Journal of Experimental and Cognitive Psychology, Volume 4, Issue 4

Predicting Tendency Toward Substance Use Based on Cognitive Fusion
and Internalized Shame: The Mediating Role of Impostorism Among
Substance-Dependent Individuals Receiving Maintenance Treatment

1. Fatemeh Irandoust:: M.Sc. Student of Clinical Psychology Department of Clinical Psychology, Faculty of Medical

Sciences, Za.C., Islamic Azad University, Zanjan, Iran

2. Afsaneh Sobhi<*: Ph.D. in Health Psychology Assistant Professor, Department of Psychology, Faculty of

Humanities, Za.C., Islamic Azad University, Zanjan, Iran.

*Corresponding Author’s Email Address: A.sobhi@iau.ac.ir

Received: 29 June 2026

Revised: 03 October 2026
Accepted: 10 October 2026

Initially Published: 12 October 2026

Final Publication: 23 October 2027

Bl N0k

Copyright: © 2027 by the authors.
Published under the terms and
conditions of  Creative Commons
Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0

International (CC BY-NC 4.0) License.

Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to predict tendency toward substance use based on cognitive fusion and
internalized shame, considering the mediating role of impostorism among substance-dependent
individuals receiving maintenance treatment in Qazvin.

Methods and Materials: This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational design based on
structural equation modeling. The statistical population consisted of substance-dependent individuals
receiving maintenance treatment at Tavana and Negin outpatient substance use disorder clinics in
Qazvin during May-July 2026, of whom 196 participants were selected through convenience sampling.
Data were collected using the Weed and Butcher Addiction Potential Scale, Gillanders Cognitive
Fusion Questionnaire, Cook Internalized Shame Scale, and Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale.
Pearson correlation analysis, structural equation modeling, path analysis, and bootstrapping were used
to analyze the data using SPSS version 27 and AMOS version 26.

Findings: Cognitive fusion ($=0.291), internalized shame ($=0.268), and impostorism ($=0.322) had
significant positive direct effects on tendency toward substance use. Cognitive fusion (=0.369) and
internalized shame (=0.352) also had significant positive effects on impostorism. Bootstrap analysis
indicated that impostorism significantly mediated the association between cognitive fusion and
tendency toward substance use, with an indirect effect of 0.119, as well as the association between
internalized shame and tendency toward substance use, with an indirect effect of 0.113. The proposed
model explained 26% of the variance in impostorism and 39% of the variance in tendency toward
substance use.

Conclusion: Cognitive fusion and internalized shame appear to contribute to greater tendency toward
substance use both directly and indirectly through increased impostorism among individuals receiving
maintenance treatment. Accordingly, complementary psychological interventions targeting cognitive
fusion, internalized shame, and maladaptive self-evaluative processes associated with impostorism may
enhance maintenance-treatment programs and help reduce psychological vulnerability to continued or
recurrent substance use.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Substance use disorder remains a major public health and
mental health concern because its consequences extend
beyond the physiological effects of substance consumption
to psychological functioning, interpersonal relationships,
family stability, occupational performance, and social
adjustment. One of the most persistent challenges in the
treatment of substance dependence is that entry into a
maintenance-treatment program does not necessarily
eliminate psychological vulnerability to continued or
recurrent substance use. Individuals may remain susceptible
to craving, negative affect, maladaptive cognitions, self-
critical emotions, and ineffective coping patterns even when
pharmacological  stabilization has been achieved.
Contemporary models of addictive behavior therefore
increasingly emphasize the contribution of cognitive,
emotional, and self-evaluative processes to the maintenance
of substance-use tendencies. Within contextual behavioral
approaches, psychological inflexibility has emerged as an
important mechanism that may increase vulnerability to
substance-related behaviors by narrowing the individual’s
behavioral repertoire and strengthening avoidance-based
responses to distressing internal experiences (Agterberg et
al., 2025; Barrado-Moreno et al., 2026). Evidence from
structural models of substance-related and other addictive
behaviors similarly suggests that psychological predictors
such as experiential avoidance, cognitive fusion, and
difficulty tolerating distress may contribute to maladaptive
behavioral regulation (Harangza et al., 2024; Rico &
Montesinos, 2025). Cognitive fusion, in particular, refers to
a condition in which individuals respond to their thoughts as
if those thoughts were literal facts rather than transient
psychological events. In the context of substance
dependence, fused thoughts such as “I cannot cope without
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drugs,” “recovery will not last,” or “using substances is the
only way to reduce distress” may become powerful

