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Abstract

Background and purpose: Adolescence, characterized by profound
psychological, social and emotional changes, is a sensitive period
vulnerable to social anxiety, which can have long-term impacts on
mental health and social functioning. Therefore, the present study
aimed to investigate the mediating role of cognitive flexibility in the
relationship between rumination and self-differentiation with social
anxiety symptoms in adolescents.

Methods: This study employed a descriptive-correlational design
using structural equation modeling (SEM). The statistical population
included all adolescent girls aged 13 to 18 in Isfahan Province during
the 2024-2025 academic year. A total of 530 participants were
selected through convenience sampling. Data were collected using
the Rumination Questionnaire, Self-Differentiation Scale, Cognitive
Flexibility Inventory, and Social Anxiety Scale. Initially, the data were
entered and analyzed using statistical software such as SPSS version
27 and AMOS version 24.

Findings: The research findings indicated that the proposed model
had a good fit. Cognitive flexibility is negatively predicted by
rumination (B=-0.160) and positively predicted by self-
differentiation (Bf=0.447). Additionally, cognitive flexibility
negatively and significantly predicted social anxiety (=-0.302). The
results of the indirect effects showed that rumination predicted
social anxiety through the mediating role of cognitive flexibility
(B=0.048, p<0.05), and self-differentiation also indirectly predicted
social anxiety through the mediation of cognitive flexibility (f=-
0.135, p<0.05).

Conclusion: The results showed that rumination and self-
differentiation influence social anxiety symptoms in adolescents
through cognitive flexibility.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence is a period marked by
significant psychological and social changes,
during which disorders such as Social
Anxiety Disorder (SAD) are highly prevalent.
Social anxiety can result in various adverse
outcomes, including social rejection,
academic underachievement, and increased
psychological vulnerability. Previous
research has identified rumination and self-
differentiation as significant predictors of
social anxiety. Rumination, characterized by
a persistent focus on negative thoughts,
contributes to heightened anxiety, whereas
self-differentiation enables individuals to
maintain emotional regulation in stressful
contexts. Moreover, cognitive flexibility—
the capacity to adaptively regulate thoughts
and generate alternative solutions— plays a
critical role in mitigating social anxiety.
Empirical evidence suggests that both
rumination and self-differentiation may
influence social anxiety through their impact
on cognitive flexibility. However, to date, no
comprehensive model has examined the
simultaneous interplay among these three
variables. Therefore, the present study aims
to investigate the mediating role of cognitive
flexibility in the relationship between
rumination, self-differentiation, and social
anxiety in adolescents.

Materials and Methods

This descriptive-correlational study
employed structural equation modeling to
examine female secondary school students
(grades 7-12) in Isfahan during the 1403-
1404 academic year. Using convenience
sampling, 560 students aged 13 to 18 were
recruited from four education districts, with
530 completing the questionnaires. The
research included the
Ruminative Responses Scale (RRS) by
Nolen-Hoeksema and Morrow, the
Differentiation of Self Inventory (DSI) by
Skowron and Friedlander, the Cognitive
Flexibility Inventory (CFI) by Dennis and
Vander Wal, and the Social Anxiety
Questionnaire (SAS-CA) by La Greca.

instruments

Descriptive and inferential statistical
methods were employed to analyze the data.
Initially, the data were entered and analyzed
using  statistical = software  packages,
including SPSS version 27 and AMOS version
24.

Findings

The participants in this study were between
13 and 18 years old, with a mean age of 15.45
and a standard deviation of 1.436. The
results showed that 201 participants
(37.9%) were in lower secondary school,
while 329 participants (62.1%) were in
upper secondary school. The results of the
direct effects indicated that rumination was
a negative and significant predictor of
cognitive flexibility, and self-differentiation
was a positive and significant predictor of
cognitive flexibility. Additionally, cognitive
flexibility —negatively and significantly
predicted social anxiety. To assess indirect
effects, the bootstrap method was used. The
findings showed that rumination predicted
social anxiety through the mediating
variable, and self-differentiation also
indirectly predicted social anxiety through
the mediation of cognitive flexibility.

Discussion

This study examined the mediating role of
cognitive flexibility in the relationship
between rumination and self-differentiation
with symptoms of social anxiety in
adolescents. The findings indicated that
rumination had a significant negative effect
on cognitive flexibility. Students who
experience intrusive and repetitive thoughts
tend to have less ability to focus on effective
solutions and face difficulties in adapting to
new situations. This aligns with the cognitive
entrenchment theory, which suggests that
rumination reduces cognitive restructuring
capacity.

The results also showed that self-
differentiation had a significant positive
effect on cognitive flexibility. According to
Bowen’s theory, individuals who can
separate thoughts from emotions are better
able to manage their emotions and make
decisions under stress. This ability enhances
cognitive flexibility and enables more
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adaptive responses in challenging situations.
Another key finding was that cognitive
flexibility —significantly and negatively
predicted social anxiety symptoms.
Adolescents with high levels of cognitive
flexibility are better equipped to handle
social situations and let go of rigid or
negative beliefs.

In terms of indirect effects, the results
revealed that cognitive flexibility mediated
the relationship between rumination and
social anxiety. In other words, reduced
flexibility = resulting from rumination
contributes to higher levels of social anxiety.
Similarly, self-differentiation contributed to
reduced social anxiety through increased
cognitive flexibility.

Overall, the study highlights that
strengthening cognitive flexibility can serve
as an effective strategy to reduce the
negative impacts of rumination and improve
emotional regulation in adolescents with
lower self-differentiation, ultimately leading
to lower social anxiety symptoms.
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