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Abstract
College students worldwide and in Turkey face many biopsychosocial spiritual and economic issues, in part due to developmental
and contextual factors. Understanding these issues and their relationship with psychological inflexibility, which is the central
concept to the Acceptance and Commitment Therapy (ACT), is an unexplored gap in the literature. Therefore, the aim of the
present study is to examine themediating andmoderating roles of Psychological Inflexibility (PI) in the relationship between Fear of
Negative Evaluation (FNE) and Psychological Vulnerability (PV), and to set an empirical ground for developing evidence-based
research and practices based onACT. The study group consisted of 389 undergraduate students studying in various departments of a
mid-sized urban state university. Regression-based mediation and moderation testing procedures revealed that PI partially mediates
the relationship between FNE and PV. Moderating role of PI on the same relationship was not verified. The present findings are
deemed to be useful for understanding the relationships of these constructs and developing future mental health research and
interventions to address biopsychosocial spiritual issues and enhance wellbeing especially from an ACT perspective.

Keywords Psychological inflexibility . Fear of negative evaluation . Psychological vulnerability . Acceptance and commitment
therapy . Counseling .Mental health . College students

Stressful life experiences have significant influence on indi-
vidual’s functioning, which may result in anxiety, confusion,
withdrawal, depression, and heightened vulnerability
(McDonnell and Semkovska 2020; Tanhan 2019; Soares

and Woods 2020). In this respect, vulnerability means that
some people are more affected by stressful life events than
others (Levine 2004; Shenk et al. 2014), and theymay become
more vulnerable to psychological problems (e.g., behavioral
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health problems, neglect issues, and emotional impairment).
College students worldwide face many biopsychosocial spir-
itual and economic issues (Becker et al. 2015; Ermis-Demirtas
et al. 2018; Haktanir et al. 2018; Kalkan and Griffiths 2018;
Karaman and Watson 2017; Krafft et al. 2019; Tanhan and
Francisco 2019; Tanhan and Strack 2020). Similarly, college
students in Turkey experience different biopsychosocial spir-
itual and economic issues, in part due to contextual and de-
velopmental factors (İkiz et al. 2015; Kızıldağ et al. 2012;
Tanhan 2020; Tanhan et al. 2020a). College students in
Turkey seem to be vulnerable to many biopsychosocial spir-
itual and economic issues. Therefore, some researchers called
for empirical research on psychological inflexibility, stress,
and anxiety to enhance wellbeing of individuals (Tanhan
2019; Tanhan et al. 2020b).

Psychological Vulnerability (PV)

Psychological vulnerability indicates detrimental cognitive
patterns in which one is in constant search of approval for
their sense of self-worth (Sinclair and Wallston 1999).
Therefore, psychological vulnerability can lead to dysfunc-
tional or less functional patterns of cognitions, feelings, and
behaviors (e.g., passivity, self-blame, isolation, and
catastrophizing), which can lead to psychopathology or de-
creased psychological well-being (Sinclair and Wallston
1999). People with psychological vulnerability also suffer
from more psychological distress (Romero-Moreno et al.
2013; Sinclair and Wallston 1999). Maladaptive coping and
cognitive emotion regulation strategies such as behavioral
avoidance and dysfunctional attitudes are some of the vulner-
ability factors for depression, anxiety and suicidal tendency
(Choi et al. 2015; Morris et al. 2014). There are significant
associations between psychological vulnerability and mal-
adaptive coping behaviors of passivity, self-blame, isolation,
catastrophizing, and perceived helplessness (Romero-Moreno
et al. 2013; Sinclair and Wallston 1999). People with psycho-
logical vulnerability have restricted capacity to cope with
stressors (Clark et al. 2007; Mehrabian 1995) and perceived
control over undesired emotional experiences. In this regard,
they are at a higher risk to experience stressful life events in a
more excessive manner (Raines et al. 2014).

Psychological vulnerability has interrelations with various
psychological states and constructs. Researchers found that psy-
chological vulnerability was positively associated with anxiety,
stress (Cox et al. 2001), self-alienation (Satici et al. 2013), and
social vulnerability (Sarıçam 2015). Psychological vulnerability
was also a predictor of the level of pain (Hansen et al. 2015). On
the contrary, psychological vulnerability had negative correla-
tionswith social competence,mindfulness, insight and resilience
factors like social support, self-efficacy (Akin 2014; Gruebner
et al. 2015; Kiamarsi and Abolghasemi 2014; Satici et al. 2014),

learned resourcefulness, and authentic living (Sertbaş 2014).
Tanhan and others (2020b) reported that college students in
Turkey have a higher level of psychological vulnerability and
psychological inflexibility. In a recent Online Photovoice (OPV)
study, the researcher found college students experience many
biopsychosocial spiritual and economic issues during COVID-
19 (Tanhan 2020). All these researchers also called for further
robust research focusing on these and other related constructs.
Based on all these findings, it is important to examine the rela-
tionship of psychological vulnerability with other related con-
structs including psychological inflexibility and fear of negative
evaluation among the college students.

