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Objective: The present study aimed to examine the moderating role of psychological flexibility
in the relationship between mental rumination and obsessive-compulsive disorder among
university students.

Methodology: This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical
population consisted of students of the Islamic Azad University, Science and Research Branch,
Tehran, during 2025, from whom 268 participants were selected using convenience sampling.
Data were collected using the Rumination Questionnaire developed by Nolen-Hoeksema and
Morrow, the Obsessive-Compulsive Inventory-Revised (OCI-R), and the Dennis and Vander
Wal Cognitive Flexibility Questionnaire as an indicator of psychological flexibility. Data were
analyzed using Pearson correlation coefficients, structural equation modeling, and moderation
analysis.

Findings: The results revealed a significant positive association between mental rumination and
obsessive-compulsive disorder (r = 0.612, p < 0.001). Psychological flexibility showed a
significant negative relationship with obsessive-compulsive disorder (r = -0.531, p < 0.001) and
with mental rumination. Structural model analyses demonstrated that rumination positively
predicted OCD symptoms ( = 0.56, p = 0.001), whereas psychological flexibility negatively
predicted OCD symptoms (B = -0.48, p = 0.001). Furthermore, moderation analyses indicated
that psychological flexibility significantly moderated the relationship between rumination and
OCD. Specifically, rumination strongly predicted OCD symptoms among individuals with low
psychological flexibility (f = 0.63, p = 0.001), whereas this relationship was not significant
among those with high psychological flexibility (B = 0.09, p =0.13). Collectively, the predictors
explained 31% of the variance in OCD symptoms.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that mental rumination is an important cognitive vulnerability
factor associated with increased obsessive-compulsive symptoms, whereas psychological
flexibility functions as a protective factor. Higher levels of psychological flexibility appear to
buffer the detrimental impact of rumination on OCD symptoms. Therefore, interventions aimed
at enhancing psychological flexibility may contribute to reducing obsessive-compulsive
symptoms and improving overall psychological well-being.

Keywords: Mental Rumination; Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder; Psychological Flexibility;
Moderation Effect; Mental Health.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Obsessive-Compulsive Disorder (OCD) is recognized as one of the most prevalent and debilitating
psychological disorders, characterized by persistent intrusive thoughts, impulses, or images and repetitive
compulsive behaviors aimed at reducing distress. Although compulsive behaviors may temporarily
alleviate anxiety, they often reinforce the obsessive cycle and contribute to the chronic nature of the
disorder. OCD significantly impairs social, academic, occupational, and interpersonal functioning,
making it an important public health concern. Contemporary cognitive and behavioral perspectives
suggest that maladaptive cognitive processes play a critical role in the onset and maintenance of obsessive-
compulsive symptoms (Abramowitz & Jacoby, 2014). Furthermore, psychometric investigations conducted in
Iranian populations have emphasized the importance of accurately assessing obsessive-compulsive
symptoms and identifying psychological variables associated with their development and persistence
(Vaghei, 2013).

Among the cognitive processes associated with psychological distress, rumination has received
considerable attention in recent years. Rumination refers to repetitive, passive, and persistent thinking
about negative emotions, problems, and their consequences without engaging in effective problem-
solving. Individuals who ruminate tend to become trapped in cycles of repetitive negative thinking that
intensify emotional distress and interfere with adaptive coping. Although rumination was initially
investigated in the context of depression, growing evidence indicates that it is also strongly associated
with anxiety disorders and obsessive-compulsive symptoms (Abdolpour et al., 2015). Rumination may
contribute to OCD by increasing attention to intrusive thoughts, strengthening maladaptive interpretations
of cognitive experiences, and maintaining the cycle of anxiety and compulsive behavior.

Previous empirical studies have consistently reported significant positive associations between
rumination and obsessive-compulsive symptoms. Individuals who frequently engage in repetitive negative
thinking tend to experience higher levels of intrusive thoughts and compulsive behaviors (Chiniforushan,
2017; Nazari et al., 2022). Similarly, research has demonstrated that rumination is a significant predictor of
obsessive-compulsive symptom severity and may function as a cognitive vulnerability factor that
increases susceptibility to OCD-related distress (Hassanzadeh & Javaherian, 2023). These findings suggest that
understanding the role of rumination is essential for identifying mechanisms underlying obsessive-
compulsive pathology and for developing effective psychological interventions.

