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Abstract

The presentstudy aimed to examine the effect of childhood traumatic experiences on cognitive flexibility
in adulthood. This study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population consisted
of students of Islamic Azad University, Science and Research Branch, Tehran, during the first semester of
the 2025-2026 academic year, aged between 18 and 50 years. Based on Cochran’s formula, the required
sample size was estimated at 384 participants; however, after excluding incomplete questionnaires, data
from 396 participants were analyzed. Participants were selected through convenience sampling. Research
instruments included the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory developed by Dennis and Vander Wal (2010) and
the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ) developed by Bernstein et al. (1998). Data were analyzed
using Pearson correlation coefficient and multiple regression analysis in SPSS version 26. The findings
demonstrated a significant negative relationship between childhood traumatic experiences and cognitive
flexibility in adulthood (r =-0.46, p <0.01). Regression analysis further revealed that childhood traumatic
experiences explained approximately 21% of the variance in cognitive flexibility. The negative regression
coefficient indicated that increased traumatic experiences were associated with lower levels of cognitive
flexibility, and this predictive effect was statistically significant (t = 7.244, p < 0.001). The results suggest
that childhood traumatic experiences may function as a significant risk factor for impaired cognitive
functioning and reduced cognitive flexibility in adulthood. These findings emphasize the importance of
preventing childhood trauma and developing therapeutic and cognitive rehabilitation interventions aimed
at enhancing cognitive flexibility. In addition, strengthening protective factors such as social supportand
resilience may help reduce the long-term adverse effects of childhood trauma.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Childhood is considered one of the most critical developmental periods in human life, during which cognitive,
emotional, and behavioral foundations are formed. Experiences occurring during this stage can profoundly
influence psychological development and shape mental health outcomes throughout adulthood. Among these
experiences, childhood traumatic experiences have attracted increasing attention in psychological and
neuroscientific research due to their long-term effects on emotional regulation, cognitive functioning, and
social adaptation (Cheng, 2024; Xiao et al., 2023). Childhood trauma includes experiences such as emotional,
physical, and sexual abuse, emotional neglect, family violence, and chronic exposure to stressful or threatening
environments. Such experiences may interfere with healthy developmental processes and increase
vulnerability to psychological disorders later in life (Bahman et al., 2025; Yahdi, 2025).
A growing body of literature has demonstrated that childhood trauma is significantly associated with
depression, anxiety, stress, psychosomatic complaints, emotional dysregulation, and suicidal ideation
(Ebrahimi et al., 2013; Gursoy & Mechmet, 2023; Kuzminskaite et al., 2022). Afshari and Jondi reported
that traumatic childhood experiences were associated with reduced self-efficacy and increased psychosomatic
symptoms in children (Afshari & Jondi, 2021). Similarly, Li et al. found that childhood trauma significantly
predicted anxiety and depressive symptoms among university students, particularly in individuals with lower
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social support (Li et al., 2023). Moreover, Xiao et al., in a systematic review, concluded that childhood
psychological maltreatment has persistent adverse effects on adult mental health outcomes (Xiao et al., 2023).
One of the important constructs associated with adaptive psychological functioning is cognitive flexibility.
Cognitive flexibility refers to the ability to shift cognitive strategies, modify behavioral responses, and adapt
thinking patterns according to changing environmental demands (Uddin, 2021). Individuals with high
cognitive flexibility are better able to regulate emotions, solve problems effectively, reconsider dysfunctional
beliefs, and cope with stressful situations (Arab Yar Mohammadi et al., 2023; Rabbani et al., 2025). In
contrast, cognitive inflexibility has been associated with depression, anxiety, insomnia, emotional
dysregulation, and self-destructive behaviors (Park & Ammerman, 2023; Shen et al., 2024).

