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Objective: The aim of this study was to examine the role of cognitive fusion in
predicting body image concern, considering the mediating effect of experiential
avoidance among female high school students in Karaj.

Methodology: This applied and survey-based quantitative research was conducted on
a sample of 357 female high school students selected through multi-stage cluster
sampling during the 2023-2024 academic year. Data were collected using the Body
Image Concern Inventory, the Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire, and the Acceptance
and Action Questionnaire (AAQ-II). Data analysis was carried out through SPSS and
structural equation modeling in AMOS.

Findings: The results indicated that cognitive fusion had a significant positive direct
effect on body image concern (B=0.53, p<0.001). Cognitive fusion also positively
predicted experiential avoidance ($=0.47, p<0.001), and experiential avoidance
directly predicted body image concern ($=0.50, p<0.001). Bootstrap analysis revealed
that experiential avoidance partially mediated the relationship between cognitive
fusion and body image concern (p=0.008). Model fit indices confirmed acceptable fit
(RMSEA=0.07, CFI=0.91).

Conclusion: Both cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance play critical roles in
predicting body image concern. The mediating effect of experiential avoidance
suggests that reducing experiential avoidance could buffer the impact of cognitive
fusion on body image concerns. These findings provide practical implications for third-
wave cognitive-behavioral interventions targeting body image concerns in adolescent
girls.

Keywords: Cognitive fusion, experiential avoidance, body image concern, high school
students, Karaj
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Body image has been widely acknowledged as a central psychological construct that exerts a
powerful influence on emotional well-being, social functioning, and overall quality of life. Extensive
empirical evidence suggests that body image dissatisfaction is strongly associated with psychological
distress, including depression, anxiety, disordered eating, and reduced quality of life (Alessi et al., 2023;
Grogan, 2021). While negative body image has traditionally been conceptualized as a reaction to
sociocultural pressures and internalized appearance ideals, more recent research highlights the role of
cognitive and emotional processes in maintaining body image concerns (Barney et al., 2022; José¢ Quintero et
al., 2022).

Cognitive fusion, defined as the over-identification with internal thoughts and inability to perceive
them as transient events, has emerged as a critical factor in understanding maladaptive responses to body
image threats (Hu et al., 2021). When individuals are cognitively fused, they tend to treat negative body-
related thoughts as literal truths, which in turn amplifies self-criticism and appearance anxiety (Moran et al.,
2021; Thomas & Bardeen, 2020). Evidence indicates that cognitive fusion is positively correlated with
pathological worry, eating disorder symptoms, and body image inflexibility (Paixdo et al., 2021; Scardera et
al., 2021). Conversely, cognitive defusion, or the ability to distance oneself from internal thoughts, has been
found to protect against negative body image and facilitate psychological flexibility (Fang et al., 2022).

Another mechanism implicated in body image concern is experiential avoidance, which refers to
the tendency to escape or suppress unwanted internal experiences such as emotions, bodily sensations, or
negative thoughts. Experiential avoidance is considered maladaptive because it paradoxically strengthens
the salience of avoided experiences, leading to chronic distress (Zucchelli et al., 2020). Research suggests
that when individuals engage in high experiential avoidance, they are more vulnerable to negative body
image outcomes and adopt unhelpful coping strategies, such as body concealment, appearance checking,
or cosmetic surgery considerations (Shahmohammadi et al., 2023; Shirazi et al., 2023).

The interaction between cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance has been highlighted in
several studies. For example, longitudinal evidence shows that experiential avoidance mediates the
relationship between cognitive fusion and maladaptive behavioral outcomes, including burnout and
anxiety (Zhang et al., 2023). Similarly, adolescents and young adults with high cognitive fusion and strong
avoidance tendencies report elevated levels of depression, social anxiety, and appearance dissatisfaction
(Yuan et al., 2023). Together, these findings suggest that experiential avoidance may partially explain how
cognitive fusion contributes to body image concern.

Sociocultural influences further complicate the picture. Comparative studies demonstrate that
societal standards and cultural context strongly predict body dissatisfaction across both Western and non-
Western samples (Stojcic et al., 2020). Media exposure and social comparison processes have been identified
as powerful drivers of body image threat. For instance, browsing fashion or fitness content on social
platforms has been shown to worsen explicit body attitudes and reduce implicit self-esteem (Hollett &
Challis, 2023). Similarly, young women exposed to social media diet content reported heightened body
image concerns (Fiuza & Rodger, 2023), while idealized portrayals on Instagram triggered upward
comparison, perfectionism, and negative self-evaluations (McComb & Mills, 2021). These sociocultural



mechanisms may intensify the negative impact of cognitive fusion, since fused individuals are less able
to detach from unrealistic appearance standards and more likely to internalize them (Alleva et al., 2023).

