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ABSTRACT

Cardiovascular diseases (CVDs) are recognized as the leading cause of
premature death worldwide and are seriously affected by lifestyle choices. The
present study aimed to structurally model the health-promoting lifestyle in
cardiovascular patients based on cognitive fusion, mediated by cognitive
flexibility. The execution method was descriptive, and the research design was
correlational using the Structural Equation Modeling (SEM) approach. The
statistical population included CVD patients in the year 2025 who referred to
three specialized heart clinics for outpatient examination and had a disease
duration of at least one year. A sample of 265 individuals was selected using
convenience sampling. Standard questionnaires for Health-Promoting Behaviors,
Cognitive Fusion, and Cognitive Flexibility were used. Statistical data analysis
was performed using the Pearson correlation coefficient and path analysis
method via the bootstrap test, using AMOS24 and SPSS26 software. The
research findings showed that cognitive fusion had a significant negative effect
on the health-promoting lifestyle (f=-0.187, p=0.023) and cognitive flexibility
(B=-0.201, p=0.017). Furthermore, cognitive flexibility showed a significant
positive effect on the health-promoting lifestyle (p=0.541, p<0.001). The indirect
effect of cognitive fusion on the health-promoting lifestyle via cognitive
flexibility was also negative and significant (=-0.1087, p<0.001). Therefore,
targeted interventions in the domain of cognitive fusion, through cognitive
flexibility, can lead to the promotion of a healthy lifestyle in individuals and be
effective in reducing the complications of cardiovascular diseases.
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Introduction

Cardiovascular diseases (CVDs) are among the leading causes of mortality and disability worldwide,
accounting for approximately 38% of all non-communicable diseases. This group includes disorders such
as hypertension, coronary artery disease, heart failure, and stroke (Dritsas & Trigka, 2023). Evidence
consistently demonstrates that lifestyle choices play a critical role in both the onset and management of
CVDs. Unhealthy behaviors—such as poor diet, physical inactivity, and high stress—considerably
increase the risk of premature death (Liang, 2023). In contrast, a health-promoting lifestyle, characterized
by six core dimensions—health responsibility, physical activity, nutrition, interpersonal relations,
self-actualization, and stress management—can improve cardiovascular outcomes and overall well-being
(Chao, 2023). Within the field of health psychology, cognitive fusion has emerged as a key construct in
explaining maladaptive health behaviors. Cognitive fusion refers to the process through which individuals
become entangled with the content of their thoughts, treating them as literal truths rather than transient
mental events. This excessive attachment to thoughts can lead to avoidance behaviors and lower treatment
adherence among cardiac patients (Al-Hammouri, Rababah & Aldalaykeh., 2020). Empirical findings
suggest that reducing cognitive fusion enhances self-care behaviors, psychological health, and medication
compliance. In addition, cognitive flexibility—the ability to shift perspectives or mental strategies in
response to changing circumstances—plays a pivotal role in self-regulation and health behavior. Research
indicates that individuals with higher cognitive flexibility tend to engage in healthier behaviors, maintain
balanced nutrition, and exhibit better psychological adjustment and cardiorespiratory functioning
(Oosterhuis etal.,2023). Despite the substantial evidence linking these constructs to cardiovascular
health, there remains a lack of an integrative structural model that simultaneously accounts for cognitive
fusion (as a predictor) and cognitive flexibility (as a mediator) in explaining health-promoting lifestyle
patterns among cardiac patients. The present study aims to develop and test such a model to clarify the
cognitive mechanisms underlying lifestyle adherence. Understanding these pathways will facilitate the
design of targeted psychological interventions to enhance healthy behaviors and improve quality of life
among individuals with cardiovascular disease.

Methodology

The execution method was descriptive, and the research design was correlational using the Structural
Equation Modeling (SEM) approach. The statistical population included CVD patients in the year 2025
who referred to three specialized heart clinics for outpatient examination and had a disease duration of at
least one year. A sample of 265 individuals was selected using convenience sampling.