Psychological Inflexibility (PI)

Seeing one’s thoughts, feelings, and sensations as they are
could be a key component for addressing psychopathology
and promoting wellbeing (Hayes et al. 2012; Larson 2011;
Tanhan 2019). ACT is one of the third-wave therapies that
represent a multidimensional and functional contextual model
both for wellbeing and abnormal psychology (Hayes et al.
2006; Hayes et al. 2012; Tanhan 2019; Twohig 2012). From
an ACT perspective, pain as a natural response to unwanted or
unenjoyable situations turns into psychopathology or suffering
through PI processes (McCracken and Vowles 2007; Tanhan
2019). PI consists of dysfunctional control efforts that are
named as the six core psychological inflexibility processes:
experiential avoidance, inflexible attention, disrupted values,
inaction or impulsivity, conceptualized self, and cognitive fu-
sion (Hayes et al. 2006; Hayes et al. 2012; Levin et al. 2014).

A person who experiences intense pain through one or
more of these six core processes, considering this person’s
limited individual resilience capacity, is more likely to gradu-
ally develop PI which may in turn lead to psychopathology
(Tanhan 2019). The experiential avoidance plays a central role
in PI and is an example for primordium of psychological in-
flexibility (Bond et al. 2011). Experiential avoidancemeans a
person’s effort to stay away from providing room for one’s
experiences (e.g., thoughts, feelings, sensations) and this leads
to more suffering; in other words, experiential avoidance
emerges when the person is not willing to give space to inner
pleasant or unpleasant experiences (Hayes et al. 2006, 2012;
Tanhan 2019). When the person applies this avoidance or
other core processes by themselves or in combination at ex-
treme levels, then it is highly likely that the unwanted experi-
ences turn into psychological problems through PI over time
(Greco et al. 2008; Hayes et al. 2012; Tanhan 2019).

Some other researchers used different terminologies that go
well with the above mentioned ACT’s Psychological
Inflexibility (PI) term. For example, Gawda (2017) used
ognitive inflexibility (intolerance of ambiguity, dogmatism
or need for closure) and some other researchers (Webster
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and Kruglanski 1994) used a similar concept that is cognitive
closure (i.e., desire for predictability, preference for order and
structure, discomfort with ambiguity, decisiveness, and
closed-mindedness). These terminologies are similar with
the six core processes of PI and have a significant conceptual
overlap with PI. Considering the behavioral expressions of
these concepts, it can be said that they can be an indicator of
PI. For example, although PI is similar to cognitive inflexibil-
ity in terms of behavioral expressions, PI is linked to health
and well-being and is an identified treatment outcome for
therapies such as ACT. Cognitive inflexibility can be defined
as the disability to flexibly adjust a behavior to the demands of
the changing environment (Armbruster et al. 2012).

PI is characterized by limited behavioral repertoire and
includes intolerance to ambiguity (Furnham and Marks
2013). In this study, the behavioral characteristics of the con-
cept of intolerance to ambiguity point to the symptoms of PI.
So that intolerance to ambiguity may be considered as a part of
PI. These behavioral features serve PI. The overuse of these
rigid strategies narrows one’s behavioral alternatives, possi-
bilities for positive experiences, and increases distress in the
long term that means psychological dysfunction (Bond et al.
2011; Hayes et al. 2006; McCracken and Vowles 2007;
Tanhan 2019; Williams et al. 2012).

There are significant associations between PI and a broad
range of psychological disorders that are characterized by the
dominance of avoidant response style (Bond et al. 2011).
Researchers found the association among the restrictive nature
of psychological inflexibility, somatization, depression, and
anxiety (Harris 2009; Masuda and Tully 2012) and PTSD
(Dick et al. 2014).

As opposed to the PI model, ACT utilizes the psychologi-
cal flexibility model to address how natural responses develop
wellness through the flexibility model (Hayes et al. 2006,
2012; Tanhan 2019). Psychological flexibility model com-
prises six core processes (i.e., acceptance, flexible attention
to the present moment, values, committed action, self-as-con-
text, defusion). Psychological flexibility is a mediator of
changes in self-compassion, anxiety, depression, stress and
general psychological distress (Yadavaia et al. 2014), posi-
tively related to the psychologically resilient outcomes
(Galatzer-Levy et al. 2012), and decreases in PTSD symptoms
(Dick et al. 2014). Based on all these findings, it is important
to examine PI as a construct from an ACT perspective and its
relationship with psychological vulnerability among college
students in Turkey.

