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ABSTRACT

In today’s fast-changing world, students need the ability to shift perspectives and adapt,
which is vital for handling academic and emotional challenges. This study examined the role
of cognitive flexibility in student well-being by exploring its link with psychological distress
among 150 university students (ages 19-28) from Aligarh Muslim University. Data were
collected using the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI) and Kessler Psychological Distress
Scale (K10). Analyses (correlation, regression, t-test, ANOVA) revealed a significant
negative correlation (r = —.523) between cognitive flexibility and psychological distress.
Cognitive flexibility explained about 27.4% of the variance in distress, with differences
across demographics. Findings suggest that fostering cognitive flexibility can reduce stress
and promote psychological well-being.
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recognized global concern (Campbell et al., 2022). Though the university offers a

vast opportunity for personal and academic growth, it is also marked by serious
psychological challenges. It is an important point in life where major shifts happen, moving
from adolescence to adulthood, academic demands, personal life issues, and anticipation of
the future collectively contribute to increasing stress, which can result in psychological
distress if not managed effectively. This condition includes a range of symptoms such as
depression, anxiety, feelings of isolation and stress which will impact students' ability to
function effectively and flourish in their academic environment (American College Health
Association, 2021).

Deteriorating mental health of students in higher education is an increasingly

Recent mental health surveys have highlighted alarming trends, showing that a considerable
proportion of university students experience moderate to high levels of psychological
distress. Findings in the earlier research have also shown that elevated levels of
psychological distress are more prevalent among higher education students as compared to
the general population. Gilavand, Khoshouie, and Mohamadpour (2023) found in their study
that around 45% of university students reported acute mental distress in the United States.
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Similarly, many findings of the research have shown that depression and anxiety are on the
rise in college students (Hunt et al., 2018; Auerbach et al., 2018).

Psychological distress negatively affects cognitive function and concentration, which further
makes life in university a lot difficult (Gibbons et al., 2020; Asfaw et al., 2020), thereby
creating an ongoing struggle between stress and acute deficiency. This growing concern
underscores the need to identify psychological resources and coping mechanisms that can
buffer against the adverse effects of stress. Cognitive flexibility is one of such psychological
resource that has garnered increasing attention in the recent times.

Cognitive flexibility is the mental capacity to shift perspectives, adapt to changing demands,
and think about problems in multiple ways. It is an essential part of executive functioning
and plays a crucial part in emotion regulation, problem-solving, and adaptive coping (Dennis
& Vander Wal, 2010). Individuals with high cognitive flexibility are often better equipped to
reinterpret stressors, generate alternative strategies, and regulate their emotional responses
effectively, which may buffer them against psychological difficulties (Martin & Rubin,
1995).

Emerging research (Gabrys et al.,, 2018; Canas et al., 2003) suggests that cognitive
flexibility may serve as a psychological resource that reduces vulnerability to psychological
distress, which includes symptoms such as emotional exhaustion, depression and anxiety.

With the increasing amount of psychological distress in Indian higher education settings and
the emphasis on student mental health, it becomes essential to analyze internal psychological
resources such as cognitive flexibility. Understanding whether flexible thinking can predict
psychological distress in this population can provide valuable insights for the development
of mental health interventions, stress management training, and campus-based support
systems.

Therefore, this study aims to examine the predictive role of cognitive flexibility in
determining levels of psychological distress among university students. By exploring this
relationship, the study seeks to contribute to the existing literature and offer practical
implications for enhancing student well-being.

Cognitive Flexibility

According to Scott (1962), cognitive flexibility refers to the mental ability to shift one’s
thinking between different concepts depending on situational context. The researcher added
that when encountering stressful life situations this ability allows individuals to think
adaptively, and is an essential skill that encourages individuals to avoid becoming rigid in
maladaptive thinking patterns. The definition of cognitive flexibility highlights the
importance of evaluating all possible options before arriving to the best alternative.

