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Abstract

This study aimed to model obsessive beliefs based on attentional cognitive syndrome
and inferential confusion, examining the mediating role of fear of self among
individuals diagnosed with obsessive—compulsive disorder (OCD). The research
employed a descriptive—correlational design using structural equation modeling
(SEM). The statistical population comprised individuals referred to psychology
clinics and psychiatrists’ offices in Shiraz in 2024 who had been clinically diagnosed
with OCD. A random sample of 130 participants was selected. Data were collected
using the Obsessive Beliefs Questionnaire (OBQ-44), the Cognitive Attentional
Syndrome Scale (CAS-91), the Inferential Confusion Questionnaire — Extended
Version (ICQ-EV), the Fear of Self Questionnaire (FSQ), and the Maudsley
Obsessive—Compulsive Inventory (MOCI). Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-
26 and AMOS-26 software, employing path analysis within a structural equation
framework. The results revealed significant positive correlations among attentional
cognitive syndrome, inferential confusion, fear of self, and obsessive beliefs. The
direct effect of attentional cognitive syndrome on obsessive beliefs was significant (3
=0.33,p<0.01), as was the direct effect of inferential confusion ( =0.41,p<0.01).
Fear of self showed a significant mediating effect, with indirect effects for attentional
cognitive syndrome (f = 0.17,p < 0.001) and inferential confusion (f = 0.32,p <
0.001). Model fit indices (CFI = 0.97, GFI = 0.93, RMSEA = 0.06) indicated an
excellent model fit. Findings demonstrated that fear of self functions as a key
mediating mechanism linking maladaptive cognitive processes—specifically
attentional cognitive syndrome and inferential confusion—toobsessive beliefs. These
results underscore the necessity of therapeutic approaches targeting both cognitive—
attentional mechanisms and self-related fear to effectively reduce obsessive beliefs
and obsessive—compulsive symptoms.

Keywords: Obsessive beliefs; attentional cognitive syndrome; inferential confusion;
fear of self; obsessive—compulsive disorder (OCD)
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Obsessive—compulsive disorder (OCD) is one of the most complex and persistent anxiety-related conditions
characterized by intrusive thoughts and repetitive compulsive behaviors that significantly impair individual
functioning (Kumar & Somani, 2020). The core components of OCD involve obsessive thoughts and
compulsions performed to neutralize anxiety or discomfort; however, such behaviors paradoxically reinforce
obsessive—compulsive cycles rather than eliminate them (Chakraborty & Karmakar, 2020; Secer & Ulas,
2020). Empirical evidence indicates that exposure to stressful or uncertain environments, such as the COVID-
19 pandemic, can heighten obsessive—compulsive symptoms by exacerbating dysfunctional cognitive and
emotional processing (Kumar & Somani, 2020).

Over the past three decades, cognitive—behavioral and metacognitive theories have provided significant
advances in explaining the psychological mechanisms underlying OCD. Cognitive models emphasize that
maladaptive beliefs about thoughts—such as inflated responsibility, the need to control thoughts,
perfectionism, and overestimation of threat—play a central role in the emergence and maintenance ofobsessive
thinking (Clark, 2015; Wonget al., 2021). When such beliefs interact with heightened anxiety sensitivity, they
can activate intrusive thought patterns that the individual misinterprets as personally meaningful or dangerous
(Cowart & Ollendick, 2014; Dickson et al., 2012).