Fear of Negative Evaluation (FNE)

Fear of Negative Evaluation (FNE), highlighted as an inherent
component of social anxiety, is constant and excessive anxiety
(Weeks et al. 2008). Watson and Friend (1969) defined FNE

as a measure of social anxiousness, the worry an individual
might have toward negative evaluation, and also the hesitation
that others would evaluate him negatively. FNE accompanies
social anxiety, and it is characterized by being overly con-
cerned with others’ appreciations and hiding one’s undesir-
able feelings (Watson and Friend 1969; Bilge and
Kelecioğlu 2008).

FNE is an indicator of psychological functioning and ad-
justment. FNE has an important role on stress, anxiety, inter-
pretation biases, and psychological well-being (Dryman and
Heimberg 2015; Nonterah et al. 2015). Individuals who have
fear of being negatively evaluated avoid social interactions
requiring social performance. They resort to rigid strategies
to feel safe and avoid rejection from others. Indeed, they try to
look for safe behaviors to stay away from negative evaluation
and criticism that might lead to suffering for them (Çetin et al.
2010; Rapee and Heimberg 1997). Such rigid coping behav-
iors, coupling with the claim for a positive impression, lead to
vulnerability to psychological dysfunctioning and finally re-
sult in a vicious circle (Fay et al. 2008; Nonterah et al. 2015).
Excessive coping patterns can play detrimental roles in psy-
chological adjustment (Kornienko and Santos 2014).
Additionally, people’s concern about how they are evaluated
by others has a restrictive effect on their social and psycho-
logical functioning (Bilge and Kelecioğlu 2008; Rapee and
Heimberg 1997).

Individuals with low level of FNE are less anxious about
evaluations. There is a significant relationship between lower
levels of FNE and reduction in depressive symptoms
(Kornienko and Santos 2014). On the other hand, high level
of FNE has detrimental effects on individuals’ mental health
(Button et al. 2015). Individuals with higher levels of FNE
have increased vulnerability. They fear the loss of social ap-
preciation. They are more inclined to make inaccurate expla-
nation of neutral expressions and exhibit higher levels of dis-
tress in comparison to people with lower levels of FNE
(Nonterah et al. 2015; Winton et al. 1995). People with higher
levels of FNE are more likely to interpret ambiguous social
situations in a detrimental manner (Dryman and Heimberg
2015). When FNE is at a high level, it may lead to social
withdrawal. Thus, people with higher levels of FNE might
not develop healthy communication skills such as being re-
spectful, clear, concrete and empathic, which are very func-
tional for enhancing healthy interpersonal relationships. Such
a cycle of causality is more likely to result in unhappiness
(Button et al. 2015; Karabulut and Bahadır 2013).

Psychological Inflexibility (PI) as a Mediator

Empirical and theoretical research based on ACT perspective
indicate that PI acts as a mediator in different studies.
Research about ACT interventions has pointed to the ability
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to reduce PI through therapy (Hayes et al. 2012; Tanhan et al.
2020a). PI can be conceptualized as a global behavioral pat-
tern of effortful avoidance in attempt to down-regulate un-
wanted emotional experiences, combinedwith the rigid adher-
ence to literal content of thoughts (Hayes et al. 2006; Hayes
et al. 2011b; Mendoza et al. 2018). The idea of a mediational
variable that could explain why this relationship exists
emerged from research in which experiential avoidance was
regularly implicated in the literature examining both fear of
negative evaluation and psychological vulnerability.

A considerable number of results support the mediating
role of PI. In a recent study with 451 adults in Turkey, re-
searchers found that psychological inflexibility mediated the
relationship between stress and psychopathology including
depression, somatization, and anxiety (Arslan et al. 2020).
For example, Yadavaia and their friends (2014) pointed out
that PI is a mediator of changes in self-compassion, anxiety,
depression, stress and general psychological distress. PI me-
diates also the relationship between depression severity and
stigma toward others with depression (Gaudiano et al. 2017);
the relationship between perceived workplace demands and
psychological distress (Kurz et al. 2014); the relationship be-
tween adverse childhood experiences and mental health out-
comes (Makriyianis et al. 2019); the relationship between per-
fectionism and religiosity (Crosby et al. 2011); the positive
associations between self-concealment and distress variables
(Mendoza et al. 2018).

