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Abstract

This study aimed to examine whether psychological flexibility moderates the
relationship between intolerance of ambiguity and depressive symptoms in
female undergraduate students. This cross-sectional correlational study
included 500 female students aged 18-24 selected through multi-stage cluster
sampling. Data were collected using the Intolerance of Ambiguity Scale, the
Multidimensional Psychological Flexibility Questionnaire, and the Beck
Depression Inventory. Structural equation modeling and multi-group analysis
were applied to test the hypothesized relationships. Intolerance of ambiguity
and psychological inflexibility showed significant positive relationships with
depressive symptoms, while psychological flexibility demonstrated a
significant negative relationship. The structural model indicated that the
predictors collectively explained 60% of the variance in depressive
symptoms. Multi-group analysis revealed that psychological flexibility
moderated the link between ambiguity intolerance and depression, with a
strong positive association in the low-flexibility group and a reversed
association in the high-flexibility group. Psychological flexibility serves as a
protective factor that reduces the adverse emotional impact of intolerance of
ambiguity on depressive symptoms. These findings highlight the importance
of strengthening psychological flexibility in preventive and therapeutic
interventions for university students.

Keywords: Psychological flexibility; ambiguity intolerance; depressive
symptoms; female students.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Depressive symptoms have become an increasingly common psychological concern among university students
worldwide, with heightened prevalence attributed to academic pressure, transitions in identity formation, and
increasing psychosocial stressors. Research has shown that depression among college students is associated
with impaired academic performance, disruptions in social functioning, and heightened vulnerability to long-
term psychological difficulties, underscoring the importance of evaluating its risk factors and protective
mechanisms (Asher BlackDeer et al., 2023). Beyond its emotional burden, depression also imposes significant
interpersonal and social costs; impaired social-emotional regulation and disturbances in social cognition play
a critical role in weakening students’ adaptive functioning in daily life (Kupferberg & Hasler, 2023). Further,
depressive disorders are often intertwined with physical health problems requiring medical attention,
highlighting the broad scope of its consequences (Frank et al., 2023). Given these multifaceted outcomes,
identifying the psychological processes that exacerbate or buffer depressive symptoms in young adults has
become a major area of contemporary mental-health research.

One construct that has received growing empirical attention is intolerance of uncertainty (1U), defined as a
dispositional tendency to perceive uncertain or ambiguous situations as stressful, threatening, or unacceptable.
Extensive evidence indicates that U is strongly associated with anxiety and depressive symptoms,
perfectionism, and maladaptive coping patterns (Choudhary et al., 2023). Studies conducted in clinical and
non-clinical contexts demonstrate that individuals high in 1U show elevated worry, maladaptive cognitive
appraisals, and difficulty managing unpredictable life events (Lim et al., 2025). IU has also been linked to
emotion dysregulation and internalizing symptoms, especially in emerging adults, who often encounter
numerous ambiguous situations during academic and social transitions (Gudarzi & Cervin, 2024). Moreover,
research during crisis periods such as the COVID-19 pandemic illustrates that 1U contributes directly to
depression through its impact on coping strategies, emotional distress, and negative future-oriented beliefs
(Wan et al., 2024). Other evidence from clinical populations reveals that IU may exacerbate symptoms of
chronic conditions, including pain and emotional catastrophizing, ultimately increasing depressive
vulnerability (Trudel & Cormier, 2024). Taken together, 1U appears to be a potent cognitive-emotional risk
factor for depression, particularly among individuals facing ongoing ambiguity in academic and social
environments.

Parallel to the growing interest in 1U, scholars have increasingly highlighted the significance of psychological
flexibility (PF)—a central construct in Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT)—in predicting mental-
health outcomes. Psychological flexibility reflects the ability to accept internal experiences, remain open to
the present moment, and engage in value-consistent action even in the presence of distress. Research
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demonstrates that PF reduces internalizing symptoms, improves emotion regulation, and promotes adaptive
functioning across diverse populations. Recent findings show that PF moderates the effect of masculinity
norms on depression in adult men, suggesting its broad protective relevance (Aharon et al., 2024). Studies on
adolescents and young adults reveal that PF is negatively associated with internalizing symptoms and may
disrupt the pathway from emotional dysregulation to psychological impairment (Gudarzi & Cervin, 2024).
Further, PF has been shown to buffer the impact of perceived stress on psychological distress in occupational
groups such as nurses, emphasizing its role as both a mediator and moderator of mental-health outcomes (Tian
et al., 2025). Moreover, during periods of heightened future anxiety, PF has been found to mediate the
relationship between emotional distress and depressive symptoms among university students (Oztekin et al.,
2025). PF is therefore conceptualized as a resilience factor capable of interrupting maladaptive cognitive
patterns and supporting mental well-being under stress.