This capacity to shift perspectives, reframe problems, and integrate diverse pieces of
information is fundamental to navigating the complexities of modern life, particularly in
dynamic environments such as higher education. In the context of university students,
cognitive flexibility is increasingly recognized as a crucial determinant of academic success,
personal well-being, and effective social interactions.
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Psychological Distress

APA describes psychological distress as a collection of painful physical and mental
symptoms which are commonly linked with normal change in mood experienced by many
individuals. Psychological distress in many cases might signal the onset of anxiety disorder,
depressive disorder, and many other clinical conditions (Ridner, 2004). It has also been
associated with adverse health outcomes, cognitive decline and mortality (Zhu et al., 2022;
Ridner, 2004). Many self-report instruments designed for depression and anxiety are thought
to assess it.

Ridner (2004) define psychological distress as “the unique discomforting, emotional state
experienced by an individual in response to a specific stressor or demand that results in
harm, either temporary or permanent, to the person”.

Purpose of the Study

There is considerable research on the prevalence of psychological distress among students
and factors associated with it. However, it mainly ignores the cognitive aspects, which are
an important part of a person's life and are responsible for their thinking and other mental
processes. Most research has dwelt on these variables separately or as mediators, and only a
few studies have been done on the direct relationship between these two variables. Hence,
there is a pressing need for a deeper understanding of this relationship, as it can help
improve students' lives, particularly in a fast-paced, high-tech world where they must keep
up with constant changes while managing various aspects of their lives. Understanding the
role of flexible thinking is especially relevant in today's academic climate, where students
face multiple stressors. If cognitive flexibility is found to be a significant predictor of
psychological distress, it could serve as an important target for mental health interventions,
enabling practitioners to shift the focus from merely treating symptoms to strengthening
internal resilience.

Additionally, while much research has concentrated on external stressors and symptoms,
less attention has been paid to internal cognitive traits that might help buffer against mental
health issues and emotional difficulties. This study addresses that gap by examining
cognitive flexibility as a potential predictor of psychological distress. Ultimately, this
research highlights the importance of developing students' cognitive adaptability for
academic achievements and to promote long-term emotional well-being. Therefore, this
study seeks to explore cognitive flexibility as a predictor of psychological distress among
university students.

Objectives

o To assess the prevalence level of psychological distress among university students.

e To examine the mean difference in cognitive flexibility and psychological distress
based on gender among university students.

e To examine the mean difference in cognitive flexibility and psychological distress
based on area of residence (urban vs. rural) among university students.

e To examine the mean difference in cognitive flexibility and psychological distress
based on socioeconomic status among university students.

e To examine the relationship between cognitive flexibility and psychological distress
among university students.

e To explore cognitive flexibility as a predictor of psychological distress among
university students.
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Hypotheses

e HAI: There will be a significant level of psychological distress prevalent among
university students.

e HA2: There will be a significant mean difference between males and females in
cognitive flexibility and psychological distress among university students.

e HA3: There will be a significant mean difference in cognitive flexibility and
psychological distress between university students from urban and rural areas.

e HA4: There will be a significant difference in cognitive flexibility and psychological
distress among university students based on their socioeconomic status.

e HA5: There will be a significant negative relationship between cognitive flexibility
and psychological distress among university students.

e HA6: Cognitive flexibility will emerge as a significant predictor of psychological
distress among university students.

METHODOLOGY

Participants:
The study was conducted with a sample of 150 university students, out of which 82 were
men and 68 were women. Convenience sampling technique was used to choose the
participants from Aligarh Muslim University, Aligarh. The sample's age ranged from 18 to
29 years old.

Inclusion Criteria
e Age should be above 18 years.
o The person must be proficient in English Language.
o Willing to participate in the study.
e No pre-existing medical condition or mental health disorder

Exclusion Criteria
o Below 18 years students are not included in the study.
o Illiterate people are excluded.
o Participants with incomplete responses are excluded.

Tools Used
The following tools were used to collect data from the samples.

