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Objective: The present study aimed to model the structural relationships of posttraumatic stress
disorder (PTSD) symptoms resulting from the 40-day imposed war based on interpersonal needs
components, including perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness, with the
mediating role of cognitive fusion and cognitive defusion in adults.

Methodology: This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation
modeling. The statistical population consisted of adult men and women aged 20 to 60 residing
in Tehran, Isfahan, and Tabriz between March 2026 and April 2026. Initially, 513 participants
were recruited through convenience sampling and completed electronic questionnaires. After
screening based on the PTSD cutoff score, 374 individuals with moderate-to-severe PTSD
symptoms were included in the final analysis. Research instruments included the Interpersonal
Needs Questionnaire (INQ-10), the Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire (CFQ), and the PTSD
Checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5). Data were analyzed using SPSS-28 and AMOS-24 through
Pearson correlation coefficients and structural equation modeling.

Findings: The findings demonstrated that the proposed model showed a satisfactory fit with the
data. Perceived burdensomeness, thwarted belongingness, and cognitive fusion had significant
positive direct effects on PTSD symptoms, whereas cognitive defusion showed a significant
negative direct effect. Furthermore, perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness
positively predicted cognitive fusion and negatively predicted cognitive defusion. Bootstrap
analyses also revealed that cognitive fusion functioned as a risk-enhancing mediator, while
cognitive defusion acted as a protective mediator in the relationship between interpersonal needs
and PTSD symptoms. Overall, perceived burdensomeness emerged as the strongest predictor of
PTSD symptoms in the final structural model.

Conclusion: The results indicated that unmet interpersonal needs, particularly perceived
burdensomeness, contribute substantially to the severity of PTSD symptoms through increasing
cognitive fusion and weakening cognitive defusion among war-affected adults. Accordingly,
interventions aimed at reducing cognitive fusion and strengthening cognitive defusion may serve
as effective therapeutic approaches for alleviating war-related psychological consequences and
improving posttraumatic adjustment.

Keywords: Perceived burdensomeness, Thwarted belongingness, Cognitive fusion, Cognitive
defusion, Posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD), 40-day imposed war.



https://ijpdmd.com/
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://orcid.org/0009-0001-2884-151X
https://orcid.org/0009-0007-5674-4139
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-4411-6433
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-4411-6433
https://orcid.org/0009-0000-4411-6433
http://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/4.0
https://portal.issn.org/resource/ISSN/2981-1759

EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

War and large-scale traumatic events are among the most destructive experiences affecting human
psychological functioning. Exposure to armed conflict, forced displacement, loss of loved ones,
destruction of social structures, and persistent threats to life significantly increase the likelihood of
psychological disorders, particularly posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD) (Namusoke et al., 2025; Tinsae et
al., 2024). PTSD is characterized by intrusive recollections, avoidance behaviors, negative alterations in
cognition and mood, and hyperarousal symptoms that persist after exposure to traumatic events (American
Psychiatric, 2022). Research conducted in post-war communities has consistently demonstrated high
prevalence rates of PTSD and related psychological distress among civilians and survivors of war-related
trauma (Berisha Kida et al., 2025; Fekih-Romdhane, 2026). Furthermore, even subthreshold PTSD symptoms
have been associated with significant impairment in interpersonal, occupational, and emotional
functioning (Fischer et al., 2024).

Recent psychological models emphasize that PTSD is not solely determined by the objective
severity of trauma exposure, but also by interpersonal and cognitive processes that shape how individuals
interpret and respond to traumatic experiences (Namusoke et al., 2025). Among these factors, interpersonal
needs have attracted growing scholarly attention. Joiner’s Interpersonal Psychological Theory highlights
two major interpersonal constructs: perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness (Joiner, 2005).
Perceived burdensomeness refers to the belief that one is a burden to others and lacks personal worth,
whereas thwarted belongingness reflects feelings of social disconnection, loneliness, and lack of
meaningful interpersonal attachment. These unmet interpersonal needs have been linked to severe
emotional distress, suicidal ideation, depression, and trauma-related psychopathology (Mahboubi Matbou et
al., 2024).

