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Abstract

This study aimed to predict depressive symptoms based on cognitive reactivity and negative
meta-emotions among students of Islamic Azad University, Bukan Branch. This descriptive-
correlational study was conducted among all students of Islamic Azad University, Bukan
Branch, during the 2023-2024 academic year, with a total population of 2,900 students, of
whom 350 were included in the final sample. Data were collected using the Beck Depression
Inventory-11 (BDI-I1), the revised Leiden Index of Depression Sensitivity (LEIDS-R) to assess
cognitive reactivity, and the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule (PANAS) to assess the
negative emotional component. Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS version 22. Pearson
correlation coefficients and simultaneous multiple regression analysis were used to examine
the relationships among the study variables and determine the predictive contribution of
cognitive reactivity and negative meta-emotions to depressive symptoms. The statistical
significance level wasset at 0.05. The results showed a significant positive correlation between
cognitive reactivity and depressive symptoms (r = 0.325, p <0.001). Negative meta-emotions
were also positively and significantly correlated with depression (r = 0.153, p = 0.004). The
multiple regression model was statistically significant (F(2,347) = 23.235, p < 0.001), and
cognitive reactivity and negative meta-emotions jointly explained 11.8% of the variance in
depressive symptoms (R2? = 0.118). Cognitive reactivity (B = 0.310, p <0.001) and negative
meta-emotions (B = 0.113, p = 0.027) were both significant positive predictors of depression,
with cognitive reactivity showing the stronger predictive contribution. Higher cognitive
reactivity and negative meta-emotions were associated with more severe depressive symptoms
among university students, and cognitive reactivity had the stronger predictive role. These
findings highlight the importance of targeting maladaptive cognitive patterns and negative
responses to emotional experiences in preventive and counseling interventions for student
mental health.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Depression is among the most prevalent psychological problems affecting young adults and university students
and can adversely influence emotional well-being, cognitive functioning, interpersonal relationships, academic
performance, and overall quality of life. University students face a range of developmental and environmental
demands, including academic workload, uncertainty regarding future employment, financial concerns,
changing social relationships, increased personal responsibility, and the need to adapt to new educational and
social environments. Although exposure to such stressors does not inevitably lead to depression, individual
differences in cognitive and emotional processing can determine the degree to which stressful experiences
contribute to depressive symptoms. Contemporary models of depression therefore increasingly emphasize the
interaction between environmental stress, dysfunctional cognitive processes, and difficulties in emotional
regulation. Evidence suggests that maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation strategies are associated with
greater depressive symptomatology, indicating that the manner in which individuals interpret and cognitively
process negative experiences may substantially contribute to vulnerability to depression (Dadfarnia et al.,
2020; Kraft et al., 2023).
One psychological construct that may explain individual differences in susceptibility to depression is cognitive
reactivity. Cognitive reactivity refers to the extent to which maladaptive cognitive patterns become activated
in response to negative mood states or stressful experiences. Individuals with higher cognitive reactivity may
function relatively adaptively under ordinary circumstances; however, even minor decreases in mood can
activate dysfunctional beliefs, hopelessness, self-criticism, rumination, perfectionistic concerns, or negative
interpretations of the self and future. Once activated, these cognitive processes may intensify negative affect
and prolong depressive states. Research has demonstrated that changes in aversive reactivity are associated
with corresponding changes in symptoms of anxiety and depression, suggesting that heightened reactivity to

VWY



18 Jlo Powoslod eilez 0590

unpleasant internal experiences may constitute an important mechanism in psychological distress (Semcho et
al., 2023). Similarly, studies conducted during stressful contexts such as the COVID-19 pandemic have
highlighted the role of emotional reactivity, depression, and anxiety in the development or exacerbation of
psychological symptoms (Ghasedi et al., 2022; Secer & Ulas, 2021).

