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Findings from a cross-sectional survey study in 

college students suggests both shared and 

distinct factors connecting sleep disturbance 

with anxiety and depressive symptoms, with 

cognitive fusion representing a transdiagnostic 

factor and anxiety sensitivity an anxiety 

symptom specific factor. 
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INTRODUCTION
• Sleep disturbance has been associated with both anxiety and 

depression1; limited research, however, has examined the 
mechanisms that underlie this relationship.

• Cognitive fusion (CF), distress tolerance (DT), and anxiety sensitivity 
(AS) are three such potential mechanisms, which have been 
associated with the onset and severity of anxiety and depression,1,2 as 
well as the severity of sleep disturbance.3

• These findings have scarcely been integrated, though, and further 
work is needed to investigate whether CF, DT, or AS link sleep to 
anxiety or depression, and the specificity of these relationships.

• The present study thus examined CF, DT, and AS as mediators of the 
relationship between sleep disturbance, depression and anxiety 
symptoms.

• We hypothesized CF, DT, and AS would be associated with insomnia, 
anxiety, and depressive symptoms, and that CF, DT, and AS would 
differentially mediate the relationship between sleep, anxiety and 
depressive symptoms.

METHODS
• First, independent models were run for each construct (CF; Cognitive 

Fusion Questionnaire5), distress tolerance (DT; Distress Tolerance 
Scale6), and anxiety sensitivity (AS; Anxiety Sensitivity Index–Version 
37) mediating the prediction of depressive or anxiety symptoms by 
insomnia severity.

• A large sample of undergraduate students (N=253) completed 
measures of insomnia severity (IS; Insomnia Severity Index), CF, DT, 
and AS. Hypotheses were investigated at the .05 alpha level with 
zero-order correlations and meditation analyses in PROCESS.7

• Independent models were run with each OCS dimension predicted by 
IS, and CF, DT, and AS entered separately as mediators. Then, a 
parallel model was then run with mediators entered concurrently.

RESULTS
• Depression, anxiety, and sleep disturbance were all moderately 

correlated with moderate to strong associations with CF, DT, and AS.
• In the independent models, the relationship between insomnia and 

depressive symptoms was significantly mediated by CF, DT, and AS. 
CF, DT, and AS also independently mediated the relationship 
between sleep disturbance and anxiety. 

• In the final model, only the indirect path for CF emerged as significant 
for the relationship between sleep and depression, while both CF and 
AS emerged as significant, simultaneous mediators of the relationship 
between sleep and anxiety, with a trending effect for DT (p = .06).

DISCUSSION
• Our results suggests that the mechanisms that link sleep disturbance 

to anxiety or depressive symptoms may both overlap and differ, with 
CF representing a transdiagnostic factor to consider and AS as a 
specific consideration in the context of anxiety symptoms. 

• Limitations include the use a cross-sectional survey and convenience 
sample of college undergraduates in a single university setting, 
limiting our ability to infer causal relationships among variables and 
potentially the generalizability of our findings to other populations. 

• In the long-term, this work may help inform our conceptualization and 
treatment of sleep disturbance, anxiety, and depressive disorders. 

• Next steps for research may include replication in different settings 
and populations, including individuals with clinically significant anxiety, 
depression, and/or insomnia symptoms.
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Table 2. Correlation Matrix

1 2 3 4 5 6 7
1. DASS-Depression -
2. DASS-Anxiety .53* -
3. PSQI .44* .38* -
4. ISI .44* .41* .70* -
5. CFQ .70* .58* .45* .49* -
6. DTS -.53* -.53* .47* -.48* -.70* -
7. ASI .45* .60* .36* .35* .61* -.60* -

Figure 1. Combined meditation model with cognitive fusion, anxiety 
sensitivity, and distress tolerance in the link between sleep disturbance, 
depression, and anxiety.
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