Evidence from clinical and subclinical populations further underscores the significance of
cognitive fusion in predicting maladaptive body-related outcomes. Studies have revealed that body image-
related cognitive fusion predicts greater eating disorder symptom severity, mediates relationships between
body evaluation and unhealthy coping strategies, and contributes to depression among individuals with
chronic illness (Barney et al., 2022; Pehlivan et al., 2022). Likewise, body image concern has been identified as
a predictor of reduced quality of life in clinical groups, including individuals with epilepsy (Alessi et al.,
2023). These findings highlight the clinical relevance of understanding cognitive fusion and experiential
avoidance as predictors of body image concern.

Despite the growing body of evidence, relatively few studies have examined these constructs
simultaneously within adolescent populations. Adolescence is a developmental period characterized by
heightened vulnerability to body image concerns due to rapid physical, social, and emotional changes
(Brichacek et al., 2021). Moreover, research indicates that psychological flexibility and emotion regulation
strategies in adolescents strongly influence body image trajectories (Linardon et al., 2021). Understanding
the joint influence of cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance may therefore provide crucial insights
into mechanisms underlying adolescent body image concern and inform targeted interventions.

The present study sought to predict body image concern based on cognitive fusion, considering
the mediating role of experiential avoidance, among female high school students. Drawing upon
acceptance- and commitment-based theoretical models (Fang et al., 2022; José Quintero et al., 2022), it was
hypothesized that cognitive fusion would have a direct positive effect on body image concern and that
experiential avoidance would partially mediate this relationship. By focusing on adolescents in a non-
Western context, this study contributes to bridging gaps in the literature and provides implications for
culturally sensitive prevention and intervention strategies.

Methods and Materials

This research employed an applied, survey-based, quantitative design. The statistical population
consisted of female high school students in Karaj during the 2023-2024 academic year. A sample of 357
participants was selected using multi-stage cluster sampling, with sample size determined through SPSS
Sample Power software. Data collection utilized three standardized instruments: the Body Image Concern
Inventory, the Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire, and the Acceptance and Action Questionnaire (AAQ-II)
assessing experiential avoidance. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and structural equation
modeling in AMOS. Reliability of the instruments was supported by Cronbach’s alpha values ranging
between 0.75 and 0.79.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated above-average levels of body image concern, cognitive fusion, and
experiential avoidance among participants. The mean score of body image concern was significantly
higher than the population average, suggesting heightened body-related worry in this group.

Structural equation modeling revealed that cognitive fusion exerted a direct positive effect on body
image concern (=0.53, p<0.001). Cognitive fusion also positively predicted experiential avoidance
(B=0.47, p<0.001), while experiential avoidance directly predicted body image concern (=0.50,
p<0.001). Bootstrap analysis confirmed that experiential avoidance partially mediated the relationship
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between cognitive fusion and body image concern (indirect effect p=0.008). Fit indices demonstrated an
acceptable model fit (RMSEA=0.07; CFI=0.91; TLI=0.92).

These results support the hypothesis that experiential avoidance serves as a partial mediator,
indicating that cognitive fusion influences body image concern both directly and indirectly through
avoidance processes.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study demonstrate that cognitive fusion is a robust predictor of body image
concern in adolescent girls, and that experiential avoidance plays a partial mediating role in this
relationship. These results are consistent with previous research establishing cognitive fusion as a risk
factor for negative body image and related psychopathology (Moran et al., 2021; Thomas & Bardeen, 2020). By
confirming the mediating role of experiential avoidance, the study adds to the growing evidence that
avoidance strategies exacerbate body image dissatisfaction (Zhang et al., 2023; Zucchelli et al., 2020).

The results align with research showing that adolescents with high experiential avoidance
experience greater psychological distress, including social anxiety and depression (Yuan et al., 2023), and
that these processes extend to body image concerns (Shahmohammadi et al., 2023; Shirazi et al., 2023). The partial
mediation suggests that interventions targeting both cognitive fusion and avoidance processes may be
particularly effective in mitigating body image worries.

Sociocultural findings in the literature help contextualize these results. Exposure to idealized body
standards in media platforms magnifies concerns, particularly for adolescents who are cognitively fused
with negative thoughts (Fiuza & Rodger, 2023; Hollett & Challis, 2023; McComb & Mills, 2021). This study’s
findings suggest that improving defusion skills could buffer against these sociocultural pressures and
promote healthier body image attitudes. Moreover, the evidence resonates with cross-cultural findings that
body image dissatisfaction is pervasive across diverse societies (Alleva et al., 2023; Stojcic et al., 2020).

In conclusion, the study underscores the importance of cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance
in understanding adolescent body image concern. By confirming experiential avoidance as a mediator, the
findings provide a more nuanced model of the psychological processes underlying body image
dissatisfaction. These insights carry practical implications for designing interventions, particularly
acceptance- and commitment-based approaches, that promote defusion skills and reduce avoidance
tendencies. Future research expanding to diverse populations and employing longitudinal designs will
further clarify the causal mechanisms. Overall, this study highlights the complex interplay between
cognition, emotion regulation, and sociocultural influences in shaping body image among adolescents.
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