Among modern cognitive frameworks, Inferential Confusion (IC) theory has drawn growing attention for its
explanatory depth. The model proposed by Aardema and colleagues highlights how individuals with OCD rely
on internal reasoning rather than perceptual evidence when evaluating reality (Ardema et al., 2018). This
inferential process involves two key biases: (1) distrusting sensory information and (2) investing belief in
imagined or improbable possibilities (Pozza et al., 2018). As a result, obsessive individuals become detached
from real-world cues, treating their imagined possibilities as actual threats, thereby intensifying obsessive
beliefs (Baraby et al., 2021).
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In parallel, the Cognitive—Attentional Syndrome (CAS) has emerged as a transdiagnostic construct explaining
the persistence of emotional disorders such as anxiety, depression, and OCD (Farkhi & Sohrabi, 2017; Fergus
& Bardeen, 2016). CAS refers to a maladaptive cluster of cognitive processes—including worry, rumination,
threat monitoring, and thought control strategies—that sustain negative emotional states (Babakhan Zadeh et
al., 2019; Sandi et al., 2017). Studies show that individuals with strong CAS patterns exhibit heightened self-
focused attention and reduced cognitive flexibility, leading to the chronic activation of obsessive beliefs and
anxiety cycles (Dupuy & Ladouceur, 2008; McLaughlin & Nolen-Hoeksema, 2011; Olatunji et al., 2011).
Recent theoretical models have also emphasized the role of Fear of Self (FoS)—a novel construct describing
a person’s fear of specific aspects of their identity, such as perceived immorality, danger, or personal
inadequacy (Aguilar et al., 2019). According to this perspective, individuals who interpret their intrusive
thoughts as reflections of an undesirable or threatening self are more likely to develop obsessive beliefs. When
fear of self coexists with inferential confusion and cognitive—attentional dysfunction, it forms a cognitive—
emotional feedback loop that perpetuates obsessive—compulsive symptoms (Ardema et al., 2018; Baraby et
al., 2021).

Empirical studies have begun to confirm these associations. For example, (Khosravi Robiat & Najafi, 2023)
found that psychological distress mediates the relationship between inferential confusion and obsessive—
compulsive symptoms. Similarly, (Sarlak et al., 2022) demonstrated that metacognitive beliefs and inferential
confusion predict obsessive beliefs through the mediation of cognitive distress. These findings align with the
theoretical notion that distorted reasoning and attentional syndromes interact with self-related fear to sustain
obsessive thinking (Hezel & McNally, 2016; Levy, 2018).

Furthermore, cognitive—behavioral research emphasizes that obsessive—compulsive disorder involves an
excessive focus on internal mental content and an exaggerated perception of threat (Clark, 2014). Individuals
with high levels of inferential confusion and CAS often view their own thoughts as potential moral or physical
dangers, leading to avoidance and neutralization behaviors (Cowart & Ollendick, 2014; Moritz et al., 2011).
(Hawley etal., 2021) and (Sandstrom et al., 2024) further highlight that obsessive beliefs about perfectionism
and control are reinforced through repetitive cognitive monitoring, which amplifies self-doubt and fear ofone’s
inner impulses.

In light of these theoretical and empirical developments, this study aims to propose and test a comprehensive
structural model linking attentional cognitive syndrome and inferential confusion to obsessive beliefs,
mediated by fear of self. By integrating these cognitive and emotional constructs, the research seeks to clarify
the underlying mechanisms that sustain obsessive beliefs in individuals with OCD and to provide a conceptual
foundation for designing more effective therapeutic interventions.

The present study aimed to model obsessive beliefs based on attentional cognitive syndrome and inferential
confusion, examining the mediating role of fear of self in individuals diagnosed with obsessive—compulsive
disorder.

Methods and Materials

The study adopted a descriptive—correlational design using structural equation modeling (SEM). The statistical
population comprised men and women diagnosed with obsessive—compulsive disorder who attended
psychology clinics and psychiatrists’ offices in Shiraz during 2024. A random sample of 130 participants was
selected.

Data were collected using five standardized instruments: the Obsessive Beliefs Questionnaire (OBQ-44), the
Inferential Confusion Questionnaire — Extended Version (ICQ-EV), the Fear of Self Questionnaire (FSQ), the
Cognitive—Attentional Syndrome Scale (CAS-91), and the Maudsley Obsessive—Compulsive Inventory (MOCI).
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Data analysis was conducted through SPSS version 26 and AMOS version 26 software. Structural equation
modeling assessed direct, indirect, and total effects among variables, and model fit was evaluated using
multiple indices such as ¥*/df, GFI, AGFI, CFI, TLI, and RMSEA.

Findings

Descriptive results showed that the majority of participants were female (73.8%) and between 24-41 years of
age. The variables demonstrated normal distribution. Correlation analysis revealed significant positive
relationships between all main variables: attentional cognitive syndrome, inferential confusion, fear of self,
and obsessive beliefs.

