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Introduction:

Acceptance and commitment therapy (ACT) has been shown to be effective for various psychological
difficulties during adolescence. Psychological flexibility, the primary therapeutic target of ACT, consists
of multiple core processes. However, many previous studies have assessed these processes as a single
dimension, leaving their interactions insufficiently examined. Because psychological flexibility involves
the ability to observe one’s thoughts and emotions from a broader perspective, its structural
characteristics may differ substantially across developmental stages. Nevertheless, few studies have
investigated the structural features of psychological flexibility while accounting for developmental
differences. Therefore, the present study aimed to compare the network structures formed by the core
processes of psychological flexibility across developmental stages and to examine differences in their
interactions.

Methods:

The participants were 240 junior high school students (111 males, 127 females, and 2 other; mean age
=13.9 + 0.6 years), 246 high school students (130 males, 103 females, and 13 other; mean age = 15.8 +
0.7 years), and 100 university students (72 males and 28 females; mean age = 21.2 + 1.3 years). The
measures included (a) cognitive fusion: Japanese version of the CFQ (Shima et al., 2016), (b) acceptance:
APQ (Shima et al., 2017), (c) mindfulness: short form of the FFMQ (Takahashi et al., 2022), (d) self-as-
context: TSSQ (Yanagihara et al., 2015), and (e) values: VOYAGE (Ishizu et al., 2020). The study
protocol was approved by the local ethics committee (No. 2024-049). This study reanalyzed the dataset
used by Nakayama et al. (2025, the 51st Annual Meeting of the Japanese Association for Cognitive and
Behavioral Therapy) from a new perspective. Network structures were estimated for each group and
structural differences between groups were assessed using the network comparison test.

Results:

Significant differences in network structure were observed between university and high school students
(M = .376, p = .017), as well as between university and middle school students (M = .481, p < .001). In
contrast, no significant differences were found between high school and middle school students (M = .233,
p = .104). Structural patterns indicated that university students exhibited a differentiated network in
which processes such as values, behavioral repertoires, and defusion were selectively interconnected. In
comparison, middle and high school students showed undifferentiated networks characterized by
broadly interconnected processes.

Discussion:

Thus, psychological flexibility in middle and high school students is relatively undifferentiated, making
it difficult to identify specific intervention targets. However, examining individual differences that
contribute to the formation of more differentiated structures—similar to those observed in university
students—may further enhance the effectiveness of ACT for adolescents.
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The study protocol was approved by the local ethics committee (No. 2024-049).
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