Several studies have demonstrated significant associations between interpersonal needs and PTSD
symptoms. Martin and colleagues found that perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness were
strongly related to suicidal ideation and PTSD severity among veterans receiving residential PTSD
treatment (Martin et al., 2021). Similarly, Morabito and colleagues reported that perceived burdensomeness
interacted with hyperarousal symptoms to predict suicidal ideation among trauma-exposed individuals
(Morabito et al., 2020). Blain and colleagues also showed that evidence-based PTSD treatment reduced
suicidal ideation partly through decreasing perceived burdensomeness (Blain et al., 2023). These findings
suggest that interpersonal dysfunction may intensify trauma-related distress by weakening emotional
security and social support systems.

In addition to interpersonal vulnerabilities, cognitive processes play a central role in the
maintenance of PTSD symptoms. Within the framework of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
and Relational Frame Theory, cognitive fusion and cognitive defusion are considered fundamental
mechanisms underlying psychological distress (Hapenny & Fergus, 2017). Cognitive fusion refers to a state
in which individuals become entangled with their thoughts and interpret internal experiences as absolute
truths. In trauma survivors, fusion with catastrophic or self-deprecating thoughts may intensify emotional
suffering and maintain maladaptive coping strategies such as avoidance and rumination (Short et al., 2025).
Woijcik and colleagues demonstrated that cognitive fusion significantly predicted changes in PTSD and
depression severity among veterans engaged in psychotherapy (Wojcik et al., 2024).



Conversely, cognitive defusion refers to the ability to observe thoughts as temporary mental events
rather than objective reality. Individuals with greater cognitive defusion can distance themselves from
traumatic cognitions and respond more flexibly to distressing memories (lto et al., 2023). Studies have
shown that mindfulness and cognitive defusion are indirectly associated with lower PTSD symptoms
through reductions in maladaptive cognitions and avoidance coping (lto et al., 2023). Moreover,
intervention-based studies in Iran have demonstrated the effectiveness of ACT-oriented approaches in
reducing PTSD symptoms and improving psychological flexibility (Doosti et al., 2024). Research has also
shown that cognitive fusion and cognitive defusion are associated with interpersonal variables such as
perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness (Hapenny & Fergus, 2017; Zeydabadinejad et al., 2025).

Despite increasing evidence regarding PTSD, interpersonal needs, and cognitive processes, few
studies have simultaneously examined these variables within a comprehensive structural model,
particularly in war-affected civilian populations. Additionally, limited research has investigated these
relationships within the cultural and social context of recent war experiences in Iran. Therefore, the present
study aimed to model the structural relationships among interpersonal needs components, cognitive
fusion, cognitive defusion, and PTSD symptoms among adults affected by the 40-day imposed war.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling
(SEM). The statistical population included adult men and women aged 20 to 60 years residing in Tehran,
Isfahan, and Tabriz during the period from March 2026 to April 2026. Data collection was conducted
online through an electronic survey platform. Initially, 513 participants completed the questionnaires
using convenience sampling. Following the screening process based on the PTSD Checklist cutoff score,
374 participants with moderate to severe PTSD symptoms remained in the final sample.

The inclusion criteria consisted of being between 20 and 60 years old, having direct or indirect
exposure to war-related events, possessing sufficient literacy to complete the questionnaires, and obtaining
a score of 35 or higher on the PTSD Checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5). Individuals reporting severe
psychiatric disorders or invalid response patterns were excluded from the analysis.

Three instruments were used for data collection. Interpersonal needs were assessed using the
Interpersonal Needs Questionnaire (INQ-10), which measures perceived burdensomeness and thwarted
belongingness. Cognitive fusion and cognitive defusion were assessed using the Cognitive Fusion
Questionnaire (CFQ). PTSD symptoms were measured using the PTSD Checklist for DSM-5 (PCL-5).
The Persian versions of the instruments demonstrated acceptable reliability and validity.