1. Personal data sheet: This included self-prepared questions for gathering
information on sociodemographic characteristics, namely, gender, area of residence,
and socioeconomic status. Gender was categorized as male or female. The area of
residence was divided into urban and rural categories. Socioeconomic status was
classified into three groups: upper class, middle class, and lower class.

2. Kessler Psychological Distress Scale (K10): The Kessler Psychological Distress
Scale was developed by Ronald C. Kessler in 1992. K-10 is designed to measure
psychological distress, referred to as a "discomforting, emotional state experienced
by an individual in response to a specific stressor or demand that results in harm,
either temporary or permanent, to the person." This self-report questionnaire consists
of 10 items, which are scored on a 5-point Likert scale. Respondents rate how often
they experienced each symptom on a scale from 1' none of the time' to 5 'all of the
time'. The scores for every item are then summed to give a total score ranging from
10 to 50. Higher scores indicate greater levels of psychological distress. The internal
consistency for the Kessler Psychological Distress (K10) scale was a=0.844. In the
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current sample, the internal consistency of the Kessler psychological distress scale
was found to be .893.

3. Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI): The Cognitive Flexibility Inventory (CFI)
was created by Dennis and Vander Wal in 2010. It is a 20-item self-report scale with
a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 'strongly disagree' to 7 'strongly agree.'
CFI measures cognitive flexibility by looking into the factors of cognitive flexibility
responsible for adaptive thinking amidst stressful encounters. It contains two
subscales: the Control subscale, which assesses the perception of control over
situations, and the Alternative subscale, which assesses the ability to recognize
alternative options in challenging situations. An overall score is found by adding the
scores of every item. Higher scores of individuals show a greater degree of cognitive
flexibility. The total internal consistency of the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory was
found to be a = .90, while the internal consistency in the current sample was o =
.828.

Procedure:

This research used the descriptive cross-sectional research design method. Participants who
were willing to participate in this study provided their informed consent. After obtaining
consent, each identified participant was handed a questionnaire. They were briefed on the
study's objectives and assured that their anonymity and confidentiality would be
safeguarded. Participants who chose not to participate were permitted to withdraw at any
time. Once they completed the surveys, the researcher expressed gratitude for their
cooperation and time. Both the scales were scored according to the guidelines provided in
the respective manuals. Descriptive statistics, ANOVA, t-tests, Pearson's correlation
coefficient, and simple linear regression were employed for the analysis of the data using
SPSS version 27.

Statistical Analysis
SPSS version 27 was used to perform various statistical analyses on the data collected from
university students. Descriptive statistics were computed to summarize the participants'
scores on cognitive flexibility and psychological distress.
To examine group differences:
e To compare cognitive flexibility and psychological distress scores based on gender
and area of residence an independent sample t test was used.
e To see the differences in scores of cognitive flexibility and psychological distress
across socioeconomic status groups one way ANOVA was employed.

To analyze relationships between variables:
e To examine the relationship between cognitive flexibility and psychological distress
Pearson product moment correlation coefficient was employed.
e A simple linear regression analysis is used to find out the contribution of cognitive
flexibility on psychological distress.

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) | 2604



Does Flexible Thinking Predict Student Well-being? A Study on Cognitive Flexibility and
Psychological Distress

RESULTS

Table 1: Descriptive statistics of samples' age, cognitive flexibility, and psychological
distress, among university students.

Variables N Mean Std. Deviation
Age 150 21.13 1.87
Cognitive Flexibility 150 97.92 13.59
Psychological Distress 150 25.88 7.92

Source: Processed by Researcher (2022)

Table 1 presents the mean scores for cognitive flexibility and psychological distress among
university students, with the mean age of 21.13 (SD = 1.87) years. The values for cognitive
flexibility have mean score of 97.92 (SD = 13.59) and psychological distress have mean
score of 25.88 (SD = 7.92), respectively. Psychological distress scores for the sample ranged
from 10 to 49, indicating a spectrum from mild to severe distress. This range suggests that
individuals could be experiencing anything from relatively mild symptoms to severe
psychological distress. The mean score for psychological distress indicates moderate distress
levels. For those at the higher end of this spectrum, seeking comprehensive assessment and
possibly intensive treatment is advisable. (Kessler et al., 2002; Hofmann, Asnaani, & Vonk,
2012). Cognitive Flexibility scores vary between 62 and 134, with a mean of 97.92 (SD =
13.59), suggesting that participants generally reported moderate to high levels of cognitive
flexibility.

