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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Obsessive-compulsive disorder is a disabling psychological condition
characterized by intrusive thoughts, repetitive behaviors, and maladaptive cognitive patterns. This
study aimed to examine the moderating role of psychological flexibility in the relationship between
rumination and obsessive-compulsive symptoms.

Methodology: This applied study used a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical
population consisted of students at the Islamic Azad University, Science and Research Branch,
Tehran, during spring and summer 2024, among whom 268 participants were selected through
convenience sampling. Data were collected online using the Obsessive-Compulsive Inventory-
Revised, the Nolen-Hoeksema and Morrow Rumination Questionnaire, and the Dennis and VVander
Wal Psychological Flexibility Questionnaire. Data were analyzed using correlation analysis,
structural equation modeling, and moderation analysis.

Findings: The results indicated a significant positive relationship between rumination and
obsessive-compulsive symptoms, showing that higher rumination was associated with greater

obsessive-compulsive symptom severity (p=0.56, p=0.001). Psychological flexibility had a
How to Cite: Jaberi, P., Abdollahi, significant negative relationship with obsessive-compulsive symptoms (3=-0.48, p=0.001). The
A., Zihayat Kermani, M., & Rezaei, 5. Ppath from rumination to psychological flexibility was also significant ($=-0.10, p=0.001).
(20266). The Moderating Role of Rumination and psychological flexibility together explained 31% of the variance in obsessive-
Psychological ~ Flexibility in the compulsive symptoms. Moderation analysis showed that the relationship between rumination and
Relationship between Rumination and  obsessive-compulsive symptoms was significant among participants with low psychological
Obsessive-Compulsive ~ Symptoms.  flexibility (B=0.63, p=0.001), whereas this relationship was not significant among those with high
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and Health. 5(1), 1-19 psychological flexibility (3=0.09, p=0.13).

Conclusion: The findings suggest that psychological flexibility reduces the impact of rumination
on obsessive-compulsive symptoms and functions as a cognitive-emotional protective factor.
Accordingly, interventions designed to enhance psychological flexibility, particularly acceptance
and commitment therapy and cognitive-behavioral approaches, may help reduce rumination and
obsessive-compulsive symptom severity.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

Obsessive-compulsive  disorder is a clinically
significant psychological condition characterized by
intrusive, recurrent, and unwanted thoughts, together
with repetitive behaviors or mental acts that are
usually performed to reduce anxiety or prevent feared
outcomes. Although obsessive-compulsive symptoms
may appear in different forms, their common feature
is the persistence of distressing cognitive content and
the individual’s difficulty in disengaging from it.
Recent clinical evidence has emphasized the
heterogeneous and enduring nature of obsessive-
compulsive disorder, showing that its age of onset,
symptom profile, comorbidities, and developmental
course may influence the severity and persistence of
symptoms (Girone et al., 2024, Klenfeldt et al., 2024,
Vriend et al., 2024). Moreover, obsessive-compulsive
disorder has been linked to broad health
consequences, including increased vulnerability to
psychiatric complications, functional impairment, and
adverse long-term outcomes (de la Cruz et al., 2024;
Regala & Reis, 2024). Contemporary approaches also
suggest that obsessive-compulsive disorder should be

understood within a multidimensional
biopsychosocial ~framework, because cognitive,
emotional, neurobiological, interpersonal, and

contextual factors can jointly shape the onset and
maintenance of obsessive-compulsive symptoms
(Drake et al.,, 2024; MacKay et al., 2024, Tiyatiye &
Akosile, 2024).

Among the cognitive processes associated with
obsessive-compulsive symptoms, rumination occupies
a central position. Rumination refers to repetitive,
passive, and self-focused thinking about distress,
negative experiences, perceived failures, possible
threats, and undesirable consequences. This cognitive
process can maintain psychological distress by
repeatedly directing attention toward negative mental
content and reducing the individual’s ability to engage
in adaptive problem-solving. Studies have shown that
rumination is associated with a wide range of
psychological and health-related outcomes, including
sleep difficulties, depressive symptoms, chronic pain,
reduced quality of life, and maladaptive responses to
stress (David et al., 2024; Jansson-Frojmark et al., 2024;
Kaptan et al., 2024; Zhang et al., 2024). In adolescent
and student populations, rumination has also been
identified as an important mechanism through which
adverse experiences and emotional pressures may be
translated into psychological symptoms (Dogan, 2024;
Yu et al, 2024). In obsessive-compulsive disorder,

rumination may intensify intrusive thoughts by
increasing their perceived importance, emotional
salience, and threat value. As a result, individuals may
become trapped in a repetitive cycle of doubt, fear,
mental  review, and compulsive  behavior.
Nevertheless, research also indicates that not every
form of repetitive thinking is necessarily maladaptive,
because adaptive reflection may sometimes support
goal pursuit and cognitive performance (Sankaran et
al., 2024). Therefore, the clinical relevance of
rumination depends on its rigidity, emotional tone,
persistence, and relationship with psychological
flexibility.