College students in Turkey face many issues due to con-
textual and developmental factors (İkiz et al. 2015; Karaman
et al. 2020; Kızıldağ et al. 2012; Tanhan 2020; Tanhan et al.
2020a, b). Therefore, it is crucial to understand the college
students because they seem to be vulnerable to many
biopsychosocial, spiritual and economic issues. In a quasi-
experimental study, 133 college students received a five-
session counseling service and their quality of life increased
through decreased PI level compared to the control group
(Tanhan et al. 2020a). The researchers called for further ex-
amination of PI among college students in Turkey in relation
to other issues the students experience [e.g., stress, anxiety,
feeling overwhelmed with courses, sociopolitical conflicts in
the area (Tanhan et al. 2020a, b). Therefore, it is important to
understand the relationship of PI with FNE and psychological
vulnerability among the college students.

Purpose of the Present Study

The aim of the present study is to investigate the mediating
and moderating roles of PI on the relationship between FNE
and psychological vulnerability among college students in
Turkey. An individual with high PI, as described within the
ACT theoretical framework, might be more likely to develop
high levels of psychological vulnerability in the face of FNE.

ACT shows how psychopathology gradually occurs through
PI model (Hayes et al. 2006, 2012; Tanhan 2019). The model
consists of six core processes and it shapes therapeutic change
and wellness (Harris 2009; Hayes et al. 2011a). Researchers
called for examining PI and its relationship with other con-
structs among college students in Turkey for more robust
grounded research and mental health services (Tanhan et al.
2020a, b), which make this study important as it examines the
role of PI as a mediator.

Method

Participants

The study group consisted of 389 undergraduate students who
agreed to participate. They were studying in various depart-
ments of a mid-sized urban state university in Turkey. The
group consisted of 207 females (53,2%) and 182 males
(46,8%) whose ages ranged from 17 to 35 (M = 22,41 years).
Volunteering participation, informed consent, participant pri-
vacy, and anonymity procedures were all compliant with the
local institutional standards of the department regarding cross-
sectional anonymous survey studies with no manipulation in-
volved. Some students whowere informed about the study did
not participate due to different reasons (e.g., lack of time,
being tired, not willing to particate) when a research assistant
asked for participation and provided the printed survey pack-
age in classes and gathering points (e.g., library). The research
assistant who provided information and the package to the
students has not been part of the study to protect voluntary
participation. The study procedures were approved by the re-
spective authorities and are compliant with the ethical stan-
dards set by the updated version of the Declaration of Helsinki
(64th WMA General Assembly, Fortaleza, Brazil, October
2013). The participants filled the scales in printed forms.
Inappropriately or insufficiently filled data (12 cases), and
multivariate outliers (2 cases based on Mahalonobis scores)
were excluded.

Procedure

The aim of the current study is to examine the mediating and
moderating roles of PI in the relationship between FNE and
psychological vulnerability. The regression-based procedures
recommended by Baron and Kenny (1986) for testing media-
tion and moderation were used. Although their step-based
procedures and distinction of partial and full mediation are
deemed as outdated in mediation research (Hayes 2018), these
procedures have potential merit as a preliminary analytic pro-
cedure. PROCESS macro (Hayes 2013) was utilized for test-
ing the mediation andmoderation effects; calculating the mag-
nitudes and the significance levels of the effects with
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bootstrapping and Sobel tests. Independent variable of the
study (the X variable) was FNE; and the dependent variable
(Y variable) was psychological vulnerability; and PI was the
possible mediator and moderator variable (M variable). The
mediation model was tested by a Structural Equation
Modeling (SEM). All the variables were included in the model
as latent variables linked to the scale items, including the
measurement model. In SEM, degree of convergence between
the theoretical model and the structure of the data in question
is assessed by calculating several fit indices. The foremost of
those is Chi-Square (X2), which is usually divided by the de-
gree of freedom. Although with different focuses and formu-
las, SRMR, RMSEA, CFI, and TLI and similar fit indices
serve the same purpose (Kline 2015). Based on the rules of
thumb suggested in the related literature, X2/df ratio is deemed
acceptable below 3 (Schermelleh-Engel and Moosbrugger
2003); SRMR is regarded acceptable within 0 to 1 range
(Brown and Cudeck 1993). RMSEA is regarded as acceptable
below .08 (Byrne and Campbell 1999). CFI and TLI (also as
Non-Normed Fit Index; NNFI) is regarded as acceptable
above .90 (Bentler and Bonett 1980; Schermelleh-Engel and
Moosbrugger 2003). All statistical analyses were conducted
on the SPSS 21.0 and AMOS 20 software packages.