behavioral rules that increase vulnerability to craving and

renewed substance use. Research among individuals
receiving methadone maintenance treatment has shown that
cognitive fusion can contribute to the structural explanation
of drug craving alongside irrational beliefs and emotion-
regulation difficulties (Banaian et al., 2022). Internalized
shame represents another potentially important vulnerability
factor. Unlike guilt, which is generally focused on a specific
behavior, shame often involves a global negative judgment
of the self as defective, inadequate, or unworthy. A
systematic and meta-analytic review has demonstrated a
meaningful association between shame and substance use,
suggesting that shame may function both as a consequence
and as a maintaining factor of addictive behavior (Luoma et
al., 2019). The “shame spiral” framework further proposes
that substance use may intensify shame while shame,
through self-condemnation and emotional avoidance, may
increase the likelihood of further substance use (Batchelder
et al., 2022). Consistent evidence has also linked shame to
addiction proneness and propensity for drug use (Imanpur &
Imanpur, 2025; Shekari et al., 2023), while clinical research
indicates that internalized shame may change over the course
of substance use disorder treatment, underscoring its
relevance as a therapeutic target (Joseph et al., 2024).
Effective management of shame and guilt has accordingly
been considered an important pathway in addiction recovery
(Snoek et al., 2021). A third construct that may connect
cognitive and emotional vulnerability to substance-use
tendencies is impostorism, or the impostor phenomenon.
Individuals with high impostorism tend to doubt their
competence, discount evidence of success, attribute
achievements to external factors, and fear that others will
eventually discover their presumed inadequacy. Although
this construct has traditionally been examined in academic
and occupational contexts, emerging research suggests that
it may also be related to substance-related behaviors. Studies
among university populations have linked impostor
syndrome with alcohol consumption and have suggested that

negative affect and coping-motivated drinking may
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contribute to this association (Knox et al., 2026; Miljkovic et
al., 2026). Moreover, earlier evidence has demonstrated
associations between shame and impostor feelings,
supporting the proposition that negative self-conscious
emotions may contribute to persistent self-doubt and
feelings of inadequacy (Zeynivand et al., 2015). Taken
together, these findings suggest that individuals who are
highly fused with self-critical thoughts and who experience
intense internalized shame may become increasingly
doubtful of the authenticity of their improvement, potentially
developing the perception that they are merely “appearing”
to recover rather than genuinely changing. Such impostor-
like self-evaluations may  subsequently  heighten
psychological distress and increase tendencies toward
substance use as a maladaptive coping response. Despite
growing evidence concerning the independent roles of
cognitive fusion, shame, and impostorism, few studies have
integrated these variables into a single explanatory model
among individuals receiving maintenance treatment.
Therefore, the present study aimed to predict tendency
toward substance use based on cognitive fusion and
internalized shame and to examine the mediating role of
impostorism among  substance-dependent individuals
receiving maintenance treatment in Qazvin.

Methods and Materials

The study employed an applied, descriptive-correlational
design based on structural equation modeling. The statistical
population consisted of approximately 400 substance-
dependent individuals receiving maintenance treatment at
Tavana and Negin outpatient substance use disorder clinics
in Qazvin during May, June, and July 2026. Based on the
Krejcie and Morgan sample-size table, 196 participants were
required for the final analysis. Convenience sampling was
used, and 206 questionnaire sets were initially distributed to
compensate for incomplete responses and potential attrition;
after screening, data from 196 participants were retained for
analysis. Participation was voluntary, and all participants
received explanations regarding the purpose of the study,

confidentiality of information, and their right to participate

or withdraw. The study was conducted in accordance with
ethical research principles and received ethical approval
under code IR.IAU.Z.REC.1405.027. Data were collected
using the Weed and Butcher Addiction Potential Scale to
assess tendency toward substance use, the Gillanders
Cognitive Fusion Questionnaire to assess cognitive fusion,
the Cook Internalized Shame Scale to measure internalized
shame, and the Clance Impostor Phenomenon Scale to assess
impostorism. Descriptive statistics were calculated to
characterize the sample and study variables. Normality was
assessed using skewness, kurtosis, and the Kolmogorov-
Smirnov test. Pearson correlation coefficients were
computed to examine bivariate relationships, while tolerance
and variance inflation factor indices were used to assess
multicollinearity. ~ Structural equation modeling with
maximum likelihood estimation was conducted using
AMOS version 26, whereas preliminary and descriptive
analyses were performed using SPSS version 27. Model fit
was evaluated using CMIN/DF, NFI, CFI, TLI, and
RMSEA. Direct standardized path coefficients were
calculated for all hypothesized relationships, and
bootstrapping was used to assess indirect effects and the
mediating role of impostorism. Statistical significance was
set at 0.05.