Psychological flexibility is one of the most important
constructs in contemporary contextual and process-
based models of mental health. It refers to the
capacity to remain in contact with present-moment
experiences, accept unpleasant internal events,
cognitively defuse from thoughts, and act in
accordance with personally meaningful values.
Psychological flexibility allows individuals to
experience intrusive or unpleasant thoughts without
automatically responding to them through avoidance,
suppression, compulsive rituals, or excessive control.
Research has shown that psychological flexibility is
closely related to mental health, resilience, quality of
life, daily emotional regulation, and adaptive
functioning across different populations (Cunha et al.,
2024, Jo et al., 2024, Pakenham et al., 2024; Plys et al.,
2023; Westhoff et al., 2024). In addition, psychological
flexibility has been recognized as a core mechanism
in acceptance and commitment therapy and other
interventions that aim to modify the individual’s
relationship with internal experiences rather than
eliminate thoughts and emotions directly (Macri &
Rogge, 2024). Studies on vulnerable populations,
educational interventions, cognitive empowerment,
and self-regulation further support the view that
cognitive and psychological flexibility can be
strengthened through systematic intervention (Abbasi
et al., 2025; Ershadi Chahardeh et al., 2024; Freymann et
al., 2024; Shafiei et al, 2023). Accordingly,
psychological flexibility may protect individuals from
the harmful effects of rumination by weakening the
link between repetitive negative thinking and
obsessive-compulsive symptoms. Based on this
theoretical and empirical background, the present
study aimed to examine the moderating role of
psychological flexibility in the relationship between
rumination and obsessive-compulsive symptoms
among university students.

Methodology




This study was applied in terms of purpose and
descriptive-correlational in terms of method. The
statistical population consisted of students at the
Islamic Azad University, Science and Research
Branch, Tehran, during spring and summer 2024. A
total of 268 students were selected through
convenience sampling. Data were collected online
through Google Forms, and the questionnaire link was
distributed in virtual student groups to which the
researcher had access. The final sample included 196
women and 72 men. The participants’ ages ranged
from 19 to 52 years, with a mean age of 31.11 years
and a standard deviation of 8.20. In terms of
educational level, 56 participants had a bachelor’s
degree, 160 had a master’s degree, and 52 had a
doctoral degree.

Data were collected using three standardized self-
report instruments. Obsessive-compulsive symptoms
were assessed using the revised Obsessive-
Compulsive Inventory, which measures different
dimensions of obsessive-compulsive tendencies.
Rumination was assessed using the Nolen-Hoeksema
and Morrow Rumination Questionnaire, which
evaluates repetitive and persistent negative thinking,
including reflection, brooding, and depression-related
thoughts. Psychological flexibility was measured
using the Dennis and Vander Wal Psychological
Flexibility —Questionnaire, which assesses the
individual’s perceived ability to consider alternatives,
control difficult situations, and justify adaptive
behaviors. Data analysis included descriptive
statistics, Pearson correlation analysis, structural
equation modeling, and moderation analysis. The
adequacy of the structural model was evaluated using
model-fit indices, and the moderating role of
psychological flexibility was examined by comparing
the relationship between rumination and obsessive-
compulsive symptoms across low and high
psychological flexibility groups.

Findings

The descriptive results showed that the mean score of
obsessive-compulsive symptoms was 35.22 with a
standard deviation of 6.23. The mean score of
rumination was 52.42 with a standard deviation of
13.34. The mean score of psychological flexibility
was reported as 90 with a standard deviation of 18.34.
The descriptive indices of skewness and kurtosis
indicated that the distribution of the main variables
was acceptable for further statistical analysis.

The correlation results showed a positive and
significant relationship between rumination and
obsessive-compulsive symptoms. This means that
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students who reported higher levels of rumination also
reported higher levels of obsessive-compulsive
symptoms. The correlation between rumination and
obsessive-compulsive symptoms was 0.612 and
significant at the 0.001 level. The findings also
showed a negative and significant relationship
between psychological flexibility and obsessive-
compulsive symptoms, with a correlation coefficient
of -0.531. Thus, students with higher psychological
flexibility reported fewer obsessive-compulsive
symptoms. In addition, rumination was negatively
associated with psychological flexibility, indicating
that higher rumination was related to lower
psychological flexibility.