Cognitive reactivity can be particularly relevant among university students because academic and interpersonal
stressors may repeatedly activate latent negative cognitive schemas. Failure in an examination, interpersonal
rejection, uncertainty regarding future employment, or perceived inadequacy may trigger patterns of self-
blame, hopelessness, and repetitive negative thinking. Such responses can reduce behavioral engagement,
increase withdrawal, and maintain low mood. Evidence from research on cognitive emotion regulation
indicates that maladaptive strategies, including rumination, catastrophizing, and self-blame, are positively
associated with depressive symptoms, whereas more adaptive forms of cognitive processing appear to have a
protective role (Dadfarnia et al., 2020). A systematic review and meta-analysis has similarly shown that
emotion regulation strategies are significantly related to symptoms of depression, anxiety, aggression, and
other psychological difficulties, emphasizing the broad importance of cognitive-emotional regulation
mechanisms in psychopathology (Kraft et al., 2023).

In addition to cognitive reactivity, the way individuals respond to their own emotional experiences may also
contribute to depression. Negative meta-emotions refer broadly to negative emotional or evaluative reactions
toward one's own emotional states. For example, an individual may feel ashamed of being sad, become angry
with oneself for experiencing anxiety, or interpret emotional vulnerability as a sign of personal weakness. In
such situations, the initial negative emotion is accompanied by a secondary negative reaction, potentially
intensifying psychological distress. This process cancreate a cycle in which the individual not only experiences
sadness, fear, or anger but also evaluates the experience itself negatively, thereby increasing self-criticism,
emotional avoidance, and sustained negative affect.

Research on emotion regulation provides substantial support for the importance of such processes. A meta-
analysis of psychological interventions for youth with depression and anxiety showed that improvements in
emotion regulation were associated with reductions in psychopathological symptoms (Daros et al., 2021).
Likewise, interventions incorporating emotion regulation techniques and meta-awareness have been found to
improve negative emotional states, including depression, anxiety, and anger (Mahmud Alilu et al., 2023).
These findings suggest that individuals' awareness, interpretation, acceptance, and management of their
emotional experiences may influence the intensity and persistence of depressive symptoms.

Metacognitive capacities may further contribute to this relationship. Difficulties in identifying, understanding,
and reflecting on internal psychological states can interfere with effective emotion processing. Research
examining metacognition, social cognition, and alexithymia in individuals with postpartum depression has
indicated meaningful relationships between depressive symptoms and the capacity to understand and process
internal and interpersonal experiences (Diop et al., 2022). From this perspective, negative meta-emotional
reactions may represent a dysfunctional relationship with one's emotional experiences, in which emotions are
perceived as unacceptable, threatening, or uncontrollable rather than temporary and manageable psychological
events.

Evidence from intervention studies also supports the role of flexible cognitive and emotional responding in
depression. Acceptance and Commitment Therapy has been associated with reductions in negative emotions
and automatic thoughts and improvements in psychological flexibility among individuals with depression (Zou
et al., 2025). Metacognitive interventions have likewise demonstrated beneficial effects on depression,
cognitive emotion regulation, and metacognitive beliefs (Zahedian et al., 2020). Furthermore, emotional
regulation and awareness processes have been associated with psychological well-being in clinical populations
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(Ajele et al., 2021), while broader social and contextual factors, including perceived social support, have also
been linked to depression and psychological distress (Jalali-Farahani et al., 2022).

