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Background: Social anxiety is one of the most common disorders among university students, negatively
affecting their academic performance, interpersonal relationships, and overall quality of life. Recent studies
suggest that mindfulness may play a role in reducing social anxiety; however, the underlying mechanisms of
this relationship remain unclear.

Aims: The present study aimed to examine the chain mediating role of cognitive fusion and experiential
avoidance in the relationship between mindfulness and social anxiety among students.

Methods: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted using structural equation modeling. The statistical
population consisted of all students at Islamic Azad University, Marvdasht Branch, during the academic year
2024-2025. Using a two-stage cluster sampling method, 308 students were selected. The instruments included
the Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (Brown & Ryan, 2003), the Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire (Gillanders
et al., 2014), the Multidimensional Experiential Avoidance Questionnaire (Gamez et al., 2011), and the Social
Phobia Inventory (Connor et al., 2000). Data were analyzed using Pearson correlation and structural equation
modeling with SPSS (version 24) and the Process macro (version 4.2).

Results: The findings revealed that mindfulness directly reduced cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance
(P<0.001). Cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance directly predicted social anxiety. The direct effect of
mindfulness on social anxiety was not significant, but its indirect effect through the chain of cognitive fusion
and experiential avoidance was significant at the 5% level.

Conclusion: The findings indicate that mindfulness can help reduce social anxiety by decreasing cognitive
fusion and experiential avoidance. By outlining a serial mediation model, this study highlights the importance
of mindfulness-based interventions in academic settings. From a practical perspective, it suggests that training
in defusion and acceptance skills alongside mindfulness may enhance students’ mental health and reduce their
social anxiety within the university environment.
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Introduction

Social anxiety disorder is one of the most prevalent
psychological problems among university students,
often leading to significant impairments in academic
achievement, interpersonal relationships, and overall
well-being. The transition to university life typically
involves increased social demands and performance
expectations, which can exacerbate symptoms of
social anxiety (Guo & Huang, 2022). Given these
challenges, there has been growing interest in
identifying protective factors and psychological
mechanisms that may buffer students against the
adverse effects of social anxiety. One such factor is
mindfulness, which refers to a nonjudgmental
awareness of the present moment. Mindfulness has
been consistently associated with lower levels of
anxiety and stress, and mindfulness-based
interventions have demonstrated effectiveness in
alleviating symptoms of social anxiety (Alvarado-
Garcia et al., 2025).

Despite the promising role of mindfulness, the
pathways through which it influences social anxiety
remain insufficiently understood. Research within the
framework of Acceptance and Commitment Therapy
(ACT) suggests that two key processes—cognitive
fusion and experiential avoidance—may serve as
mediators (Hayes & Hofman, 2021). Cognitive fusion
refers to the rigid attachment to thoughts as literal
truths, which can amplify distress and limit
psychological flexibility. Experiential avoidance, on
the other hand, involves attempts to suppress or
escape from unpleasant internal experiences, which
paradoxically tends to maintain or worsen
psychological symptoms. Prior studies indicate that
higher levels of cognitive fusion often contribute to
greater experiential avoidance, and together, these
processes play a central role in the development and
maintenance of anxiety disorders (Thomas &
Bardeen, 2020).

Investigating these mechanisms in the student
population is particularly important, as early
adulthood is a critical developmental stage during
which maladaptive cognitive and behavioral patterns
may become entrenched (McCluskey et al., 2022). By
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examining the chain mediating role of cognitive
fusion and experiential avoidance in the relationship
between mindfulness and social anxiety, the present
study seeks to expand the understanding of
underlying mechanisms and provide a stronger
empirical basis for designing targeted interventions.
Such findings may help inform prevention and
treatment strategies aimed at promoting mental health
and resilience among university students.

Method

Modeling (SEM) to examine the mediating roles of
cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance in the
relationship between mindfulness and social anxiety.
The statistical population included all undergraduate
and graduate students enrolled at Islamic Azad
University, Marvdasht Branch, during the 2024—2025
academic year. A two-stage cluster sampling method
was used to ensure adequate representation across
different faculties and disciplines. In the first stage,
several faculties were randomly selected, and in the
second stage, classes within these faculties were
chosen. A total sample of 308 students (143 males
and 165 females) was recruited, which met the
recommended sample size for SEM analyses.

Four standardized self-report instruments were used
to collect data. Mindfulness was assessed using the
Mindful Attention Awareness Scale (MAAS, Brown
& Ryan, 2003), a widely validated measure of
present-moment awareness. Cognitive fusion was
measured by the Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire
(CFQ, Gillanders et al., 2014), which evaluates the
extent to which individuals become entangled with
their thoughts. Experiential avoidance was assessed
through  the  Multidimensional ~ Experiential
Avoidance Questionnaire (MEAQ, Gamez et al.,
2011), providing a comprehensive evaluation of
avoidance strategies. Social anxiety was measured
using the Social Phobia Inventory (SPIN, Connor et
al., 2000), a reliable and valid tool for assessing
symptoms of social anxiety disorder.

Data analysis was performed in two stages. First,
Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to
examine bivariate relationships between the study
variables. Second, SEM was conducted to test the
hypothesized chain mediation model, in which
mindfulness was proposed to reduce cognitive fusion,
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leading to decreased experiential avoidance and,
consequently, lower social anxiety. Model fit indices
and bootstrapping procedures were employed to
evaluate the significance of direct and indirect effects.
All statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS
version 26 and the Process macro (Hayes & Preacher,
2013), with a significance threshold set at p < 0.05.