Recent research has increasingly emphasized the relationship between childhood trauma and psychological
flexibility. Browne et al. demonstrated that psychological flexibility mediates the relationship between adverse
childhood experiences and wellbeing (Browne et al., 2022). Likewise, Zhang and Dong reported that
adolescents with depressive disorders and childhood trauma exhibited lower levels of psychological flexibility,
which was associated with non-suicidal self-injury (Zhang & Dong, 2024). Boykin et al. also emphasized that
psychological flexibility can moderate the impact of traumatic events on psychological outcomes (Boykin et
al., 2020). These findings suggest that childhood trauma may undermine adaptive cognitive processes and
reduce an individual’s ability to respond flexibly to environmental challenges.

From a neuropsychological perspective, traumatic experiences during childhood may alter the functioning of
brain regions responsible for executive functions, especially the prefrontal cortex (Uddin, 2021). Chronic
stress during sensitive developmental periods disrupts stress-regulation systems and may impair neural circuits
involved in emotional control and cognitive adaptation (Liu et al., 2024; Tang et al., 2024). Consequently,
individuals exposed to trauma often rely on rigid cognitive schemas and maladaptive coping strategies. Morea
and Calvete argued that cognitive flexibility is closely related to emotional adjustment and selective attention
processes in adolescents (Morea & Calvete, 2021). Similarly, Edwards and Lowe demonstrated that
psychological flexibility is strongly associated with mental health and emotional awareness (Edwards & Lowe,
2021).

Although many studies have investigated the psychological consequences of childhood trauma, relatively
limited attention has been given to its relationship with cognitive flexibility in adulthood, particularly within
non-Western contexts. Most previous studies have focused primarily on emotional disorders such as depression
and anxiety rather than executive cognitive functions (Cheng, 2024). Furthermore, cultural and familial
contexts may influence both the experience of trauma and its cognitive consequences. Therefore, investigating
this relationship within the Iranian cultural context appears necessary. Accordingly, the present study aimed
to examine the effect of childhood traumatic experiences on cognitive flexibility in adulthood.

Methods and Materials

The present study employed a descriptive-correlational research design. The statistical population consisted of
students of Islamic Azad University, Science and Research Branch, Tehran, during the first semester of the
2025-2026 academic year. Participants ranged in age from 18 to 50 years. Based on Cochran’s sample size
estimation formula, the required sample size was calculated as 384 individuals. To compensate for incomplete
responses, 440 questionnaires were distributed using convenience sampling. After excluding incomplete
questionnaires, 396 valid questionnaires remained for final analysis.

Data collection was conducted using two standardized instruments. Cognitive flexibility was assessed using
the Cognitive Flexibility Inventory developed by Dennis and Vander Wal. This questionnaire evaluates
individuals’ ability to perceive difficult situations as controllable, generate alternative explanations and
solutions, and modify cognitive strategies when facing changing situations. The instrument includes 20 items
scored on a seven-point Likert scale ranging from “strongly disagree” to “strongly agree.” Higher scores
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indicate greater cognitive flexibility. Previous studies have confirmed the reliability and validity of the Persian
version of the instrument among Iranian university students.

Childhood traumatic experiences were assessed using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire developed by
Bernstein and colleagues. The questionnaire consists of 28 items measuring five dimensions of childhood
trauma, including emotional abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional neglect, and physical neglect.
Responses are scored on a five-point Likert scale ranging from “never” to “always.” Higher scores indicate
greater exposure to traumatic experiences during childhood. The instrument has demonstrated satisfactory
psychometric properties in both international and Iranian studies.

Descriptive statistics, including means and standard deviations, were used to summarize the data. Inferential
analyses included Pearson correlation coefficient and multiple regression analysis. Data analysis was
conducted using SPSS version 26.

Findings

Descriptive findings indicated that approximately 68% of participants were married and 32% were single. In
addition, 59% of participants were employed and 41% were unemployed. The largest proportion of participants
belonged to the age range of 31 to 36 years.