Conversely, psychological inflexibility (P1)—the inability to adaptively engage with internal experiences—
has been identified as a transdiagnostic mechanism underlying depression, anxiety, and obsessive—compulsive
symptoms. Studies comparing clinical and non-clinical samples show that Pl is strongly linked to cognitive
fusion, thought—action confusion, and maladaptive avoidance patterns that maintain depressive states (Lee et
al., 2025). Evidence from clinical contexts further indicates that Pl contributes to impaired functioning and
emotional suffering among individuals with depressive and anxiety disorders, reinforcing its role as a
vulnerability factor (Fanciullacci et al., 2024). Additionally, Pl has been associated with co-rumination,
internalizing symptoms, and social difficulties in adolescence, suggesting its developmental significance
(Parigger, 2024). When IU and PI co-occur, individuals tend to display heightened distress, worry, and
somatic complaints, particularly under stressful conditions or trauma exposure (Lim et al., 2025). This pattern
suggests that Pl may exacerbate the effect of IU on depression.

Emerging research suggests that PF and Pl may interact with 1U to shape emotional outcomes. Studies report
that PF and IU jointly predict mental health across the lifespan and that PF can buffer the negative effects of
IU on well-being (Okayama et al., 2024). Moreover, PF moderates associations between internalized stressors
and life outcomes in marginalized groups (Svetsomboon, 2024). Theoretical frameworks also propose that
IU may fuel depressive symptoms through maladaptive cognitive reactions, whereas PF may protect
individuals from these negative pathways. Additional evidence from developmental research indicates that
maltreatment-related emotional processes and difficulties identifying feelings contribute to depression partly
through Pl (Yang et al., 2025). Finally, commentaries and updates in the literature emphasize that Pl
significantly worsens health-related quality of life and intensifies depression and anxiety symptoms (Zhang &
Yan, 2024). Collectively, these studies highlight the need to examine interactive models that incorporate 1U,
PF, and PI in explaining depressive symptoms among young adults.

Accordingly, the present study investigates the moderating role of psychological flexibility in the relationship
between intolerance of uncertainty and depressive symptoms among female university students.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a cross-sectional correlational design involving 500 female undergraduate students aged
18-24. Participants were selected using multistage cluster sampling from various academic departments. Data
were collected through standardized instruments measuring intolerance of uncertainty, psychological
flexibility and inflexibility, and depressive symptoms. All procedures adhered to ethical guidelines, and
participants completed informed consent forms before data collection. Data were analyzed using structural
equation modeling to examine direct effects, and multi-group analysis was conducted to test moderation.
Findings

Descriptive and inferential analyses demonstrated significant associations among the key variables. Structural
equation modeling indicated that intolerance of ambiguity positively predicted depressive symptoms with a
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standardized coefficient of f = 0.48 (p < .001). Psychological inflexibility also showed a strong positive
association with depressive symptoms, f = 0.58 (p < .001), whereas psychological flexibility was negatively
associated with depressive symptoms, p =-0.37 (p <.001). Together, intolerance of ambiguity, psychological
flexibility, and psychological inflexibility accounted for 60% of the variance (R? = 0.60) in depressive
symptoms.

Moderation analysis revealed that psychological flexibility significantly altered the relationship between
intolerance of ambiguity and depressive symptoms. In the low-flexibility group, the relationship was positive
and significant, = 0.48 (p < .001), indicating that students with lower flexibility showed higher depressive
symptoms when ambiguity intolerance was high. In contrast, in the high-flexibility group, the relationship
became negative, f = —0.13 (p < .05), demonstrating a reversal of effect: students with higher flexibility
experienced lower depressive symptoms even when intolerance of ambiguity increased.

Additional analyses tested whether psychological inflexibility served as a moderator; however, model-fit
comparisons indicated that flexibility—mnot inflexibility—functioned as the effective moderating variable. Fit
indices showed adequate model performance (CMIN/DF ~ 1.66—1.68; RMSEA = 0.04; CFI = 0.77-0.78).
Discussion and Conclusion

The study’s findings demonstrate that intolerance of uncertainty plays a central role in exacerbating depressive
symptoms among university students. Individuals who struggle to tolerate ambiguity appear more vulnerable
to maladaptive cognitive patterns such as catastrophizing, excessive worry, and negative future-oriented
thinking. Meanwhile, psychological inflexibility emerged as a robust predictor of depressive symptoms,
underscoring its function as a transdiagnostic risk factor characterized by experiential avoidance, cognitive
fusion, and impaired emotion regulation. In contrast, psychological flexibility served as a meaningful
protective factor; students who were better able to accept internal experiences, remain mindful, and act in
alignment with personal values showed reduced susceptibility to depressive symptoms even in the presence of
high uncertainty.

The moderation findings provide especially important insights. Psychological flexibility not only mitigated the
impact of intolerance of uncertainty on depression but reversed the direction of this association among students
with high flexibility. This suggests that flexible cognitive and emotional strategies may transform ambiguous
situations from sources of distress into manageable or even adaptive experiences. These findings reinforce
conceptual models that emphasize psychological flexibility as a critical resilience factor and point to its
potential value as a target for preventive and therapeutic interventions among college populations.

Overall, the results support integrated theoretical frameworks in which intolerance of uncertainty contributes
to emotional vulnerability, while psychological flexibility serves to buffer or neutralize these effects.
Interventions aimed at enhancing psychological flexibility—particularly those grounded in acceptance-based
and mindfulness-based approaches—may thus offer a promising strategy for reducing depressive symptoms
in students. The study contributes to the expanding literature on psychological flexibility as a moderator of
cognitive risk processes and highlights the importance of addressing uncertainty tolerance in university mental-
health programs.
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