Another psychological construct that has emerged as a critical factor in mental health research is
psychological flexibility. Psychological flexibility refers to an individual's ability to remain in contact
with present experiences while adapting behavior in accordance with personal values, even in the presence
of unpleasant thoughts and emotions. This construct represents a core component of Acceptance and
Commitment Therapy and has been consistently associated with psychological well-being and adaptive
functioning (Davis et al., 2020). Individuals with high psychological flexibility are more capable of accepting
difficult experiences without excessive avoidance and can maintain goal-directed behavior despite
psychological discomfort.

Research indicates that psychological flexibility is negatively associated with a wide range of
psychological difficulties, including anxiety, depression, stress, and cognitive dysfunction. Interventions
designed to enhance cognitive flexibility and adaptive psychological functioning have demonstrated



significant benefits for mental health and cognitive performance (Abbasi et al., 2025; Ershadi Chahardeh et al.,
2024). In the context of OCD, psychological flexibility has been identified as a protective factor that
reduces the impact of intrusive thoughts and compulsive behaviors. Individuals with greater psychological
flexibility appear to be less likely to engage in experiential avoidance and cognitive fusion, thereby
reducing obsessive-compulsive symptom severity (Alikhani & Amiri Majd, 2019; Marshall & Brockman, 2016).

Theoretical and empirical evidence also suggests an inverse relationship between rumination and
psychological flexibility. Whereas rumination reflects cognitive rigidity and repetitive attention to
negative content, psychological flexibility involves openness, acceptance, and adaptive adjustment to
changing circumstances. Therefore, psychologically flexible individuals may be less vulnerable to
becoming trapped in cycles of repetitive negative thinking (Davis et al., 2020). Moreover, recent studies have
highlighted the importance of cognitive and psychological resources in influencing how individuals
respond to risk factors and psychological stressors (Hadiyan et al., 2025; Nikooyeh et al., 2025). Similar findings
have been reported in studies focusing on academic stress, cognitive functioning, social adaptation, and
psychological adjustment, emphasizing the role of adaptive psychological characteristics in promoting
resilience and mental health (Esmailzadeh Ashini et al., 2022; Ghanjali et al., 2022; Hassani et al., 2022; Jahangard et
al., 2022).

Despite substantial evidence supporting the independent relationships among rumination,
psychological flexibility, and obsessive-compulsive symptoms, limited attention has been given to
examining the potential moderating role of psychological flexibility in the relationship between
rumination and OCD. From a theoretical perspective, psychological flexibility may weaken the
detrimental effects of rumination by enabling individuals to observe intrusive thoughts without becoming
entangled in them. Consequently, the present study aimed to investigate the moderating role of
psychological flexibility in the relationship between mental rumination and obsessive-compulsive
disorder among university students.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed an applied quantitative design with a descriptive-correlational
approach. Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) was utilized to examine the relationships among the study
variables and to evaluate the proposed moderation model.

The statistical population consisted of students enrolled at the Islamic Azad University, Science
and Research Branch, Tehran, during the spring and summer semesters of 2025. Participants were selected
using convenience sampling. Data collection was conducted online through electronic questionnaires
distributed via virtual student groups. A total of 268 completed questionnaires were collected and included
in the final analyses.

Obsessive-compulsive symptoms were assessed using the Obsessive-Compulsive Inventory-
Revised (OCI-R), an 18-item self-report measure designed to evaluate the severity of OCD symptoms.
Mental rumination was measured using the Rumination Questionnaire developed by Nolen-Hoeksema
and Morrow, which consists of 22 items assessing repetitive and passive thinking patterns. Psychological
flexibility was evaluated using the Cognitive Flexibility Questionnaire developed by Dennis and Vander
Wal. In the present study, this instrument served as an indicator of psychological flexibility because of its
focus on adaptive cognitive restructuring and behavioral adjustment.
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Data were analyzed using descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and Structural
Equation Modeling. Moderation analysis was conducted to determine whether psychological flexibility
altered the relationship between rumination and obsessive-compulsive symptoms. Statistical significance
was evaluated at the conventional alpha level of 0.05.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated that the participants represented a diverse group of university
students with varying educational backgrounds and demographic characteristics. Preliminary analyses
confirmed the suitability of the data for correlational and structural analyses.

