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Objective: The purpose of this study was to examine the relationship between COVID-
19 anxiety and mental health, with the mediating role of optimism and psychological
flexibility.

Methodology: This research was quantitative in nature and employed a correlational
design using structural equation modeling. The statistical population included
individuals aged 18 to 60 residing in Isfahan in 2021. A total of 384 participants were
selected as the study sample. Data were collected using the Coronavirus Anxiety Scale
(CDAS), the revised Life Orientation Test (LOT-R) by Scheier and Carver (for
optimism), the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ), and the Acceptance and Action
Questionnaire-11 (AAQ-I11). Data analysis was conducted using Pearson correlation,
stepwise multiple regression, and structural equation modeling through SPSS and
AMOS software.

Findings: The results indicated that COVID-19 anxiety significantly predicted mental
health. Moreover, COVID-19 anxiety indirectly predicted mental health through the
mediating role of psychological flexibility. Finally, COVID-19 anxiety significantly
predicted mental health both directly by influencing psychological flexibility and
indirectly by influencing optimism through the mediation of psychological flexibility.
Conclusion: The findings of the present study can assist researchers, policymakers,
and clinicians in the field of mental health by providing psychological and social
support strategies during the COVID-19 pandemic.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic has brought about a wide range of psychological
challenges, among which anxiety has emerged as a prominent concern across global populations. The
pandemic's unpredictability, fear of infection, social isolation, and economic instability have significantly
contributed to the increase in psychological distress and the deterioration of mental health among
individuals worldwide (Torales et al., 2020; Wang et al., 2020). COVID-19 anxiety, also referred to as
""coronaphobia,” encompasses the fear of becoming infected with the virus or witnessing loved ones fall
ill and is characterized by both psychological and physical symptoms (Lee, Mathis, et al., 2020; Nikéevi¢ &
Spada, 2020).

Research has shown that such anxiety not only undermines psychological functioning but can also
lead to severe mental health outcomes including depression, generalized anxiety, somatic complaints, and
even suicidal ideation (Lee & Crunk, 2020; Lee, Jobe, et al., 2020; Milman et al., 2020). Rubin and Wessely (Rubin
& Wessely) further emphasized that in times of pandemic-induced lockdowns and quarantine measures,
individuals tend to experience heightened uncertainty and loss of control over daily routines, which
significantly escalates stress and anxiety levels. The severity of such stressors has led researchers to
investigate mediating variables that could potentially buffer the negative impact of COVID-19 anxiety on
mental health.

Among these variables, psychological flexibility and optimism have received considerable
attention in recent psychological literature. Psychological flexibility, defined as the ability to remain in
contact with the present moment and act in accordance with one's values despite the presence of distressing
thoughts and emotions, is considered a core process in the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)
framework (Hayes et al., 2012). It has been identified as a protective factor that reduces emotional distress
and improves coping mechanisms during the COVID-19 crisis (Landi et al., 2020; McCracken et al., 2021;
Wasowicz et al., 2021). Empirical evidence supports that individuals with higher psychological flexibility
exhibit lower levels of depression, anxiety, and stress during the pandemic (Arslan et al., 2021; Dawson &
Golijani-Moghaddam, 2020).

Similarly, optimism, which refers to the generalized expectation that good things will happen in
the future (Scheier & Carver, 1985), has been identified as another psychological resource with potential
protective effects. Optimistic individuals tend to interpret stressful events in less threatening ways, adopt
more adaptive coping strategies, and exhibit higher levels of psychological well-being (Akdag et al., 2023;
Gallagher et al., 2013). In the context of COVID-19, optimism has been shown to mitigate psychological
symptoms and promote resilience (Vos et al., 2021; Yildirim & Cicek, 2022).

Despite the wealth of research on COVID-19 anxiety and mental health, few studies have
comprehensively investigated the mediating mechanisms of both psychological flexibility and optimism
within this relationship. Accordingly, the current study aims to fill this gap by exploring the direct and
indirect effects of COVID-19 anxiety on mental health, mediated by psychological flexibility and
optimism, among adults aged 18-60. This integrated model allows for a more nuanced understanding of
how psychological resilience factors operate in the face of pandemic-related stressors.
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Methodology

This study employed a quantitative, correlational design using structural equation modeling
(SEM). The target population included individuals aged 18 to 60 living in Isfahan in 2021. A total sample
of 384 participants was selected through purposive sampling based on Cochran's formula. The instruments
used for data collection included the Coronavirus Anxiety Scale (CDAS), the revised Life Orientation
Test (LOT-R) for optimism, the General Health Questionnaire (GHQ), and the Acceptance and Action
Questionnaire-11 (AAQ-I1) for psychological flexibility. Data were collected via an online questionnaire
distributed across different districts of Isfahan using social media platforms. Data analysis involved
descriptive statistics, Pearson correlation, stepwise multiple regression, and SEM via SPSS and AMOS
software.