Measures

Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-II (AAQ-II) Level of PI
was measured using the AAQ-II (Bond et al. 2011). The
AAQ-II measures one’s tendency toward excessive control
of thoughts and feelings and the ability to act in the presence
of aversive thoughts or feelings (Landstra et al. 2013). Turkish
adaptation of this scale was done by Yavuz et al. (2016). The
AAQ-II is a 7-item self-report instrument and each item is
rated on a 7-point scale. All answers are summed up to find
the tendency level of PI, with higher scores indicating greater
levels of PI. Results of the exploratory factor analysis demon-
strated that the seven items loaded on one factor which ex-
plains 61.8% of the total variance. Cronbach’s alpha internal
consistency reliability coefficient was .90 and the correlation
between test-retest (after 2 weeks) was r = .85. The corrected
item-total correlations ranged from .63 to .77. The results of
convergent validity analysis demonstrated that the total score
of AAQ-II had significant positive relationships with total
scores of Ruminative Thinking Style Questionnaire, Beck
Depression Inventory, and The State-Trait Anxiety
Inventory (r = .56, r = .63, r = .65 respectively). The alpha in-
ternal consistency reliability coefficient was .84 in the present
study, which indicates a good internal consistency. The CFA
conducted on the data utilized in the present study indicated
acceptable levels of construct validity (x2 = 67.65, df = 14,
RMSEA = .099, NFI = .92, CFI = .94, AGFI = .90, and
TLI = .90).

Psychological Vulnerability Scale (PVS) PVS was developed
(Sinclair and Wallston 1999) as a self-report instrument to
measure a set of cognitions that trigger maladaptive reactions
to stress. PVS consists of 6 items and each item is rated on a 5-
point Likert scale (1 = unsuitable to me, 5 = definitely suitable
to me). The scale is interpreted through total scores from 5 to
35 where higher scores indicate higher levels of psychological
vulnerability. Turkish adaptation of PVS was conducted by
Akın and Eker (2011). The results of the confirmatory factor
analysis indicated that the model fitted the data well (x2 =
7.82, df = 9, RMSEA = .000, NFI = .97, CFI = 1.00,
GFI = .99, AGFI = .98, RFI = .95, and SRMR= .025). Factor
loadings of PVS items ranged from .46 to .69. The Cronbach’s
alpha for PVS was .75 and the corrected item-total correla-
tions ranged from .26 to .44. In the present study, the alpha
coefficient was .69, which is questionable; and the CFA re-
sults indicated good levels of construct validity of PVS (x2 =
25.31, df = 9, RMSEA = .068, NFI = .93, CFI = .95,
AGFI = .95, and TLI = .91).

The Brief Fear of Negative Evaluation Scale (BFNES) BFNES
was developed by Leary (1983) and adapted into Turkish by
Çetin et al. (2010). BFNES is a self-report scale devised for
measuring the (in)tolerance of the individuals in case of neg-
ative or hostile evaluations about themselves from others
(Karabulut and Bahadır 2013). The scale is based on a five
point Likert type scale with 11 items. According to confirma-
tory and exploratory factor analysis, the researchers found a
one-factor model which is in line with the Turkish sample,
explaining %40.19 of the total variance. The correlation be-
tween test-retest (after 2 weeks, 76 participants) was r = .82.
The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient of the questionnaire was
.84, and the split-half reliability coefficient was .83. For the
present study, the alpha coefficient was .83 that indicates a
good internal inconsistency. The CFA results with a slightly
modified model (with one modification by drawing a covari-
ance between errors of item 2 and 6 which depict similar target
behaviors) indicated acceptable levels of construct validity of
BEFNES (x2 = 210.67, df = 43, RMSEA = .100, NFI = .87,
CFI = .89, AGFI = .85, and TLI = .86).

Results

Normality of the distributions were ensured and two cases
were omitted in the analysis procedures due to multivariate
outliers based on the Mahalonobis distance values. Reliability
coefficients, means, standard deviations, skewness, kurtosis
values and inter-correlations among variables are presented
in Table 1. The descriptive analysis has shown that the vari-
ables had normal distributions. As for zero-order Pearson
Correlation coefficients, PI was significantly related with
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FNE (r = .47, p < .001); and psychological vulnerability
(r = .51, p < .001).

Testing Mediation

In testing the mediation effects, firstly the relationship be-
tween the independent variable (FNE) and proposed mediator
(PI) was tested. Regression results are presented in Table 2.
FNE related positively with PI (β = .47, t = 10.39, p < .001).

Secondly, the relationship between the proposed mediator
(PI) and dependent variable (psychological vulnerability) was
tested. Psychological inflexibility related positively with psy-
chological vulnerability (β = .51, t = 10.39, p < .001).
Regression results are presented in Table 3.