The relationship between emotional functioning and depression is also evident in interpersonal contexts.
Empathy and perceived parental support have been associated with depressive symptoms in adolescents
(Calandri et al., 2019), while depression, marital conflict, parenting stress, and empathic tendencies have been
shown to interact within family relationships (Dong et al., 2022). Depression and anxiety may also be
associated with empathic functioning and professional quality of life in caregiving contexts (Serrada-Tejeda
et al., 2025). Therapeutic approaches focusing on emotional processing have similarly shown beneficial
psychological outcomes (Spengler et al., 2022; Wang et al., 2020). Collectively, these findings indicate that
both cognitive reactivity and responses to negative emotional experiences may be relevant to understanding
depressive symptoms. Therefore, the present study aimed to predict depressive symptoms based on cognitive
reactivity and negative meta-emotions among students of Islamic Azad University, Bukan Branch.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population consisted of all
students enrolled at Islamic Azad University, Bukan Branch, during the 2023—2024 academic year, comprising
approximately 2,900 students. Based on the population size and the Krejcie and Morgan sample size table, 350
students were included in the final analysis. To compensate for incomplete or invalid questionnaires, 400
questionnaire packages were initially distributed among male and female students from different academic
disciplines and educational levels. Following data screening, questionnaires containing substantial missing
information, incomplete demographic data, or invalid response patterns were excluded, and 350 valid
questionnaires were retained for analysis.

Eligibility criteria included being an active student of Islamic Azad University, Bukan Branch, providing
informed consent, not being under academic probation, having no reported chronic physical illness, and not
having experienced a major stressful life event, such as the death of a close relative, during the preceding six
months. Participants were excluded if they declined to continue participation or submitted incomplete or
invalid questionnaires. Participation was voluntary, and respondents were informed that their information
would remain anonymous and confidential.

Depressive symptoms were assessed using the 21-item Beck Depression Inventory-1l. Each item is scored from
0 to 3, resulting in atotal score ranging from O to 63, with higher scores indicating greater depressive symptom
severity. Cognitive reactivity was assessed using the 34-item revised Leiden Index of Depression Sensitivity,
which evaluates six dimensions of cognitive reactivity, including hopelessness/suicidality, acceptance/coping,
aggression/hostility, control/perfectionism, risk aversion, and rumination. Items are scored on a five-point
Likert scale ranging from 0 to 4. The Cronbach's alpha coefficient for the total cognitive reactivity measure in
the present study was 0.86.

The emotional variable was assessed using the Positive and Negative Affect Schedule. This 20-item self-report
instrument consists of 10 positive affect and 10 negative affect items rated on a five-point Likert scale.
Consistent with the study objectives, the negative affect component was used in the principal analyses. In the
present sample, Cronbach's alpha coefficients were 0.88 for positive affect and 0.81 for negative affect. The
Cronbach's alpha coefficient for the depression measure was 0.86.

Data were analyzed using IBM SPSS version 22. Descriptive statistics, including frequency, percentage, mean,
and standard deviation, were calculated. Normality was assessed using the Kolmogorov-Smirnov test.
Multicollinearity was examined using tolerance and variance inflation factor indices, while independence of
residuals was evaluated using the Durbin-Watson statistic. Pearson correlation coefficients were calculated to
examine bivariate relationships, and simultaneous multiple linear regression was used to determine the
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predictive contribution of cognitive reactivity and negative meta-emotions to depressive symptoms. The
significance level was set at 0.05.

Findings

Of the 350 participants, 210 (60%) were women and 140 (40%) were men. Regarding age, 223 students
(63.7%) were between 18 and 23 years, 84 (24%) were between 24 and 29 years, 24 (6.9%) were between 30
and 35 years, and 19 (5.4%) were older than 35 years. In terms of educational level, 147 participants (42%)
were associate-degree students, 136 (38.9%) were bachelor's-degree students, and 67 (19.1%) were master's-
degree students.

The mean depressive symptom score was 12.46 with a standard deviation of 9.381. The mean cognitive
reactivity score was 48.50 + 18.852, while the mean negative meta-emotion score was 31.905 * 4.988. The
Kolmogorov-Smirnov test indicated no significant deviation from normality for depression (p = 0.069),
cognitive reactivity (p = 0.170), or negative meta-emotions (p = 0.681).