Correlation analyses revealed a significant positive relationship between mental rumination and
obsessive-compulsive symptoms (r = 0.612, p < 0.001), indicating that higher levels of rumination were
associated with greater OCD symptom severity. A significant negative relationship was found between
psychological flexibility and obsessive-compulsive symptoms (r = -0.531, p < 0.001), suggesting that
individuals with greater psychological flexibility experienced fewer obsessive-compulsive symptoms. In
addition, mental rumination demonstrated a significant negative association with psychological flexibility.

Structural Equation Modeling results demonstrated that mental rumination exerted a significant
positive effect on obsessive-compulsive symptoms (f = 0.56, p = 0.001). Psychological flexibility, in
contrast, showed a significant negative effect on obsessive-compulsive symptoms (f§ = -0.48, p = 0.001).
Furthermore, mental rumination negatively predicted psychological flexibility (f = -0.10, p = 0.001).

The model explained 31 percent of the variance in obsessive-compulsive symptoms, indicating
that rumination and psychological flexibility jointly contributed substantially to understanding OCD
symptomatology.

The moderation analysis provided support for the proposed moderating role of psychological
flexibility. Specifically, the relationship between mental rumination and obsessive-compulsive symptoms
was significant among individuals with low levels of psychological flexibility (B = 0.63, p = 0.001).
However, among individuals with high psychological flexibility, the relationship was no longer
statistically significant (f = 0.09, p = 0.13). These findings indicate that psychological flexibility buffers
the negative impact of rumination on obsessive-compulsive symptoms.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study underscore the important role of cognitive and psychological
processes in understanding obsessive-compulsive symptomatology. Consistent with theoretical
expectations, mental rumination emerged as a significant predictor of obsessive-compulsive symptoms.
Individuals who engage in repetitive negative thinking appear more vulnerable to experiencing intrusive
thoughts, heightened anxiety, and compulsive behaviors. Rumination may strengthen obsessive concerns
by directing attention toward threatening cognitions and preventing adaptive problem-solving processes.
As a result, individuals become trapped in cycles of repetitive thinking that perpetuate psychological
distress and reinforce compulsive responses.

The study also demonstrated the protective role of psychological flexibility. Participants who
exhibited greater psychological flexibility reported fewer obsessive-compulsive symptoms. This finding
suggests that the ability to accept internal experiences, maintain awareness of the present moment, and act
in accordance with personal values may reduce vulnerability to obsessive thinking and compulsive
behavior. Psychologically flexible individuals are more likely to perceive intrusive thoughts as temporary
mental events rather than threats that require immediate action or control.



Perhaps the most significant contribution of the present study is the identification of psychological
flexibility as a moderating factor in the relationship between rumination and obsessive-compulsive
symptoms. The findings indicate that rumination is particularly harmful when individuals possess low
levels of psychological flexibility. Under such conditions, repetitive negative thoughts are more likely to
escalate into obsessive concerns and compulsive actions. In contrast, high psychological flexibility
appears to weaken this relationship by enabling individuals to respond more adaptively to intrusive
cognitions. Rather than becoming entangled in repetitive thought patterns, psychologically flexible
individuals can acknowledge and tolerate such experiences without engaging in maladaptive coping
strategies.

These findings have important implications for both theory and practice. The results support
contemporary contextual and cognitive-behavioral models that emphasize the interaction between
cognitive vulnerabilities and adaptive psychological resources. They also suggest that interventions aimed
solely at reducing rumination may be insufficient unless accompanied by efforts to enhance psychological
flexibility. Strengthening psychological flexibility may provide individuals with the skills necessary to
manage intrusive thoughts more effectively and reduce the likelihood that rumination will develop into
clinically significant obsessive-compulsive symptoms.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrated that mental rumination is positively associated with
obsessive-compulsive symptoms, whereas psychological flexibility is negatively associated with such
symptoms and serves as a protective factor. More importantly, psychological flexibility moderates the
relationship between rumination and OCD, reducing the harmful effects of repetitive negative thinking.
These findings highlight the importance of promoting psychological flexibility as a potential pathway for
preventing and reducing obsessive-compulsive symptoms and improving overall psychological well-
being among university students.
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