Table 2: Percentage of prevalence rate of psychological distress among university
students.

Psychological Distress (K-10) Percentage (%)
Well (10-19) 26%

Mild (20-24) 22%

Moderate (25-29) 23.3%

Severe (30-50) 28.7%

N (%) 150

Source: Processed by Researcher (2022)

Table 2 reveals the prevalence rate of psychological distress among university students.
Around 26% of the total participants were likely to be well, 22% have mild psychological
distress, 23.3% have a moderate level of psychological distress, and 28.7% are suffering
from a severe form of psychological distress. A total of 74% of university students report
some degree of psychological distress, a figure that underscores a concerning level of mental
health issues. Specifically, half of the students’ population experiences a high level of
psychological distress. Hence, the results support the hypothesis HAI, which states that
there will be a significant level of psychological distress prevalent among university
Students.

Table 3: Mean difference among scores of female and male students on cognitive
flexibility and psychological distress

Variable Gender N Mean SD t-value df p
Cognitive Flexibility Female 68 93.47 11.33 -3.819 148 .001
Male 82 101.62 14.25
Psychological Distress Female 68 28.41 8.07 3.703 148 .001
Male 82 ]23.79 7.19

Source: Processed by Researcher (2025)

© The International Journal of Indian Psychology, ISSN 2348-5396 (e)| ISSN: 2349-3429 (p) | 2605




Does Flexible Thinking Predict Student Well-being? A Study on Cognitive Flexibility and
Psychological Distress

Table 3 highlights gender related differences in cognitive flexibility and psychological
distress between male and female students. For cognitive flexibility, males had a mean score
of 101.62 (SD = 14.25), whereas females had a mean score of 93.47 (SD = 11.33). The t-test
also shows a significant difference between genders, ¢ = -3.819, p = .001, Cohen’s d = -.626.
The effect size indicates a moderate negative effect, suggesting a significant difference in
cognitive flexibility score between genders.

For psychological distress, females exhibited a slightly higher mean score of 28.41 (SD =
8.07), and males had a mean score of 23.79 (SD = 7.19). The t-test revealed a significant
difference between males and females, ¢ = 3.703, p = .001, Cohen’s d = .607. The effect size
indicates a moderate positive effect, suggesting a significant difference in psychological
distress score between genders. Therefore, the hypothesis HA2, stating that there is a
significant mean difference between males and females in cognitive flexibility and
psychological distress among university students is accepted.

Table 4: Mean difference between scores of urban and rural students on cognitive flexibility
and psychological distress

Variable Area of Residence | N Mean SD t-value | df p
Cognitive Flexibility Urban 80 |100.27 | 14.19 | 2.294 148 | .023
Rural 70 | 95.24 12.43
Psychological Distress Urban 80 | 25.51 8.17 -.617 148 | .538
Rural 70 ] 26.31 7.66

Source: Processed by Researcher (2025)

Table 4 shows the mean differences between urban and rural youth in cognitive flexibility
and psychological distress scores. For cognitive flexibility, students from urban areas show a
higher level of cognitive flexibility with a mean score of 100.27 (SD = 14.19) compared to
students from rural areas with a mean score of 95.24 (SD = 12.43). The t-test result shows a
significant difference in cognitive flexibility scores between the groups, ¢ (148) =2.294, p =
.023. The effect size was small to moderate (Cohen’s d = 0.375), indicating a modest but
meaningful group difference.