Finally, the relationship between the independent variable
(FNE) and dependent variable (psychological vulnerability)
was tested without (Step 1) and with (Step 2) the mediator.
The regression analysis in Step 1 revealed that the FNE was
positively related to psychological vulnerability (β = .57, t =
13.76, p < .001). When PI entered into the regression, the re-
gression coefficient for the FNE decreased in Step 2; yet it was
still significant (β = .26, t = 9.65; p < .001). The results are
shown in Table 4.

These results are typical indicators for a partial mediation.
In order to test the significance of the mediational effect of PI
in the relationship between fear of negative evaluation and
psychological vulnerability, bootstrapping and the Sobel Z
test were conducted, and effect sizes were calculated by the
PROCESS macro. The indirect coefficient effect was .088
(SE = .01), significantly different from zero in a 95% bias-
corrected bootstrap confidence interval, and ranged from
.059 (BootLLCI) to .123 (BootULCI). Preacher and Kelley
(2011) compared and contrasted various measures of media-
tion effect size and concluded that Kappa Squared value

fulfills the most of their evaluation criteria. In this study,
Kappa squared indirect coefficient effect was .156
(SE = .03), ranging from .108 (BootLLCI) to .205
(BootULCI). Normal theory based Sobel Z test (Sobel 1982)
also revealed that the partial mediation effect was significantly
different from zero in parallel with the bootstrapping results
(Z = 5.743, p < .001). Figure 1 represents the regression results
embedded in the conceptual diagram.

Confirming Mediation

An SEM analysis was conducted for confirming the mediation
model which had preliminary support for total score and
regression-based procedures. Complying with the mediation
approach, fear of negative evaluation was the exogenous var-
iable, and psychological vulnerability and the mediating PI
were the endogenous variables. The error terms for three items
of FNE (c2, c6 and c9) were covariated in the model for the
fact that they were all negatively worded items which had a
great level of convergence in meaning. The results of the SEM
analysis have shown that the model fitted the data in accept-
able levels (x2 = 539.346, df = 246, x2/df = 2.19,
RMSEA = .055, SRMR = .050, TLI = .90, CFI = .91,
IFI = .91, RFI = .82). The model and the results are shown in
the path diagram in Fig. 1.

When Fig. 2 is examined, it is seen that FNE had a positive
relationship with PI (λ= .60, p < .001); PI had a positive re-
lationship with psychological vulnerability (λ = .24, p
< .001), and FNE had a positive relationship with psycholog-
ical vulnerability (λ = .67, p < .001). Another SEM model
assuming full mediation was also tested. In this model where
there were no regression paths defined from FNE to vulnera-
bility, the model fit values were less acceptable compared to
the partial mediation model (X2 = 637.712, df = 247,

Table 1 Inter-correlation and descriptive statistics

1 2 3 Mean Std. Dev. Alpha Skewness Kurtosis

1. PI 26.37 9.49
.84

−.01 −.77

2. FNE .47** 30.78 8.24
.83

.18 .04

3. PVS .51** .57** 16.64 5.02
.69

.22 −.32

**p < .001

Table 2 Fear of negative evaluation and psych. inflexibility

Variable B SEB β t

Fear of Neg. Ev. .54 .05 .47 10,39

DV: Psych. Inflexibility p < .001, R = .47, R2 = .21

Table 3 Psych. inflexibility and psych. vulnerability

Variable B SEB β t

Psych. Inflex. .27 .02 .51 11.62

DV: Psych. Vulnerability p < .001, R = .51, R2 = .26

4270 Curr Psychol (2021) 40:4265–4277



X2/df = 2.58, RMSEA = .064, SRMR = .072, TLI = .87,
CFI = .88, IFI = .88, RFI = .80). This also supports a partial
mediation of PI on the relationship between FNE and psycho-
logical vulnerability.

Testing Moderation

For testing the possible moderating role of PI in the relation-
ship between FNE and psychological vulnerability, the fol-
lowing steps were taken: First, as in the Step 2 of the moder-
ation analysis, the independent variable and the moderator
were regressed on the dependent variable (Model 1).
Secondly, an interaction term was created by multiplying the
scores of the independent variable (namely FNE) and the pos-
sible moderator (PI). Then this interaction variable (FNE X
PI) was entered into the regression equation together with
scores of FNE and PI (Model 2). The interaction variable
was not significantly related to psychological vulnerability
(B = .01, t = 1.86, p > .05), and Model 2 did not significantly
increase the variance accounted in the dependent variable
(ΔR2 = .01, p > .05). In the bootstrapping analysis with
Hayes’ PROCESSMacro, moderating effect was not also ver-
ified. Interaction term FNE had a coefficient of .004
(SE = .002). This was not significantly different from zero in
a 95%bias-corrected bootstrap confidence interval and ranged

from −.0002 (BootLLCI) to .0089 (BootULCI). These results
show that themoderating role of PI in the relationship between
FNE and psychological vulnerability does not exist.

