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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Pregnancy and childbirth are stressful events for women, accompanied by concerns such as infant
abnormalities, labor pain, and maternal responsibility. The pregnancy period is full of tension, and various
psychological changes occur in the first trimester. As delivery approaches, anxieties arise, such as fear of pain, harm
to the mother and baby, changes in relationships, and fear of the delivery environment. Pregnancy anxiety is a major
problem for pregnant women, and pregnancy is also considered a psychological challenge. Studies show that pregnant
women experience severe anxiety and worries about fetal abnormalities, pain, and changes in personal life, and a
history of fetal or infant death can lead to severe anxiety in subsequent pregnancies. The prevalence of anxiety is
higher in the first and third trimesters of pregnancy than in the second trimester. Deficits in executive functions and
cognitive flexibility are associated with anxiety, and flexibility is an important factor in reducing pregnancy anxiety.

In addition to individual factors, interpersonal factors such as the quality of marital relationships also play a role in
pregnancy anxiety. Marital quality is related to mental health, marital satisfaction, physical and psychological well-
being, and has a negative relationship with anxiety. However, its role in pregnancy anxiety has not been extensively
studied. It seems that the role of cognitive flexibility and marital relationship quality in pregnancy anxiety is mediated
by other factors.

A health-promoting lifestyle, including nutrition, physical activity, stress management, and interpersonal
relationships, plays an important role in the occurrence or absence of pregnancy anxiety. A health-promoting lifestyle
in preghant women can act as a protective factor against anxiety and is influenced by cognitive flexibility and marital
relationship quality. Cognitive flexibility has a positive relationship with a health-promoting lifestyle and a negative
relationship with anxiety. Marital relationship quality also has a direct relationship with a health-promoting lifestyle.
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The results of this research can be useful in creating preventive and therapeutic programs for obstetricians,
gynecologists, and psychologists. Anxiety during pregnancy is a strong predictor of developmental and reproductive
outcomes, and clarifying its psychological causes in structural relationships can provide practical guidelines for
controlling and moderating it in pregnant women.

Method: The current research was a cross-sectional, descriptive-correlational study on pregnancy anxiety in pregnant
women in Tabriz in the first trimester of pregnancy. 250 women with medical records at Al-Zahra Women's Hospital
and Milad Specialized Clinic in Tabriz were selected in a targeted manner. To measure the variables, the following
guestionnaires were used: Pregnancy Anxiety Questionnaire (PRAQ; Van den Bergh, 1989) with 17 items and 5
factors, Cognitive Flexibility Questionnaire (Dennis and Vanderwall's, 2010) with 20 items and 3 aspects, Walker's
Health-Promoting Lifestyle Questionnaire (1987) with 52 questions and 6 factors, and Busby's Marital Life Quality
Questionnaire (1995) with 14 items and 3 factors. The reliability of the questionnaires was confirmed using Cronbach's
alpha coefficient.

Results: The study's demographic information revealed an average participant age of 28.89 years and an average
pregnancy month of 4.57 months. Regarding education, the majority held a Master's degree (34.5%). In terms of the
number of children, most participants were childless (35.9%) or had one child (34.1%). To ensure reliable results, data
were examined for encoding errors, missing data, outliers, normality, and correlation. Missing data were replaced with
calculated values, and no single or multivariate outliers were identified. The data were normal in terms of skewness
and kurtosis. All variables showed significant correlations with each other. Structural equation modeling analysis
included confirmatory factor analysis and the structural equation model.

To evaluate the measurement model, standardized factor loadings of indicators were examined, and construct
validity was confirmed after removing two items from the health-promoting lifestyle scale. Reliability, convergent,
and discriminant validity were also established for all constructs. Goodness-of-fit indices for both the measurement
and structural models were relatively acceptable.
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Figure 1. Structural Model with Non-Standardized Regression Coefficients

The results indicated that cognitive flexibility, marital relationship quality, and health-promoting lifestyle had a
significant negative relationship with pregnancy anxiety. Marital relationship quality had the strongest effect (45%),
followed by cognitive flexibility (38%) and health-promoting lifestyle (29%). Approximately 38% of the variance in
pregnancy anxiety was explained by the model. Mediation analysis showed that a health-promoting lifestyle played a
partial mediating role in the relationship between cognitive flexibility and marital relationship quality with pregnancy
anxiety.

174



FLEXIBILITY, MARITAL QUALITY, ANXIETY, AND LIFESTYLE Farnaz Deyhimi Notash et al.

Discussion: The first key finding revealed a significant negative correlation between marital relationship quality and
pregnancy anxiety. This implies that when marital relationships are perceived as positive, characterized by elements
such as happiness, satisfaction, and commitment, they function as a robust support system, effectively mitigating
anxiety levels during pregnancy. Conversely, when marital relationships are marked by negativity, conflict, or lack of
support, it can lead to increased dissatisfaction, family turmoil, and consequently, heightened anxiety in expectant
mothers. Effective and efficient communication between spouses, characterized by mutual understanding and marital
satisfaction, plays a crucial role in alleviating concerns associated with pregnancy. Open dialogue and shared decision-
making foster a sense of partnership and reduce anxieties that may arise during this transformative period.

The second significant finding highlighted the inverse relationship between cognitive flexibility and pregnancy
anxiety. Cognitive flexibility, defined as the ability to adapt one's thoughts and behaviors in response to changing
circumstances, empowers pregnant women to navigate the challenging conditions of pregnancy more effectively.
Individuals with higher cognitive flexibility are better equipped to manage and reframe worrying thoughts, offering
more adaptive and constructive responses to various stressors. This capacity for mental agility contributes to lower
anxiety levels, improved emotional regulation, and enhanced attentional control, allowing women to maintain a more
balanced and resilient state of mind during pregnancy.

The third critical finding demonstrated that a health-promoting lifestyle acts as a mediator in the relationship
between both cognitive flexibility and marital relationship quality, and pregnancy anxiety. A health-promoting
lifestyle, encompassing various behavioral patterns designed to maintain and enhance well-being, was found to be
negatively correlated with pregnancy anxiety. This suggests that engaging in activities such as regular exercise, a
balanced diet, sufficient sleep, stress management techniques, and strong social support systems can significantly
reduce anxiety levels in pregnant women. A supportive and nurturing environment created by a health-promoting
lifestyle enables expectant mothers to prioritize their physical and mental health, thus minimizing anxiety and stress.
Furthermore, cognitive flexibility also plays a role in reinforcing a health-promoting lifestyle, creating a virtuous cycle
where mental agility leads to healthier behaviors, which in turn, contribute to lower anxiety.

Several limitations were identified within this research. The inability to employ random sampling methods and the
reliance on self-report measures could potentially introduce biases and limitations to the generalizability of the
findings. Future studies could benefit from incorporating more diverse sampling strategies and utilizing objective
measures in conjunction with self-reports. Based on the findings, it is recommended that interventions aimed at
preventing and managing pregnancy anxiety should incorporate elements focused on enhancing cognitive flexibility,
promoting a healthy lifestyle, and improving the quality of marital relationships. Cognitive rehabilitation techniques,
educational programs, and family counseling may be beneficial in equipping pregnant women and their partners with
the necessary skills and strategies to navigate the challenges of pregnancy with reduced anxiety.
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