For psychological distress, rural participants had a mean score of 25.51 (SD = 8.17), and
urban participants had a mean score of 26.31 (SD = 7.66). The t-test revealed no significant
differences between urban and rural areas, ¢ (148) =-.617, p = .538. The effect size suggests
a small effect (Cohen’s d = -.101), indicating minimal psychological distress scores between
urban and rural groups. Therefore, HA3 is partially fulfilled as the significant difference was
found in cognitive flexibility, with students from urban areas reporting higher levels of
cognitive flexibility.

Table 5: Mean difference between scores of socioeconomic statuses (upper vs. middle vs.
lower) of students on cognitive flexibility and psychological distress

Variables SES N Mean SD F df p

Cognitive Flexibility Upper 51 9423 |1270 [2922 |2,147 |.057
Middle |53 [99.79 | 11.07
Lower |46 |99.86 | 16.35

Psychological Distress Upper 51 27.58 7.49 2.276 2,147 .106
Middle 53 |24.30 8.21
Lower 46 25.82 7.82
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Source: Processed by Researcher (2025)

Table 5 shows the mean difference between the socioeconomic status of university students
for cognitive flexibility and psychological distress. In cognitive flexibility, the mean scores
were 94.23 (SD = 12.70) for the upper group, 99.79 (SD = 11.07) for the middle group, and
99.86 (SD =16.35) for the lower group. The ANOVA result shows no significant difference
between groups, F (2, 147) = 2.922, p = .057. The psychological distress the mean scores
were 27.58(SD = 7.49) for the upper group, 24.30 (SD = 8.21) for the middle group, and
25.82 (SD = 7.82) for the lower group. The ANOVA result shows no significant difference
between SES groups, F (2, 147) = 2.276, p = .106. Since the ANOVA result is not
significant, further post hoc tests were not performed. Hence, the hypothesis, HA4: There
will be a significant difference in cognitive flexibility and psychological distress among
university students based on their socioeconomic status is rejected.

Table 6: Correlation Table of Cognitive Flexibility and Psychological Distress

Cognitive Flexibility Psychological Distress

Cognititve Flexibility 1 -.523%*

Psychological Distress -.523%%* 1

**Correlation is significant at the 0.001 level. (2-tailed)

Table 6 examines the relationship between cognitive flexibility and psychological distress.
The Pearson correlation coefficient between was r = -.523 (p<0.001, 2-tailed), which
indicates a significant moderate negative correlation. It means that university students with
higher cognitive flexibility report lower psychological distress. Therefore, hypothesis HAS5:
There will be a significant negative relationship between cognitive flexibility and
psychological distress among university students s accepted.

Table 7: Summary of Linear Regression (Cognitive Flexibility as a predictor of
Psychological Distress, N=150)

Predictor B SE B p t R’ adj. R?
(Constant) 55.748 4.036 13.811
Cognitive Flexibility -.305 .041 -.523 -7.468 274 269

F (1,148) =55.775, p<.001
Note. B=unstandardized coefficient; SE B=standard error of B, f=standardized coefficient

Table 7 investigates the predictive relation between cognitive flexibility and psychological
distress among university students. The model, with cognitive flexibility as predictor and
psychological distress as dependent variable, was statistically significant, F' (1,148) =
55.775, p<.001, indicating that cognitive flexibility significantly predicts psychological
distress. The unstandardized coefficient (B = -.305, SE = .041) suggests that for every one-
unit increase in cognitive flexibility, psychological distress decreases by approximately
0.305 units, holding other factors constant. The standardized coefficient (f = - 0.523)
indicates a moderate negative relationship between the two variables. Consistent with the
significant correlation (r = -.523) reported previously. The model explains 27.4% of the
variance in psychological distress (R? = .274) by cognitive flexibility with an adjusted R? of
.269. Hence, the results support hypothesis HA6: Cognitive flexibility will emerge as a
significant predictor of psychological distress among university students.
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DISCUSSIONS

The present aim of the study was to investigate whether cognitive flexibility predicts
psychological distress and differences in these variables across various demographic and
behavioral factors (gender, area of residence, and socioeconomic status) among university
students.

