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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to examine the mediating role of metacognitive beliefs in
the relationship between mind wandering and negative affect among individuals with
obsessive—compulsive symptoms.

Methods and Materials: This correlational study employed structural equation modeling
on a sample of 300 individuals with obsessive—compulsive symptoms who attended
counseling centers in Yazd in Fall 2024. Data were collected using measures of mind
wandering, metacognitive beliefs, and negative affect, and were analyzed using SPSS and
AMOS.

Findings: The results indicated that mind wandering had a significant direct effect on
metacognitive beliefs (B = 0.54, p < 0.001) and metacognitive beliefs had a significant
direct effect on negative affect (B = 0.76, p < 0.001), while the direct path from mind
wandering to negative affect was not significant. Bootstrap analysis confirmed the
significant mediating role of metacognitive beliefs, and the model demonstrated
acceptable fit indices.

Conclusion: The findings demonstrate that metacognitive beliefs constitute the core
psychological mechanism through which mind wandering influences negative affect in
individuals with obsessive—compulsive symptoms, underscoring their importance as
primary targets for clinical intervention.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Obsessive—compulsive disorder (OCD) is a highly
prevalent and debilitating mental disorder characterized by
intrusive thoughts and repetitive behaviors that significantly
impair emotional, social, and occupational functioning.
Recent conceptualizations emphasize that emotional
disturbances in OCD extend far beyond symptom severity
and involve persistent patterns of negative affect and
impaired emotional well-being (Fereidouni Khani Mani et
al., 2025; Park et al., 2023). Epidemiological findings further
highlight the global burden of OCD and the elevated
vulnerability among women, underscoring the importance of
identifying the psychological mechanisms that sustain
emotional distress in this population (Fawcett et al., 2020;
Mohammadi et al., 2021).

Negative affect represents a core dimension of emotional
health and plays a central role in psychological
maladjustment, life dissatisfaction, and vulnerability to
stress-related disorders (Chen et al., 2021; Guinle & Sinha,
2020). In individuals with OCD, elevated negative affect has
been shown to intensify symptom persistence, weaken
treatment response, and undermine overall quality of life
(Park et al., 2023; Rozenman et al., 2019). However, the
cognitive—emotional mechanisms through which negative
affect is generated and maintained in OCD remain
incompletely understood.

Mind wandering, defined as the shifting of attention away
from the current task toward internal thoughts and images,
has emerged as a critical cognitive process linked to
emotional dysregulation. Research indicates that both
intentional and unintentional forms of mind wandering are
associated with depression, anxiety, and stress, particularly
when the content of mind wandering is negative or
ruminative (Chou et al., 2020; Seli et al., 2019; Torres-
Irribarra et al., 2020). In OCD, mind wandering frequently
overlaps with intrusive thoughts and rumination, reinforcing

maladaptive emotional cycles (Kollarik et al., 2020; Wahl et

al., 2019; Wang et al., 2021). Nonetheless, evidence
suggests that mind wandering alone does not inevitably
produce emotional disturbance; rather, its emotional impact
depends on how individuals interpret and regulate their
cognitive experiences.

Metacognitive theory offers a compelling framework for
explaining this interaction. Metacognitive beliefs—beliefs
about the nature, control, and danger of one’s own
thoughts—have been identified as fundamental drivers of
emotional disorders (Capobianco et al., 2020). Extensive
evidence demonstrates that maladaptive metacognitive
beliefs are strongly associated with anxiety, depression,
emotional dysregulation, and OCD symptom severity (Cano-
Lépez et al., 2022; Mansueto et al., 2024; Sunde et al.,
2021). Specifically, beliefs concerning uncontrollability of
thoughts, need for mental control, and catastrophic appraisal
of cognitive intrusions appear central to emotional suffering
in OCD (Gutierrez et al., 2020; Mathieu et al., 2020).

Emerging clinical findings further indicate that
metacognitive dysfunction extends across severe psychiatric
conditions and is closely related to impaired emotional
regulation and functional outcomes (Aydin et al., 2025;
Yalim et al., 2024). Despite these advances, few studies have
simultaneously examined mind wandering, metacognitive
beliefs, and negative affect within a single integrative model,
particularly in clinical OCD populations. The present study
addresses this gap by investigating the mediating role of
metacognitive beliefs in the relationship between mind
wandering and negative affect in individuals with obsessive—
compulsive symptoms.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a correlational design using
structural equation modeling. The sample consisted of 300
individuals with obsessive—compulsive symptoms who were
recruited from counseling and psychological service centers
in Yazd during Fall 2024 through convenience sampling.

Participants standardized

completed self-report

instruments measuring mind wandering (intentional and
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unintentional), metacognitive beliefs, and negative affect.
Data were screened for normality, multicollinearity, and
outliers. Structural equation modeling was conducted using
AMOS to test direct and indirect relationships among the
study variables. Model fit was evaluated using multiple
goodness-of-fit indices. Mediation effects were assessed
using bootstrap resampling.

Findings

Descriptive statistics indicated moderate to high levels of
mind wandering, maladaptive metacognitive beliefs, and
negative affect among participants. Correlation analyses
revealed significant positive associations between mind
wandering and metacognitive beliefs, mind wandering and
negative affect, and metacognitive beliefs and negative
affect.

Structural modeling demonstrated that mind wandering
exerted a significant positive direct effect on metacognitive
beliefs (B = 0.54, p < 0.001). Metacognitive beliefs, in turn,
showed a strong and significant direct effect on negative
affect ( = 0.76, p < 0.001). However, the direct path from
mind wandering to negative affect was not statistically
significant.

Bootstrap analysis confirmed the significance of the
indirect effect of mind wandering on negative affect through
metacognitive beliefs, indicating full mediation. The final
structural model exhibited acceptable fit across all indices,
supporting the proposed mediational framework.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings reveal that mind wandering does not directly
generate negative affect in individuals with obsessive—

compulsive symptoms; instead, its emotional impact is

transmitted through maladaptive metacognitive beliefs. This
pattern suggests that emotional suffering in OCD is less
about the mere occurrence of intrusive or wandering
thoughts and more about how individuals evaluate and
regulate those cognitive experiences.

From a psychological perspective, individuals with
obsessive—compulsive tendencies often interpret mind
wandering as evidence of mental weakness, loss of control,
or danger. Such interpretations activate threat-based
emotional responses, including anxiety, guilt, and despair,
which collectively manifest as chronic negative affect. When
metacognitive beliefs frame thoughts as uncontrollable or
hazardous, even neutral cognitive events can become
emotionally destabilizing.

Clinically, these results highlight the central role of
metacognitive restructuring in reducing emotional distress
among individuals with obsessive—compulsive symptoms.
Interventions that weaken dysfunctional metacognitive
beliefs and strengthen perceived cognitive control may
interrupt the cycle linking mind wandering to emotional
disturbance. Furthermore, integrating techniques that
promote flexible attention and present-focused awareness
may reduce the frequency and emotional salience of
maladaptive cognitive episodes.

In conclusion, this study advances understanding of
emotional dysfunction in obsessive—compulsive pathology
by demonstrating that metacognitive beliefs fully mediate
the relationship between mind wandering and negative
affect. Targeting these beliefs offers a promising pathway
for improving emotional well-being and treatment outcomes

in individuals with obsessive—compulsive symptoms.
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