Instruments

— Health-Promotive Lifestyle Profile (Walker et al., 1987): This profile comprises 52 items assessed
on a 4-point Likert scale. It features subscales measuring Health Responsibility, Physical Activity,
Nutrition, Self-Actualization, Stress Management, and Interpersonal Relationships. The instrument
demonstrates high internal consistency with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91.

— Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire (Gillanders et al., 2014): This questionnaire consists of 12 items
scored on a 6-point Likert scale, structured around two subscales: Cognitive Defusion and Cognitive
Fusion. Its reliability is reported as Cronbach’s alpha = 0.79.

— Cognitive Flexibility Scale (Dennis & Vander Wal, 2010): Consisting of 20 questions, this scale is
designed to measure cognitive flexibility and is scored on a 6-point Likert range. It exhibits strong
reliability with a Cronbach’s alpha of 0.91.

— For the examination of demographic characteristics and descriptive statistics, descriptive indices
including frequency, percentage, mean, and standard deviation were calculated using SPSS version
26. Furthermore, the analysis of statistical data and the testing of research hypotheses were conducted
using the Pearson correlation coefficient and path analysis methods, employing the Bootstrap
technique in AMOS version 24, with a significance level set at « = 0.05.

Results

The research findings showed that cognitive fusion had a significant negative effect on the health-
promoting lifestyle (8 = —0.187, p = 0.023) and cognitive flexibility (f = —0.201, p = 0.017).
Furthermore, cognitive flexibility showed a significant positive effect on the health-promoting lifestyle
(6 = 0.541, p < 0.001). The indirect effect of cognitive fusion on the health-promoting lifestyle via
cognitive flexibility was also negative and significant (f = —0.1087, p < 0.001).
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Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this research indicate that cognitive fusion has a direct and negative effect on health-
promoting lifestyles in cardiovascular disease (CVD) patients. This finding is consistent with previous
research, such as studies by Al-Hammouri, Rababah, and Aldalaykeh (2020). Cognitive fusion, in which
an individual perceives their thoughts as absolute truths, disrupts self-regulatory mechanisms. In cardiac
patients, this situation leads to being trapped in negative thoughts about the illness, fostering
hopelessness, and consequently, reducing meotivation for physical activity, proper nutrition, and
adherence to medical recommendations. This excessive preoccupation with cognitive content (e.g., “I can
never succeed”) prevents the rational assessment of health-related situations and directly undermines a
healthy lifestyle (Al-Hammouri et al., 2020). Conversely, cognitive flexibility is directly and positively
associated with a health-promoting lifestyle. This result aligns with findings from Oosterhuis et al.
(2023). Cognitive flexibility empowers patients with the capacity to discover new strategies when faced
with illness-related limitations, adapt their plans to changing circumstances, and define more realistic
goals. This metacognitive ability for reorganization transforms the path to health from a rigid, single track
into a flexible network, facilitating long-term adherence to healthy behaviors (Papp et al., 2025). The
most significant modeling finding highlights the role of cognitive fusion in exerting an indirect
influence on lifestyle, specifically by reducing cognitive flexibility. This implies that fusion is a
mechanism that curtails an individual’s ability to disengage from thoughts (defusion), thereby lowering
cognitive flexibility. This reduction in flexibility subsequently manifests its negative consequences on
behavior and lifestyle (Rehak, Szelag & Zawadzka., 2024).

The study’s generalizability is constrained by its reliance on convenience sampling across three
Northern Iranian cities, potentially biasing results due to regional demographic specificity. Furthermore,
the correlational design and self-report measures preclude definitive causal inference, compounded by
challenges in controlling extraneous variables like socioeconomic status. Future research must employ
national random sampling, longitudinal or experimental designs to establish causality, and validate the
model across diverse chronic illnesses for a comprehensive understanding.
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