The findings of this research suggest a high prevalence rate of psychological distress among
the majority of students. A study done by Porru (2021) is in line with the result, as he also
reports that among students, there is a high prevalence rate of psychological distress. This
high prevalence may indicate mental health concerns and daily life disruptions in university
students (Wang et al., 2022). It can be caused by several factors, and also because there are
less awareness and access to counselling or mental health services for them. Also, mental
health issues are still seen as taboo in countries in Asia where people tend to avoid talking
about them and are hesitant to seek professional help.

Furthermore, the results show a significant gender difference, with males having higher
cognitive flexibility than females. The results align with a study done by Karakus (2024) and
Sheikh (2025), who similarly concluded that males are more cognitive flexible than females.
This could be attributed to many factors, including differences in cognitive strategies,
problem-solving approaches, and neurological underpinnings (Thomas & Segal, 2006).
Additionally, societal expectations and gender roles may influence the development and
expression of cognitive skills, potentially contributing to the observed differences (Thomas
& Segal, 2006).

Also, for psychological distress, results have shown that females experience more
psychological distress than males, with previous studies (Reiss et al., 2019; Srivastava et al.,
2021; Porru, 2021; Gebremedhin, 2020; Alavijeh, 2025). Kendler et al. (2001) also reported
that females tend to be more sensitive to the depressogenic effects of interpersonal issues
with those people who are within their close social network. Ruminative thinking is more
prevalent among females and is associated with an increased risk of depression (Verma,
2011).

Gendered response theory tells us that women react with different emotions to life stress
than men. According to this theory, women's reactions to life stress differ from men's.
Specifically, women might feel depressed and anxious, whereas men might feel angry and
agitated. So, if the surveys have more items asking about distress symptoms frequently
observed in women than those of men, this may lead to women appearing falsely more
distressed (Mirowsky, 1995).

The study also highlights a difference between participants from urban and rural residence
areas in terms of cognitive flexibility and psychological distress. Students from urban areas
show a higher level of cognitive flexibility than students from rural areas. Moreover, this
difference is significant, which means urban students think more critically than those from
rural areas. The result aligns with the study by Sharma & Sandhu (2025) and Malik et al.
(2024). Urban students were found to think more critically than rural students, similar to
findings by Tanti et al. (2020), Kurniawan (2016), and Darmaji et al. (2020), but contrasting
with Tamam et al. (2021).
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However, for psychological distress, no difference was shown in terms of area of residence.
Both experience some level of psychological distress. This is in line with the study done by
Baxter (2021). It can be explained that the development of technology has made life quite
similar in some aspects, especially for students, as today, urban and rural area students
depend on technology for studying, and their lifestyles have become quite similar, which
was not possible before. So, the academic pressure experienced by students from both areas
is quite similar, indicating that the difference was not significant.

The analysis also reveals that there is no significant mean difference in terms of
socioeconomic status for both cognitive flexibility and psychological distress scores of
students, where the upper class shows a low level of cognitive flexibility and a high level of
psychological distress as compared to both the middle and lower classes (Poon, 2022).
However, for distress, the result is the opposite of previous research (Huda, 2021). Though
the mean difference is there, the result is not significant.

The findings also revealed a negative relationship between cognitive flexibility and
psychological distress. This is consistent with previous research by Mohammadkhani
(2022).

Turning to the regression result, cognitive flexibility emerged as a significant predictor of
psychological distress among university students. It means that having higher cognitive
flexibility acts as a buffer against stress and helps mitigate psychological distress among
students.

The Transactional Model of Stress and Coping Theory provides an explanation for the
relationship, which emphasizes the role of cognitive appraisal in evaluating threat, harm, and
challenges, which subsequently is the outcome in the coping process of stressful events
(Lazarus, 1966; Lazarus & Folkman, 1984). Due to external stressors, the amount of stress
experienced in feelings, thoughts, behaviors, and emotions depends on how an individual
appraises the situation. This appraisal involves evaluating and judging whether the external
or internal demands exceed one’s available resources and coping abilities. Stress is
heightened when these demands surpass resources (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

From the perspective of this theory, due to external stressors, the amount of stress
experienced in the form of emotions, thoughts, and behaviors varies based on the
individual's assessment of the situation.