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-28 and AMOS-24. Descriptive statistics, Pearson
correlation coefficients, and structural equation modeling were employed to evaluate the proposed model.
Model fit was assessed using indices including RMSEA, CFI, GFlI, IFI, and chi-square divided by degrees
of freedom. Bootstrap analysis with 5000 resamples was used to examine indirect effects and mediating
relationships.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that the mean age of participants was 38.7 years, and approximately
55% of the sample were women. The majority of participants were married and possessed undergraduate
or graduate educational qualifications. The mean PTSD score reflected moderate to severe symptom
severity within the screened sample.
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Correlation analyses demonstrated that perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness
were positively associated with PTSD symptoms and cognitive fusion, while both variables were
negatively correlated with cognitive defusion. Cognitive fusion showed a significant positive relationship
with PTSD symptoms, whereas cognitive defusion demonstrated a significant negative association.

The structural equation model demonstrated satisfactory fit indices. The chi-square to degrees of
freedom ratio was below the acceptable threshold, RMSEA indicated good fit, and the comparative fit
indices exceeded recommended criteria. These results confirmed the adequacy of the proposed structural
model.

Direct path analyses showed that perceived burdensomeness significantly and positively predicted
PTSD symptoms. Thwarted belongingness also exerted a significant positive direct effect on PTSD
symptoms. Cognitive fusion had a strong positive direct effect on PTSD symptoms, while cognitive
defusion showed a significant negative direct effect.

Furthermore, perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness significantly predicted
higher cognitive fusion and lower cognitive defusion. Bootstrap analyses revealed that cognitive fusion
mediated the relationship between interpersonal needs and PTSD symptoms by strengthening the effects
of perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness on PTSD. In contrast, cognitive defusion acted
as a protective mediator and weakened these relationships.

The model explained a substantial proportion of variance in PTSD symptoms, indicating that
interpersonal needs and cognitive processes jointly contributed significantly to trauma-related
psychological distress among war-affected adults.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study investigated the structural relationships among interpersonal needs, cognitive
fusion, cognitive defusion, and PTSD symptoms among adults affected by the 40-day imposed war. The
findings demonstrated that perceived burdensomeness, thwarted belongingness, and cognitive fusion
significantly increased PTSD symptoms, whereas cognitive defusion reduced symptom severity. In
addition, cognitive fusion and cognitive defusion mediated the relationships between interpersonal needs
and PTSD.

The findings suggest that unmet interpersonal needs may intensify trauma-related distress by
increasing maladaptive cognitive processing. Individuals who perceive themselves as burdensome or
socially disconnected are more likely to become entangled with negative thoughts and traumatic
memories. This cognitive entanglement may maintain hyperarousal, avoidance, and intrusive
recollections, thereby exacerbating PTSD symptoms. In contrast, cognitive defusion appears to function
as a protective mechanism that enables individuals to distance themselves from distressing cognitions and
respond more flexibly to trauma-related experiences.

These findings support theoretical frameworks emphasizing the interaction between interpersonal
vulnerability and cognitive rigidity in the development of psychological disorders following trauma. The
results also highlight the importance of psychological flexibility and adaptive cognitive processing in
trauma recovery. From a clinical perspective, interventions focused on reducing cognitive fusion and
strengthening cognitive defusion may help trauma survivors reinterpret traumatic experiences and
decrease emotional suffering. Moreover, interventions targeting social connectedness and reducing
perceived burdensomeness may further contribute to PTSD symptom reduction.



The present findings also emphasize the importance of culturally sensitive trauma interventions in
war-affected communities. Since war experiences often disrupt social bonds and increase emotional
isolation, mental health services should address both interpersonal and cognitive dimensions of trauma.
Community-based psychological support programs, ACT-oriented interventions, and social reintegration
strategies may therefore represent effective approaches for improving psychological outcomes among war
survivors.

Overall, the study demonstrated that interpersonal needs and cognitive processes are central
mechanisms underlying PTSD symptoms among adults affected by war. Cognitive fusion intensified the
harmful effects of perceived burdensomeness and thwarted belongingness, whereas cognitive defusion
buffered these relationships. These findings provide important implications for understanding trauma-
related psychopathology and developing evidence-based interventions for war-affected populations.
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