Results

Table 1 presents the intercorrelations among the main
study variables. As shown, mindfulness was
negatively correlated with both cognitive fusion and
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experiential avoidance, indicating that higher levels
of mindful awareness were associated with lower
levels of these maladaptive processes. Furthermore,
cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance were
positively correlated with social anxiety, suggesting
that students who reported higher tendencies to
become entangled with their thoughts or to avoid
unpleasant internal experiences also reported greater
symptoms of social anxiety. These preliminary
findings provided initial support for the hypothesized

mediation model.

Tablel. Correlation matrix of the study variables

Variable

1. Mindfulness
2. Cognitive fusion
3. Experiential avoidance

4. Social anxiety

1 2 3 4
1

-0.37 1

-0.39™  0.48™ 1

-0.33" 053" 0.697 1

The results of the mediation analysis using the
Process macro in SPSS demonstrated an overall good
model fit, as illustrated in Figure 1. The coefficient of
determination (R2 = 0.53) indicated that the predictor
variables explained approximately 53% of the
variance in social anxiety. Moreover, the Fisher
statistic was significant (F = 112.9, p < 0.001),

Cognitive
Fusion

0.39 Experiential

confirming the adequacy and overall acceptability of
the model. The mean square error (MSE = 29.29) also
fell within an acceptable range, reflecting the relative
stability and accuracy of the model in predicting the
outcome variable. Collectively, these findings
underscore the robustness of the hypothesized
mediation model.

*

Mindfulness

> avoidance

Social
Anxiety

Figurel. The model illustrating the effect of mindfulness on social anxiety, mediated by cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance, is
shown. Solid lines indicate significant paths, while dashed lines represent non-significant paths (p<0.001*).

Finally, to test the proposed chain mediation model,
structural equation modeling (SEM) was conducted,
and the results are summarized in Table 2. The path
analysis demonstrated that mindfulness had a
significant adverse direct effect on cognitive fusion (3

=-0.37,p <0.001) and experiential avoidance (f = —
0.24, p < 0.001). In turn, cognitive fusion positively
predicted experiential avoidance (B = 0.39, p <
0.001), highlighting the sequential relationship
between these two processes. Both cognitive fusion
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(B=0.26, p <0.001) and experiential avoidance (f =
0.56, p < 0.001) were significant positive predictors
of social anxiety.

Interestingly, the direct path from mindfulness to
social anxiety was not statistically significant (f = —
0.02, p = 0.64). However, the indirect path from
mindfulness to social anxiety through the chain of
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cognitive fusion and experiential avoidance was
significant, as confirmed by bootstrapping procedures
with 5,000 resamples (95% CI =[-0.38, -0.24]). This
finding indicates that mindfulness influences social
anxiety primarily through its impact on cognitive
fusion and experiential avoidance rather than through
a direct effect.

Table2. Bootstrap analysis results for standardized regression weights of the research model paths

Path Effect Lower Confidence Upper Confidence
Interval Interval
Mindfulness — Social Anxiety -0.015 -0.083 0.051
Mindfulness — Cognitive Fusion — Social Anxiety 0.094 -0.137 -0.061
Mindfulness — Experiential Avoidance — Social Anxiety -0.136 -0.201 -0.074
Mindfulness — Cognitive Fusion — Experiential Avoidance — Social Anxiety -0.08 -0.113 -0.051
Total indirect effects -0.311 -0.380 -0.245

Conclusion

The present study highlights the pivotal role of cognitive fusion
and experiential avoidance in explaining the relationship
between mindfulness and social anxiety among university
students. While mindfulness alone did not demonstrate a
significant direct effect on social anxiety, the indirect pathways
through cognitive fusion, experiential avoidance, and their
sequential combination were all significant. These findings
emphasize that mindfulness primarily functions as a
foundational skill that enables individuals to observe internal
experiences without judgment. However, for mindfulness to
translate into a tangible reduction in social anxiety, it must be
integrated into processes that decrease cognitive entanglement
with negative thoughts and reduce avoidance behaviors. The
sequential model further underscores a multi-step mechanism:
mindfulness reduces cognitive fusion, which in turn diminishes
experiential avoidance, ultimately leading to decreased social
anxiety. This nuanced perspective aligns with the theoretical
frameworks of acceptance and commitment therapy and
cognitive-behavioral models, which stress the
interconnectedness of thoughts, emotions, and behaviors
(Bardeen & Fegus, 2016; Caletti et al., 2022).

From an applied standpoint, these results suggest that
therapeutic and educational interventions should not focus
solely on mindfulness training but rather incorporate
complementary strategies aimed at fostering acceptance of
internal experiences and loosening the grip of maladaptive
thought patterns. Such integrative approaches may enhance
students’ capacity to cope with socially demanding contexts,
such as classroom participation, public speaking, and peer
interactions. Nevertheless, certain limitations should be
acknowledged. The study did not control for potential
demographic and contextual confounders such as gender, age, or
field of study, which could influence the observed relationships.
Future research should therefore expand the model by including
such variables and testing it across diverse populations,

including adolescents and older adults, to gain a more
comprehensive understanding of the mechanisms underlying
social anxiety. Overall, the findings underscore the necessity of
multi-component interventions that move beyond simple
mindfulness practice to address the cognitive and behavioral
processes that sustain social anxiety.
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