilience were both associated also with
DO (respectively: » = .47; r = .45). The regression analy-
sis was performed and found hope and resilience to be
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predictive of QoL (respectively: global § = .18; functioning
scale B = .21; symptoms 8 = —.16 and global B = .17; func-
tioning scale B = .16; symptoms f = —.17).

Mazanec and colleagues (2010) found significant correla-
tion between DO and spirituality (v = .45), depression (r =
—.35), and anxiety (r = —.38). The regressions found that
QoL was predicted by spirituality (social well-being B =
.40; emotional well-being B = .29; functional well-being
3 = .34), depression (social well-being B = —.33; emotional
well-being B = —.40), anxiety (physical well-being B =
—.21; social well-being B = .22; emotional well-being § =
—.26), and functional and physical activity levels (physical
well-being B = —.53; social well-being = —.14; functional
well-being 8 = —.53).

Milbury and colleagues (2011) also found a significant
correlation between baseline QoL and treatment optimism
(r = .45) and social support (r = .48). Treatment optimism
was also a predictor of QoL (B = 1.28).

Price and colleagues (2013) focused on regression analy-
sis. They found helpless/hopelessness to be a predictor of
QoL (B = —.8) also minimization (B = .11) were a predictor
of QoL.

Steginga and colleagues (2009) found some significant
correlation between QoL and social support (physical
well-being r = .09; social well-being » = .36; emotional
well-being » = .17; functional well-being r = .20; colorectal
cancer specific additional concerns r = .17; FACT-C r =
.26) and cancer threat appraisal (physical well-being r =
.21; social well-being r = .29; emotional well-being r = .32;
functional well-being » = .39; colorectal cancer specific
additional concerns r = .32; FACT-C r = .40). They also
analyzed the data with regression. Social support was a
predictor of QoL (social well-being » = .18; functional
well-being » = .05; FACT-C r = .08) as well as cancer threat
appraisal (physical well-being r = .07; social well-being r =
.12; emotional well-being » = .07; functional well-being r =
.12; colorectal cancer specific additional concerns » = .12;
FACT-C 7 = .11).

Thieme and colleagues (2017) instead performed a
correlation. Self-efficacy was positively correlated with
QoL (r = .17) and DO was negatively correlated with anxiety
(r = —.28) and depression (r = —.36).

Thornton and colleagues (2012) found prostate cancer
specific expectation to be a predictor of QoL (health worry
3 = —.29; cancer control § = .23; informed decision 8 = .23).

Yoon and colleagues (2015) found QoL to be significantly
correlated with performance status (physical function r =
—.40; role function r = —.37; emotional function r = —.25;
social function r = —.23; global r = —.35), cancer related
health worry (physical function r = —.18; role function r =
—.14; emotional function r = —.25; social function » =
—.22; global r = —.23), support from family (emotional func-
tion r = —.29; social function r = —.23; global r = —.24),
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support from friends (emotional function r = .13; social
function r = .22; global r = .15), and support from medical
staff (physical function » = .19; role function r = .15; emo-
tional function r = .14; global r = .23). DO was correlated
with the same variables (respectively; r = —.12; r = —.16;
r=24;r=.24;r=.20). QoL was predicted by performance
status (physical function f = —.28; role function B = —.31;
emotional function f = —.15; social function = —.13; global
B = —.28) and support from family (social function f = .12).

Lastly, Zenger and colleagues (2011) found DO to be
negatively and significant associated with anxiety (r =
—.44) and depression (r = —.36).

Discussion

This systematic review focuses on the studies that evalu-
ated both DO and QoL in a sample of cancer patients.
The studies included in this systematic review had to eval-
uate the relationship between the two variables. This atten-
tion toward DO as a potential factor to modulate QoL is
especially important because cancer is reported to decrease
QoL of patients (Thieme et al., 2017). For this reason, it is
important to focus on the psychological aspects that can
improve patients’ condition not only physiologically, but
also their mental health and QoL (Thieme et al., 2017).
Here, we have demonstrated an association between DO
and QoL in cancer patients and suggested that this person-
ality trait may play a relevant role in the responses and
adjustment to illness of people dealing with a cancer diag-
nosis. This could also entail new considerations in cancer
care; having a clear view of all the aspects that can have
an impact on patient’s QoL is a mean to enhance patients’
empowerment (Moattari et al., 2012) that is beneficial for
patients in many ways: quality of care, patient’s perceived
control over their treatments, and on the relationship with
the medical staff (Bailo et al, 2019). Empowering the
patient can also have an impact on the shared decision
making process (Renzi et al., 2016). An empowered patient
is more involved in the care process and feel more in
control of their health due to the shared decision making
process (Arnaboldi et al, 2020). The shared decision
making paradigm can be implemented by health care pro-
fessionals that should consider the patient preferences and
find together a consensus with the decisions that are being
made (Marton et al., 2020; Monzani et al., 2020). These
implementations could be considered also as suggestions
to implement the health care professionals’ experiences:
shared decision making benefit also health care profession-
als’ well-being and it can prevent burnout (Dobler et al.,
2017). Considering its many benefits, the foundation of
the shared decision making paradigm should be taught in
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health care training and courses with the aim of implement-
ing health care as a whole.