This evaluation involves assessing available resources and coping abilities to meet the
internal or external demands that outweigh the available resources and coping abilities when
those demands surpass what one can handle (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984).

So, students who show greater ability to adapt their thinking and generate alternative
solutions experience lower levels of stress, anxiety, and depressive symptoms. The finding
of the study is consistent with the Transactional Model of Stress and Coping proposed by
Lazarus and Folkman (1984), which proposes that cognitive appraisal and coping flexibility
reduce perceived stress. Similar results were reported by Martin and Rubin (1995) and
Johnco et al. (2014), who found that flexible cognitive strategies are protective against
mental health difficulties.
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IMPLICATIONS AND CONCLUSION

This study explored the relationship between cognitive flexibility and psychological distress,
finding a negative correlation between the two among university students.

The findings show that gender significantly influences both cognitive flexibility and
psychological distress among university students. Specifically, males exhibit higher levels of
cognitive flexibility and lower levels of psychological distress as compared to females. This
proves the negative relationship between the two variables, as cognitive flexibility increases,
the psychological distress decreases.

Urban students were found to think more critically and exhibit cognitive flexibility than their
rural counterparts, and these differences were statistically significant. However, the
differences between urban and rural students were not significant for psychological distress.

Students from the upper class had a low level of cognitive flexibility and a high level of
psychological distress as compared to both the middle and lower classes, but the difference
was not significant.

The negative correlation coefficient of -.523 obtained in this study indicates a strong inverse
relationship between cognitive flexibility and psychological distress. This implies that as the
individual's cognitive flexibility increases, the reported levels of psychological distress
decrease. The significant negative correlation between cognitive flexibility and
psychological distress highlights the importance of having the mental ability to adapt to
changing situations and having control over stressful situations. When a person is cognitive
flexible, they can easily handle demanding circumstances, which can be seen as a personal
resource. It can be helpful if students are helped to improve their cognitive flexibility to
mitigate stressful situations and improve their well-being. Additionally, the model is
statistically significant, suggesting that cognitive flexibility significantly predicts
psychological distress.

These results highlight the importance of interventions to enhance cognitive flexibility skills
in university students as a potential strategy to buffer against psychological distress. So,
further policies should focus on developing and improving students' cognitive flexibility to
prepare them for life changes so that they can deal with them successfully. Educators,
parents, and counsellors can draw on these insights to cultivate a proactive attitude toward
personal development in young individuals.

Furthermore, in the Indian educational context, where mental health remains stigmatized and
under-supported, this study provides culturally relevant data that can inform institutional
policy and student wellness programs. It may encourage universities to incorporate cognitive
flexibility training—through counseling, workshops, or curriculum—into their student
support services.

Limitations and Future Directions

This study focuses only on quantitative data. This approach yields meaningful statistical
findings but still falls short of fully capturing the range of human experiences and
perspectives. Using qualitative or mixed methods may provide a broader, more nuanced
knowledge of the phenomenon being studied.
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The sample size of the study is relatively small and focuses on students. It can limit the
generalizability of the findings to other groups. A larger sample would provide more robust
and reliable results, potentially capturing a wider range of perspectives and behaviors.

This study is cross-sectional, which allows the collection of data at a single moment in time.
Although it offers a quick look at the connection between cognitive flexibility and
psychological distress, it does not enable the analysis of changes or patterns over time. A
longitudinal study would investigate any possible causal connections.

This study is based on data collected exclusively from one city. While this provides valuable
insights into this specific area, it may not fully capture the breadth of human experiences and
viewpoints. Incorporating qualitative techniques may provide a broader, more nuanced
knowledge of the phenomenon being studied.
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