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Abstract

The purpose of this study was to investigate the effect of cognitive flexibility on corona
anxiety with mediation of cognitive emotion regulation among undergraduate students in
Poldokhtar Higher Education Center, Iran. The study used path analysis as its main analytical
tool. The sample consisted of 230 undergraduate students of Poldakhtar Higher Education
Center in the academic year of 2020-2021. They were selected based on the rules of thumb
Kline equal and were selected via available sampling method. The instruments used in this
study were Corona Disease Anxiety Scale, Cognitive Flexibility Inventory, and Cognitive
Emotion Regulation Questionnaire. Data analysis was performed using path analysis and
bootstrapping method was used to examine the mediating role of the variables. The results
showed that after eliminating the direct path from adapted strategies to corona anxiety, the
causal model of cognitive flexibility to corona anxiety was confirmed through the mediating
role of maladaptive strategies. In general, the maladaptive strategies played a mediating role
in the relationship between psychological flexibility and corona anxiety. Therefore, it is
suggested practitioners to take appropriate measures to reduce the maladaptive emotion
regulation strategy and increase psychological flexibility in students.

Keywords: Cognitive Flexibility, Cognitive Emotion Regulation, Corona Anxiety,
Undergraduate Students.

Introduction
The COVID-19 pandemic has triggered
several psychological reactions (Cullen et
al., 2020). In this regard, various studies
have reported on the impact of COVID-19
on mental health and how it causes higher
levels of stress, depression, anxiety,
increased suicide rates, substance abuse
and domestic violence (Holmes et al.,
2020; Serafini et al., 2020; Thombs et al.,
2020). Some experts have called this a
‘tsunami of psychiatric diseases’ (Tandon,
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2020). Regarding anxiety, some review
studies and metanalyses have reported a
prevalence from 23.2% to 31.9% (Pappa et
al., 2020; Salari et al., 2020). Despite the
emphasis on social distance and personal
hygiene and warnings about the COVID-
19, little attention has paid to its
psychological aspects, which can affect
adherence to  self-care  behaviors.
Therefore, the aim of this study was to
investigate the mediatory role of the
cognitive emotion regulation in
relationship between cognitive flexibility

and corona anxiety.
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Method
The present study employed a descriptive-
correlational study using causal relationship
modeling methods. The population of this
study included all undergraduate students
single-gender Poldokhtar Higher Education
Center (boys) in Iran, who were studying
during the academic year 2020-2021. The
statistical sample size was determined based
on the rules of thumb Kline equal to 230
people, which was done by available
sampling method and online questionnaire.
Due to the need to reduce social contact to
prevent the spread of COVID-19, the
available sampling method and Internet
implementation were used. The
questionnaire link was sent to users online
on WhatsApp social networks. The
measurement tools involved Corona Disease
Anxiety Scale (CDAS), Cognitive Flexibility
Inventory (CFI), and cognitive emotion
regulation questionnaire (CERQ). The
psychometric properties of all instruments
were approved in the country of origin as
well as in the Iranian society. Participants in
the study were informed about the
anonymity of data collection and analysis,

were assured that all questionnaires would be
collected for statistical analysis, and their
information would remain confidential.
Whenever they did not want to continue,
they could withdraw from the research study.
The inclusion and selection criterion
included being a student in Poldakhtar
Higher Education Center, being willing to
participate in research and being a
cyberspace user. The criteria for exclusion of
samples were the distortion of the
questionnaires. Data analysis was performed
using path analysis by the SPSS version 22,
and AMOS version 24.

Results

All of the participants in were male. The
mean of age was 23.82 (SD = 2.58). In
addition, 230 participants included 29.1% of
psychology field, 19.1% of accounting,
18.3% of English language, 15.2% of Sports
Science, 13.9% of computer, and 4.3%
agricultural engineering students.

The mean, standard deviation, skewness,
kurtosis and correlation  coefficients
between the research variables are
presented in Table 1.