Findings

The final sample included 196 participants, of whom 167
(85.2%) were men and 29 (14.8%) were women. The largest
age group was 26-35 years (31.6%), followed by 36-45
years (30.1%), 46-55 years (18.4%), 18-25 years (12.8%),
and 56 years or older (7.1%). Regarding marital status,
46.9% were married, 32.1% were single, 17.3% were
divorced, and 3.6% were widowed. The mean total scores
were 43.48+9.50 for cognitive fusion, 69.91+17.64 for
internalized shame, 57.82+17.02 for tendency toward
substance use, and 68.29+11.70 for impostorism. Skewness
and kurtosis values were within acceptable limits, and
Kolmogorov-Smirnov tests supported the assumption of
normality. No problematic multicollinearity was identified,

with tolerance values ranging from 0.724 to 0.804 and VIF
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values ranging from 1.244 to 1.382. Pearson correlation
analysis revealed significant positive relationships between
cognitive fusion and tendency toward substance use
(r=0.423, p<0.01), internalized shame and tendency toward
substance use (r=0.423, p<0.01), and impostorism and
tendency toward substance use (r=0.531, p<0.01). Cognitive
fusion was also positively associated with internalized
shame (r=0.327, p<0.01) and impostorism (r=0.442,
p<0.01), while internalized shame was positively correlated
with impostorism (r=0.413, p<0.01). The structural model
demonstrated  satisfactory fit to the data, with
CMIN/DF=1.779, NFI=0.966, CFI=0.985, RMSEA=0.063,
and TLI=0.976. All hypothesized direct paths were positive
and statistically significant. Cognitive fusion significantly
predicted impostorism ($=0.369, p=0.001), and internalized
shame also had a significant positive effect on impostorism
(B=0.352, p=0.001). Cognitive fusion directly predicted
tendency toward substance use (p=0.291, p=0.001), as did
internalized shame ($=0.268, p=0.001) and impostorism
(B=0.322, p=0.001).

significant indirect effects. The indirect effect of cognitive

Bootstrap analyses confirmed
fusion on tendency toward substance use through
impostorism was 0.119 (SE=0.034, p=0.001, 95%
Cl1=0.059-0.193), whereas the indirect effect of internalized
shame through impostorism was 0.113 (SE=0.036, p=0.001,
95% CI1=0.055-0.200). Because the direct effects remained
significant after including the mediator, the pattern was
consistent with partial mediation. The total effect of
cognitive fusion on tendency toward substance use was
0.410, comprising a direct effect of 0.291 and an indirect
effect of 0.119. The total effect of internalized shame was
0.381, comprising a direct effect of 0.268 and an indirect
effect of 0.113. The model explained 26% of the variance in
impostorism and 39% of the variance in tendency toward
substance use.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings indicate that tendency toward substance use
among individuals receiving maintenance treatment is

associated with an interconnected pattern of cognitive,

emotional, and self-evaluative vulnerability. Cognitive
fusion was both directly related to substance-use tendency
and indirectly related through increased impostorism. This
pattern suggests that individuals who treat negative self-
referential or substance-related thoughts as unquestionable
realities may have greater difficulty distancing themselves
from cognitions that encourage avoidance, hopelessness, or
renewed use. Internalized shame showed a similar dual
pathway. Participants who experienced stronger global
feelings of defectiveness and inadequacy were more likely
to report greater substance-use tendency, while part of this
association was transmitted through impostorism. Thus,
shame may not merely generate emotional distress; it may
also undermine the individual’s ability to recognize
treatment progress as authentic and personally meaningful.
The significant direct effect of impostorism on substance-
use tendency is especially important because it suggests that
chronic self-doubt and the belief that one’s apparent
recovery is not genuine may constitute a distinct
psychological vulnerability in maintenance treatment. An
individual may objectively remain engaged in treatment
while internally perceiving recovery as fragile, undeserved,
or false, thereby weakening confidence in continued
abstinence or controlled behavior. The mediation findings
provide further support for this interpretation. Cognitive
fusion and internalized shame appear to contribute to
substance-use tendency partly by intensifying negative self-
appraisals associated with impostorism. The persistence of
significant direct effects indicates that impostorism does not
fully explain these relationships, but rather represents one
pathway among several mechanisms through which
cognitive and emotional vulnerabilities influence substance-
related tendencies. The amount of explained variance also
indicates that the proposed model has meaningful but
incomplete explanatory power, which is appropriate given
the multifactorial nature of substance-use behavior. Overall,
the results support the integration of cognitive fusion,
internalized shame, and impostorism into psychological

assessment and complementary interventions for individuals
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undergoing maintenance treatment. Interventions that help and realistic self-evaluations, and recognize recovery-related
patients gain distance from rigid substance-related thoughts, achievements as genuine may reduce psychological
reduce identity-based shame, develop more compassionate vulnerability to continued or recurrent substance use.
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