The normality of data distribution was assessed using the Kolmogorov—Smirnov test. Results indicated that
none of the study variables significantly deviated from normal distribution; therefore, the assumptions required
for parametric statistical analyses were satisfied.

Pearson correlation analysis demonstrated a significant negative relationship between childhood traumatic
experiences and cognitive flexibility (r =-0.46, p <0.01). This finding indicated that higher levels of traumatic
childhood experiences were associated with lower levels of cognitive flexibility in adulthood.

Regression analysis further demonstrated that childhood traumatic experiences significantly predicted
cognitive flexibility. The coefficient of determination indicated that approximately 21% of the variance in
cognitive flexibility could be explained by traumatic childhood experiences. Analysis of variance for the
regression model confirmed that the predictive relationship was statistically significant. The regression
coefficient revealed that increases in traumatic experiences were associated with decreases in cognitive
flexibility scores. These findings suggest that childhood trauma functions as an important predictor of impaired
cognitive adaptability in adulthood.

Discussion and Conclusion

The present study investigated the relationship between childhood traumatic experiences and cognitive
flexibility in adulthood. Findings demonstrated that traumatic childhood experiences were significantly
associated with reduced cognitive flexibility. Individuals who reported higher levels of trauma tended to
exhibit lower adaptability in cognitive processing and reduced ability to modify cognitive and behavioral
responses when facing challenging situations.

These findings are consistent with previous studies indicating that childhood trauma negatively affects
executive functioning and psychological adjustment. Exposure to chronic stress and threatening environments
during childhood may alter neurocognitive development and disrupt adaptive emotional regulation processes.
Individuals exposed to trauma often develop rigid thinking patterns, maladaptive schemas, and heightened
sensitivity to perceived threats. As a result, they may experience difficulties in generating alternative
perspectives, regulating emotional responses, and adapting to changing circumstances.

The findings also support neuropsychological theories emphasizing the role of the prefrontal cortex in
executive functioning and cognitive flexibility. Childhood trauma may interfere with the healthy development
of neural networks associated with cognitive control, resulting in long-term impairments in adaptive
functioning. Consequently, traumatic experiences may increase vulnerability to emotional disorders,
maladaptive coping strategies, and interpersonal difficulties.
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The present findings additionally highlight the importance of cognitive flexibility as a protective psychological
factor. Individuals with higher levels of flexibility are generally more capable of coping with stress, regulating
emotions, and maintaining psychological wellbeing. In contrast, individuals with lower cognitive flexibility
may become more vulnerable to depression, anxiety, and maladaptive behavioral patterns. Therefore, cognitive
flexibility may represent an important therapeutic target for interventions designed to reduce the negative
consequences of childhood trauma.

The results also emphasize the importance of family and social environments in shaping cognitive and
emotional development. Supportive interpersonal relationships and adaptive parenting practices may reduce
the harmful effects of trauma and promote healthier cognitive functioning. Conversely, environments
characterized by neglect, abuse, oremotional insecurity may contribute to rigid cognitive patterns and impaired
emotional adjustment.

From a clinical perspective, the findings suggest that interventions focused on improving cognitive flexibility
and emotional regulation may be beneficial for individuals with traumatic childhood experiences. Approaches
such as mindfulness-based cognitive therapy, trauma-focused interventions, cognitive rehabilitation, and
emotion regulation training may help individuals reconstruct maladaptive cognitive patterns and improve
adaptive functioning. Preventive programs designed to increase parental awareness and reduce childhood
adversity may also contribute to improved long-term psychological outcomes.

In conclusion, the findings of the present study indicate that childhood traumatic experiences significantly
contribute to reduced cognitive flexibility in adulthood. Childhood trauma may impair adaptive cognitive
functioning and increase vulnerability to psychological difficulties. Therefore, preventing childhood trauma
and promoting cognitive flexibility should be considered important priorities in psychological research,
prevention programs, and mental health interventions.
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