Discussion

In the current study, we found the mediating role of PI in the
relationship between FNE and psychological vulnerability.
The findings overall fit into the larger literature (e.g., Arslan
et al. 2020) stating that PI acts as an important mediator be-
tween different constructs (e.g., depression, anxiety). Despite
the presumed positive links between FNE, PI, and psycholog-
ical vulnerability, little is known about the factors that might
mediate these relationships, which makes this study unique.
This is a preliminary work for understanding the roles of FNE
and psychological vulnerability, and how PI might require
more research attention. Our findings may serve as a cue
which would explain why it is functional to reduce PI and
improve approaches and techniques to give space to one’s
desired or undesired experiences. Such an acceptance process
might gradually improve effective coping strategies and ad-
dress psychological disorders. There are a few main points
worth discussing.

Before delving into the implications, it is useful to stress on
the statistical procedures and their possible role in corroborat-
ing the findings. In terms of the analytical framework, we
employed a three-step test for the mediation, and a two-step
test for the moderation. Baron and Kenny’s (1986) recom-
mendations were followed to better substantiate the model.
A bootstrapping method was utilized further to test the medi-
ating role found in the first step. In the last step, SEM ap-
proach was adopted with an embedded measurement model
in order to further confirm the mediation with a rather non-
reductionist approach (i.e., taking all the errors and relation-
ships of the individual items into account, rather than working

Table 4 Testing the mediation

Variable B SEB β t p R2

Step 1

Fear of Neg. Ev. .35 .03 .57 13.76 .00 .33

Step 2

Fear of Neg. Ev. .26 .03 .43 9.65 .00

Psych. Inflexibility .16 .02 .31 6.92 .00 .40

DV: Psych. Vulnerability, ΔR2 = .07

Psych. 

Inflexibility

Fear of Neg. 

Ev. (FNE)

Psych. 

Vulnerability

.47 .51

.43 (.57)

Fig. 1 Mediating role of
psychological inflexibility in the
relationship between FNE and
psychological vulnerability
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with summed scores). In terms of moderation, the two steps of
simple regression-based analysis and bootstrapping analysis
were conducted.

First, FNE was positively related to PI in our work. This
finding is consistent with previous studies that revealed the
association between PI and anxiety disorders (Arslan et al.
2020; Harris 2009; Masuda and Tully 2012). Fear of negative
evaluation is a strong risk factor for social anxiety, and having
more psychological flexibility becomes more important to
cope with the fear of negative evaluation effectively. People
who have high levels of FNE desire to make a favorable im-
pression (Heimberg et al. 2010) with high levels of emotional
arousal (McManus et al. 2008), so they may lose their full
contact with the present moment and use maladaptive coping
strategies. The use of maladaptive coping strategies at an in-
tense level may lead to a psychopathological PI in a vicious
circle (Tanhan 2019).

Second, FNE was positively related to psychological vul-
nerability. With respect to their nature, this meaningful rela-
tionship seems usual. Individuals with higher level of FNE
may be overly concerned with others’ appreciations and hid-
ing the undesirable feelings (Bilge and Kelecioğlu 2008;
Watson and Friend 1969). Similarly, people with psycholog-
ical vulnerability have dependency for approval from others
and may develop unreal expectations. In order to satisfy these
expectations, people may tend to use rigid and dysfunctional

coping behaviors of passivity, self-blame, isolation, and
catastrophizing which, in turn, can lead to decreased psycho-
logical well-being (Sinclair and Wallston 1999). Indeed, both
people with high FNE and psychological vulnerability give
much more attention to others’ opinions and feedbacks.

Third, as presumed, PI predicted psychological vulnerabil-
ity in a positive way. Likewise, in PI, people with psycholog-
ical vulnerability have maladaptive cognitive networks which
render them more delicate to stress (Sinclair and Wallston
1999). In ACT, when a person believes these dysfunctional
cognitive networks and treats them as real rather than cogni-
tions or feelings then this process is called cognitive fusion
which refers to the undesirable functions of thoughts (Hayes
et al. 2006; Hayes et al. 2012; Tanhan 2019). People who have
cognitive fusion may be more susceptible to PI. In accordance
with this, it can be said that people who have higher levels of
PI may get inclined to psychological vulnerability which in-
cludes more distress, negativity, and failure (Hayes et al.
2006; Hayes et al. 2012; Romero-Moreno et al. 2013;
Tanhan 2019).