This review highlights also a series of issues.

One of the issues is related to the study sample. The
authors chose patients affected by different types of cancer
and this means that the sample cannot be considered as
representative of a general cancer population. Only 5 out
of 15 declared that they had a general cancer sample, all
the other studies involved a specific population of cancer
patients. Although the gender of the patients is well dis-
tributed in the total sample (overall the 50.2% are female
patients) the same could not be said for the sample size
which varied from a maximum of 1,822 to a minimum of
23 patients, and this high variability of the sample size
makes it difficult to compare the results of the studies.

This review highlights also a series of questions about the
methods used to have a quantitative measure of QoL.

QoL, in fact, is a complex concept that should be defined
and evaluated with strict criteria and in a more homoge-
neous way (Felce & Perry, 1995). Chambers, Meng, et al.
(2012), for example, evaluated QoL with a questionnaire
that is demonstrated to analyze QoL (FACT-C), but added
another questionnaire, the Satisfaction with Life Scale, that
as the name would suggest, is made to analyze satisfaction
with life; nevertheless, he and colleagues decided to con-
ceptualize it as a measure of QoL.

One of the selection criteria of these studies is that they
have to measure QoL with a validated questionnaire. Even
with this inclusion criterion, we found different ways to
evaluate QoL and that entails different ways of defining
it. Many authors decided to consider only a subscale of
the QoL questionnaire that they picked: even if it was less
time consuming for the patients, a more specific result
would be have been gained if the questionnaire had been
completed in full.

Another difference that this review highlights is the lack
of a shared questionnaire to evaluate the concept. Only five
authors, decide to evaluate the concept with questionnaires
specific for the exact type of cancer.

With all these limits and differences, including the
methodologies and clinical sample variation we anticipated
heterogeneity in the results. Also the design and aim of the
studies had some limitations. The majority of the studies
aimed to evaluate the impact of DO on QoL but only in
two studies (Mannix et al., 2009; Mazanec et al., 2010) it
was the primary aim: in all the other studies the impact
of DO on QoL was a secondary aim of wider interest. In
these two studies, even if the link between the variables
of interest is the main aim, only one of them considered
the predictability of DO on QoL. The predictability of DO
on QoL, is an analysis that gives important information: it
reveals if DO could be considered as a protective factor
for a low QoL. Many studies considered, in fact, use a
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correlation for the evaluation of the relationship between
patient’s DO and QoL and the results were mostly in agree-
ment with the fact that the two variables were correlated.
The majority of the studies also consider the predictability
that DO has of QoL and that could mean an increasing
attention on DO as a protective factor in the deteriorating
of QoL driven by cancer. These results are extremely
interesting as DO has been proven to have a beneficial
impact on physical health (Kim et al., 2011) and also on
people’s life in general: both optimists and the pessimists
can face tragedies and difficult situations, but the optimists
deal with them in a better way. If the optimist deals with the
failure starting again, the pessimist instead surrenders and
could fall into depression; even when things go well, the
pessimist is followed by catastrophic thoughts and predic-
tions. Pessimists also have a worst physical health com-
pared to optimists (M. Seligman, 1990). Future studies
may further explore the link between optimism and physi-
cal health with the main aim being to improve cancer
patients’ condition. In fact, the link between DO and QoL
may have different explanations. Specifically, personality
traits, such as optimism, may directly influence the illness
itself or alternatively, illnesses and disease may affect ones
personality (S. Cohen & Rodriquez, 1995). In particular,
some studies defined a connection between optimism,
depression, and physical health. The relationship between
the variables is that present and future physical health prob-
lems can be worsened by mental states such as depression
and pessimism (Buchanan & Seligman, 1995; Peterson
et al.,, 2017; Vollrath, 2006). These results demonstrating
a direct connection between the variables, establish the
possibility to improve physical health by improving opti-
mism or reducing depression (Vollrath, 2006).

Thanks to Seligman and other scholars, we know that
optimism could be taught (Peters et al., 2010; M. Seligman,
1990). Even pessimists could learn to live in a more opti-
mistic way, and this means that their quality of life and
physical health can be improved as a consequence (Selig-
man, 1990). This has a big impact for clinical implications;
cancer patients have specific needs (Vergani et al., 2019)
due to both toxic treatments and the impact of the diagno-
sis. If DO could be taught it could improve the patient’s
condition and that of the carers.
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