Table 1

The Correlation Matrix, Mean, Standard Deviation, Skewness and Kurtosis of Research Variables
Variables 1 2 3 4
1. cognitive flexibility 1

2. maladaptive strategies -0.20** 1

3. adapted strategies 0.37** 0.26** 1

4. corona anxiety -0.36** 0.29** 0.04 1
Mean 4.30 2.74 3.17 -0.108
standard deviation 0.965 0.690 0.687 0.449
Skewness 0.459 0.333 -0.06 0.866
Kurtosis 0.634 1.91 0.376 -0.83
Table 2

Comparison of Fitness Indicators of the Proposed and Modified Model

Goodness fit CMIN/DF GFI AGFI IFI TLI CFI NFI RMSEA
indexes

Acceptable 1-5 >0.90 >0.80 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90 >0.90 <0.08
values

Initial proposed - 1.00 - 1.00 - 1.00 1.00 0.29
mode

Fit status Lack of fit fit Lack of fit  fit Lack of fit  fit fit Lack of fit
Final modified 1.81 0.99 0.93 0.99 1.00 0.99 0.97 0.06
mode

Fit status fit fit Fit fit fit fit fit fit
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According to Table 2, the model fit indices
indicate the appropriate fit of the model:
X2/df= 0.81 (acceptable level less than 3),
IFI= 0.99, TLI= 1.00, GFI= 0.99, AGFI=

Figure 1
Final research model

As can be seen in Figure 2, after removing
the one direct path from adapted strategies
to corona anxiety, the path of cognitive
flexibility (4 = -0.31, p <0.01) and
maladaptive strategies (8 = 0.23, p <0.01)
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0.93, CFI= 0.99 (acceptable level more
than 0.9), NFI= 0.97 (acceptable level
more than 0.8) and RMSEA= 0.06
(acceptable level less than 0.08).

to the corona anxiety and the paths of
cognitive flexibility with the maladaptive
strategies (8 = -0.20, p <0.05), and adapted
strategies (6 = 0.37, p <0.01) were
significant.

Table 3
Indirect Estimation of the Model Using the Bootstrap Method

Variables B Lower limit Upper limit p
cognitive flexibility on corona anxiety mediated by the -0.05 -0.10 -0.01 0.042

maladaptive strategies

The results of Bootstrap test showed that
maladaptive strategies played a significant
mediating role in the relationship between
cognitive flexibility and corona anxiety.
Thus, the mediation share of this variable
in relation between cognitive flexibility
and corona anxiety was -0.05 (p < 0.05).

Conclusion
Overall, the results of this study show that,
in addition to dealing with the physical
consequences of the COVID-19, the
society is also  experiencing its
psychological impacts. According to the
results, students with higher cognitive
flexibility experience less corona anxiety.

On the other hand, the more cognitive
flexibility increases, the more maladaptive
strategies improve, which results in a
decrease in corona anxiety. Despite the
consistent and novel explanations obtained
from this research study, there were some
limitations to this study which should be
mentioned. First, Since the sample of the
present study was composed only of male
students, it seems that caution should be
exercised in generalizing the research
findings to other members of the
community and age groups. Because
cognitive  emotion  regulation  and
consequently the issue of anxiety are
different in age and gender groups, it is
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suggested that the findings of the present
study be examined in other samples in
greater numbers to witness more
generalized and more accurate studies.
Also, participants answered questions
through an online survey, which could
influence the reliability of participants’
responses. Such an approach also impairs
the generalizability of the data due to the
fact that the localities from which the
respondents participated in the study are
not part of the dataset. As a result, it is
suggested that other sampling and research
methods be used in future studies. The
results of this study can be beneficial in the
prediction of COVID-19  anxiety.
Regarding the results, cognitive flexibility
improves maladaptive strategies, which
functions as a protective factor against the
corona anxiety. The current findings
contribute to a better understanding of
cognitive emotion regulation development
and its effect on mental health problems in
COVID-19. It also provides some thoughts
for conducting effective measures to
protect  individuals  from  adverse

psychological impacts during the current
coronavirus disease. Therefore, mental
health professionals are advised to take
steps to increase cognitive flexibility and
cognitive emotion regulation training and
thus improve people's interactions during
the days of Corona outbreaks by using
virtual programs and training.
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