Findings

Descriptive statistics showed that the average age of participants was 34.52 years (SD = 9.38).
Female respondents constituted 75.2% of the sample, and 76% were married. The average score for
COVID-19 anxiety was 8.32 (SD = 5.36), which was below the scale's midpoint. The mean mental health
score was 34.97 (SD = 5), above the scale's midpoint, indicating relatively favorable mental health. The
mean score for optimism was 15.60 (SD not reported), and for psychological flexibility, 47.11 (SD =
7.65), both above their respective scale midpoints.

Correlation analysis revealed significant relationships (p < .01) between all major variables.
COVID-19 anxiety was negatively correlated with mental health, optimism, and psychological flexibility.
Both optimism and psychological flexibility were positively correlated with mental health. Structural
equation modeling showed that COVID-19 anxiety directly predicted lower mental health (B = -0.088, p
= .042) and psychological flexibility (B = -0.303, p < .001). Psychological flexibility significantly
predicted optimism (B = 0.486, p <.001) and mental health (3 =0.477, p <.001). Optimism also positively
predicted mental health (B =0.184, p <.001).

Mediation analysis demonstrated that psychological flexibility significantly mediated the
relationship between COVID-19 anxiety and mental health ( =-0.135, p <.001). A three-path mediation
model—COVID-19 anxiety — psychological flexibility — optimism — mental health—was also
supported (p = -0.025, p <.001). Additional analysis revealed that psychological flexibility mediated the
effect of COVID-19 anxiety on optimism (B = -0.087, p < .001), and optimism mediated the effect of
psychological flexibility on mental health (B = 0.058, p < .001). Model fit indices confirmed excellent
model adequacy (e.g., CFI =0.998, RMSEA = 0.043).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study provide empirical support for the hypothesized model, revealing
that COVID-19 anxiety negatively influences mental health both directly and indirectly through
psychological flexibility and optimism. The direct negative relationship between COVID-19 anxiety and
mental health aligns with previous findings indicating that the pandemic has triggered widespread
psychological distress, including depression, anxiety, and psychosomatic symptoms. This result reflects
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the psychological burden experienced due to the uncertainty, isolation, and health fears brought about by
the pandemic.

Importantly, the study underscores the mediating role of psychological flexibility in buffering the
negative impact of COVID-19 anxiety. Individuals with higher psychological flexibility appear to manage
pandemic-related distress more effectively, as they are better able to accept unpleasant experiences
without excessive rumination or avoidance. This capacity allows them to maintain goal-directed behaviors
and values-driven actions even in the face of adversity, ultimately preserving their psychological well-
being.

Moreover, the findings highlight optimism as another key mediator in this process. Optimism not
only contributes directly to better mental health but also acts as an outcome of psychological flexibility.
This suggests that flexible individuals tend to exhibit a more hopeful and positive outlook, which in turn
enhances their resilience. The presence of a three-path mediation from anxiety to mental health through
psychological flexibility and optimism suggests a layered mechanism of psychological protection.

Taken together, the results offer meaningful insights into how internal psychological resources can
mitigate the harmful effects of pandemic-related stress. Psychological flexibility and optimism emerge as
critical constructs that can be targeted in therapeutic interventions to strengthen mental health in times of
crisis. These findings have both theoretical and practical implications, suggesting that psychological
resilience is not merely a trait but can be fostered through structured interventions.

In conclusion, while COVID-19 anxiety poses a significant threat to mental health, fostering
psychological flexibility and optimism can serve as effective coping mechanisms. These protective factors
can attenuate the negative psychological consequences of the pandemic and contribute to a more resilient
population. Further research is recommended to replicate these findings in diverse cultural contexts and
with longitudinal designs to confirm causality. The study offers valuable directions for clinical practice,
emphasizing the integration of flexibility and optimism enhancement strategies into mental health
promotion programs during and after pandemics.
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