Direct path analysis indicated that attentional cognitive syndrome had a significant positive effect on obsessive
beliefs (B =0.33, p<0.01). Similarly, inferential confusion had a strong direct impact on obsessive beliefs (3
=0.41, p<0.01). Fear of self also directly influenced obsessive beliefs (p =0.57, p <0.01).

Mediation analysis confirmed that fear of self significantly mediated the relationship between attentional
cognitive syndrome and obsessive beliefs (B = 0.17, p < 0.001), as well as between inferential confusion and
obsessive beliefs (B = 0.32, p < 0.001). The total effects of inferential confusion and attentional cognitive
syndrome on obsessive beliefs were 0.73 and 0.56, respectively.

The explained variance for obsessive beliefs was 0.41, and for fear of self, it was 0.34, indicating that the
model accounted for substantial proportions of variability in these constructs. Model fit indices indicated
excellent goodness of fit: y*/df = 1.87, GFI1 =0.93, CFI = 0.97, and RMSEA = 0.06.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results confirmed that both attentional cognitive syndrome and inferential confusion significantly predict
obsessive beliefs, and that fear of self mediates these associations. This finding reinforces cognitive—emotional
integrative models of OCD, which emphasize the interplay between dysfunctional reasoning, attentional
biases, and self-referential fear.

The strong positive relationship between attentional cognitive syndrome and obsessive beliefs suggests that
maladaptive metacognitive processes—such as worry, rumination, and threat monitoring—are key sustaining
mechanisms of OCD. When individuals habitually monitor their thoughts for danger and attempt to control
them, they inadvertently strengthen their perceived importance and uncontrollability, thereby reinforcing
obsessive beliefs.

The observed impact of inferential confusion aligns with the assumption that reasoning distortions are central
to OCD pathology. By relying on imagined scenarios rather than real evidence, individuals generate self-
validating cycles of doubt and uncertainty. This internal reasoning distortion fosters the interpretation of
intrusive thoughts as potential threats, contributing directly to the rigidity of obsessive beliefs.

Fear of self emerged as a pivotal mediator in these cognitive pathways. It appears that when individuals
experience heightened fear toward aspects of their self-concept—believing themselves to be dangerous,
immoral, or inadequate—they interpret their intrusive thoughts not as harmless cognitive events but as
indicators of personal threat. This fear-driven self-evaluation transforms normal intrusive thoughts into
obsessions, leading to compulsive neutralization behaviors. The mediating role of fear of self therefore bridges
cognitive distortions with affective self-processing, explaining why cognitive errors alone are insufficient to
produce full-blown obsessive phenomena.

Clinically, the findings underscore the importance of targeting both cognitive—attentional mechanisms and
self-related fears in therapeutic interventions. Traditional cognitive—behavioral therapy (CBT) effectively
challenges maladaptive beliefs but may benefit from integrating components that address inferential confusion
and fear of self. For instance, interventions could focus on strengthening patients’ trust in perceptual evidence,
improving reasoning accuracy, and reducing their perceived need to control thoughts. Similarly, metacognitive
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therapy and acceptance-based approaches may help decrease worry and rumination cycles that perpetuate CAS
activation.

This integrated approach also has theoretical implications. The findings suggest that obsessive beliefs are not
static schemas but dynamic cognitive—emotional constructs shaped by continuous interactions between self-
concept and reasoning biases. By situating fear of self as a mediating mechanism, the present model extends
classical cognitive theories toward a more comprehensive, self-referential understanding of OCD.

In conclusion, the study demonstrates that obsessive beliefs are simultaneously products of distorted attention,
flawed inference, and self-directed fear. The structural model confirms that attentional cognitive syndrome and
inferential confusion exert both direct and indirect effects on obsessive beliefs through the mediating role of
fear of self. This model offers an empirically supported framework for understanding the interdependence of
cognitive and emotional processes in OCD and opens new avenues for developing multidimensional,
integrative treatments that address both reasoning distortions and self-related emotional vulnerability.
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