Finally, the relationship between FNE and psychological
vulnerability was partially mediated by PI. The partial media-
tion was both supported in the regression-based analysis and
further confirmed in the SEM results. PI promotes negative
outcomes including more psychopathology and less satisfying
life (Larson 2011; Tanhan et al. 2020a). Likewise, in FNE, PI

Fig. 2 Path diagram with standardized estimates
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also contains excessive and rigid psychological reactions
which stem from dysfunctional control efforts (Levin et al.
2014). In other words, individuals who have higher level of
PI tend to use such dysfunctional coping strategies more (e.g.,
experiential avoidance, not being in the present moment, and
suppressing emotions; Hayes et al. 2006; Tanhan 2019).
These excessive behavioral patterns seem likely to result
in significantly decreased adjustment in the long run
(McCracken and Vowles 2007), and people who have re-
stricted behavioral repertoire may feel more psychological
vulnerability. Additionally, dysfunctional coping and cog-
nitive emotion regulation strategies such as behavioural
avoidance and adopting safety behaviors which are associ-
ated with psychological vulnerability are some of the fac-
tors for depression, anxiety and suicidal tendency (Choi
et al. 2015; Morris et al. 2014).

The findings of the current study revealed that PI has mean-
ingful correlation with FNE and psychological vulnerability.
PI takes an important place in this association. The relation-
ship between negative evaluation and psychological vulnera-
bility was mediated partially by PI which is the principal
source of psychological difficulties according to the ACT per-
spective. ACT utilizes psychological flexibility processes dur-
ing mental health services to empower clients through each of
the processes and cultivate wellbeing or address
biopsychosocial spiritual issues. Thus, it can be said that de-
veloping psychological flexibility as a strategy in order to
reduce FNE and psychological vulnerability indirectly can
be a functional way. In other words, psychological flexibility
might be combined with efforts to decrease the level of fear of
negative evaluation and psychological vulnerability.

Limitations

There are several limitations of the current study that may
provide further extension of the research. The first main lim-
itation is cross-sectional design of the work; therefore, the
results of the study should be contextually considered to gen-
eralize to other populations. The second, it is possible that
there are some other mediators originating from more contex-
tual conditions (e.g., family, institutions, and policy) rather
than just intrapersonal or interpersonal processes. Therefore,
some researchers strongly called for considering ecological
systems theory to understand the role of mediators
(Christens and Peterson 2012; Tanhan and Francisco 2019;
Tanhan et al. 2020b). The researchers found the contextual
factors to be important when examining college students’
functioning and they called for future researchers to examine
it with different samples (Tanhan et al. 2020a). Additionally,
due to the fact that the present study relied on cross-sectional
correlational statistics, no definitive generalizations and con-
clusions can be made with respect to causality.

Implications and Future Directions

The findings from the present study have implications for
three main areas: research, practice, and education. To
mention a few, mental health professionals as researchers
can try to replicate this study with different clinical sam-
ples, adults, cultures, and geographical locations. They
may use rigorous experimental and quasi-experimental
studies, which are rare in the psychology field in Turkey
(Bulus and Sahin 2019; Tanhan 2019, 2020). There are
publicly available software packages to design efficient
and rigorous (multilevel) experiments when mediation
and moderation tests are involved (Bulus and Dong
2019). Mental health professionals may adopt PI processes
(e.g., cognitive fusion) and psychological flexibility pro-
cesses (e .g . , defus ion) through counse l ing and
psychoeducation to utilize them to address psychological
issues and enhance wellbeing. Mental health professionals
as educators and supervisors are gatekeepers for future
providers (Kalkan and Can 2019; Tanhan and Francisco
2019) who could give specific attention to help mental
health providers-in-training to learn more about FNE, psy-
chological vulnerability and especially ACT, and its under-
lying psychological flexibility and inflexibility models.
Another implication is utilizing innovative qualitative re-
search techniques to explore PI, FNE, and PV from partic-
ipants’ perspective. For example, Tanhan (2020) utilized
Online Photovoice (OPV) to understand, advocate for, and
address college students’ biopsychosocial spiritual and
economic issues during COVID-19. The researcher also
strongly recommended future researchers, mental health
providers, and educators to utilize Online Photovoice
(OPV), as one of the innovative and recently improved,
to understand and address psychopathology and wellbeing.
Finally, mental health professionals may consider all these
implications from an ACT perspective and through online
venues considering the recent Coronavirus (COVID-19)
and future pandemics.

Conclusion

Overall, we found that PI partially mediates the relationship
between FNE and psychological vulnerability. Higher levels
of FNE were related to higher levels of PI and psychological
vulnerability. PI plays a dominant role in the progression of
the psychological disorders, which makes PI a crucial con-
struct, especially fromACT perspective. The findings contrib-
ute to the related literature in research, practice, and training.
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