Multicollinearity indices were within acceptable limits. Tolerance values were 0.957 for cognitive reactivity
and 0.968 for negative meta-emotions, while corresponding variance inflation factor values were 1.045 and
1.033, respectively. The Durbin-Watson statistic was 1.987, supporting the independence of regression
residuals.

Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated a significant positive relationship between cognitive reactivity and
depressive symptoms (r = 0.325, p < 0.001). A significant positive correlation was also observed between
negative meta-emotions and depressive symptoms (r = 0.153, p = 0.004). Cognitive reactivity and negative
meta-emotions were themselves positively correlated (r = 0.130, p < 0.05).

The simultaneous multiple regression model was statistically significant, F(2, 347) = 23.235, p < 0.001. The
multiple correlation coefficient was 0.344, and the coefficient of determination was 0.118, indicating that
cognitive reactivity and negative meta-emotions jointly explained 11.8% of the variance in depressive
symptoms. The adjusted R2was 0.113. Cognitive reactivity was a significant positive predictor of depression
(B=0.154, B=0.310, t=6.104, p<0.001). Negative meta-emotions also significantly and positively predicted
depressive symptoms (B = 0.212, B =0.113, t = 2.216, p = 0.027). Comparison of standardized regression
coefficients indicated that cognitive reactivity made the stronger independent contribution to predicting
depressive symptoms.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings showed that both cognitive reactivity and negative meta-emotions were positively associated with
depressive symptoms and significantly contributed to their prediction among university students. The stronger
predictive contribution of cognitive reactivity suggests that the rapid activation of dysfunctional cognitive
patterns in response to negative mood may be particularly important in understanding individual differences
in depressive symptom severity.

Students with greater cognitive reactivity may be more likely to interpret academic setbacks, interpersonal
difficulties, or uncertainty about the future through maladaptive cognitive schemas characterized by
hopelessness, self-criticism, rumination, and negative expectations. Once activated, these cognitive processes
may prolong negative mood, decrease motivation, promote withdrawal, and reinforce depressive thinking.
Thus, cognitive reactivity may operate as a vulnerability mechanism through which relatively common
stressors become associated with more persistent depressive experiences.

The positive association between negative meta-emotions and depression also indicates that the way students
respond to their own negative emotional experiences is psychologically important. When sadness, anxiety,
frustration, or anger is followed by shame, self-criticism, fear, or rejection of the initial emotion, overall
emotional distress may intensify. Rather than allowing the primary emotion to diminish naturally, secondary
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negative reactions may sustain attention to distress and increase avoidance or suppression. This process can
create a self-reinforcing emotional cycle that contributes to depressive symptomatology.

The regression findings further suggest that cognitive and emotional processes contribute simultaneously but
unequally to depressive symptoms. Cognitive reactivity showed the larger standardized effect, indicating that
dysfunctional cognitive activation may represent a more proximal predictor of depression in the present student
sample. Nevertheless, negative meta-emotions made an independent contribution even after cognitive
reactivity was statistically controlled, emphasizing that emotional responses toward one's own internal
experiences also contain unique explanatory information.

Overall, the results support a multidimensional understanding of depressive symptoms among university
students in which both cognitive vulnerability and maladaptive responses to negative emotional experiences
are relevant. The findings have potential implications for university counseling services and preventive mental
health programs. Screening students for high cognitive reactivity and maladaptive emotional responses may
assist in identifying individuals at elevated psychological risk. Interventions that target automatic negative
thoughts, rumination, cognitive inflexibility, emotional acceptance, nonjudgmental awareness, and adaptive
emotion regulation may therefore be useful components of programs designed to reduce depressive symptoms.
In conclusion, cognitive reactivity and negative meta-emotions were significant positive predictors of
depressive symptoms among students of Islamic Azad University, Bukan Branch, and cognitive reactivity
demonstrated the greater predictive contribution. These findings highlight the importance of simultaneously
addressing maladaptive cognitive activation and dysfunctional responses to negative emotional experiences in
understanding and potentially preventing depression in university populations.
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