The structural equation modeling results confirmed
the direct paths among the main variables.
Rumination  positively ~ predicted  obsessive-
compulsive symptoms with a standardized beta
coefficient of 0.56 and a significance level of 0.001.
Psychological  flexibility negatively predicted
obsessive-compulsive symptoms with a standardized
beta coefficient of -0.48 and a significance level of
0.001. Rumination also negatively predicted
psychological flexibility with a standardized beta
coefficient of -0.10 and a significance level of 0.001.
The structural model showed that rumination and
psychological flexibility together explained 31% of
the variance in obsessive-compulsive symptoms.

The moderation analysis supported the moderating
role of psychological flexibility. Model-fit indices
showed that the variable model had better fit than the
fixed model. More importantly, the relationship
between rumination and obsessive-compulsive
symptoms was significant in the low psychological
flexibility group, with a beta coefficient of 0.63 and a
significance level of 0.001. However, this relationship
was not significant in the high psychological
flexibility group, with a beta coefficient of 0.09 and a
significance level of 0.13. These findings indicate that
psychological flexibility reduces the strength of the
relationship between rumination and obsessive-
compulsive symptoms.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study indicate that rumination is
positively and significantly associated with obsessive-
compulsive symptoms. This result suggests that
repetitive negative thinking may serve as a cognitive
mechanism that intensifies intrusive thoughts, doubt,
anxiety, and compulsive responses. When students
repeatedly focus on negative thoughts, possible
mistakes, perceived threats, and the consequences of
unwanted experiences, they may become less able to
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disengage from obsessive content. This process can
increase the emotional importance of intrusive
thoughts and make compulsive behaviors more likely
as attempts to reduce distress. Therefore, rumination
may not only accompany obsessive-compulsive
symptoms but may also contribute to their
maintenance by creating a persistent cycle of mental
review, anxiety, and behavioral repetition.

The results also showed that psychological flexibility
is negatively associated with obsessive-compulsive
symptoms. This finding means that students who are
more capable of accepting internal experiences,
observing thoughts without overidentifying with
them, and choosing adaptive behaviors are less likely
to experience severe obsessive-compulsive symptoms.
Psychological flexibility may help individuals
interpret intrusive thoughts as temporary mental
events rather than as dangerous realities that require
immediate neutralization. In this way, flexible
individuals may be better able to resist compulsive
rituals, tolerate uncertainty, and act according to
personal values rather than anxiety-driven impulses.
This finding highlights the clinical importance of
psychological flexibility as a protective factor in
obsessive-compulsive symptoms.

Another important finding was the negative
relationship between rumination and psychological
flexibility. This suggests that people who engage
more frequently in repetitive negative thinking may
have greater difficulty accepting unpleasant mental
content and shifting attention toward purposeful
action. Rumination narrows attention and keeps the
individual cognitively attached to distressing
thoughts, whereas psychological flexibility broadens
response options and supports adaptive behavior.
Thus, these two constructs appear to operate in
opposite directions. Reducing rumination and
strengthening psychological flexibility may therefore
represent complementary pathways for reducing
obsessive-compulsive symptoms.

The most important result of the study was the
moderating role of psychological flexibility. The
relationship between rumination and obsessive-
compulsive symptoms was strong and significant
among students with low psychological flexibility, but
it was not significant among students with high
psychological flexibility. This finding suggests that
rumination does not inevitably lead to obsessive-
compulsive symptoms. Rather, its effect depends on
the individual’s capacity to relate flexibly to internal
experiences. When psychological flexibility is low,
rumination may easily intensify obsessive thoughts
and compulsive reactions. When psychological
flexibility is high, however, individuals may be able
to notice repetitive thoughts without becoming
dominated by them. Therefore, psychological
flexibility appears to function as a protective
cognitive-emotional factor that weakens the harmful
impact of rumination on obsessive-compulsive
symptoms.

In conclusion, the present study supports a process-
based understanding of  obsessive-compulsive
symptoms. The findings show that rumination
increases vulnerability to obsessive-compulsive
symptoms, psychological flexibility reduces this
vulnerability, and high psychological flexibility
buffers the relationship between rumination and
obsessive-compulsive symptoms. These results have
important  implications  for  prevention and
intervention. Therapeutic programs for students with
obsessive-compulsive symptoms should not focus
only on reducing overt compulsive behaviors; they
should also target repetitive negative thinking and
strengthen psychological flexibility. Interventions
based on acceptance, mindfulness, cognitive defusion,
values clarification, and adaptive emotional regulation
may be especially useful. Overall, enhancing
psychological flexibility can help students respond to
intrusive thoughts more adaptively and reduce the
likelihood that rumination will develop into persistent
obsessive-compulsive patterns.
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