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Abstract

This study aimed to determine the relationship between childhood trauma and self-efficacy
among postgraduate students and residents at Mazandaran University of Medical Sciences.
This applied study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population
consisted of all postgraduate students and residents at Mazandaran University of Medical
Sciences during the 1404-1405 academic year, totaling 1,665 individuals. A sample of 313
participants was selected using stratified random sampling based on gender. Data were
collected using the Bernstein etal. Childhood Trauma Questionnaire and the Sherer et al. Self-
Efficacy Scale. Inthe present study, Cronbach's alpha coefficients were 0.90 for the Childhood
Trauma Questionnaire and 0.94 for the Self-Efficacy Scale. Data were analyzed using Pearson
correlation coefficients and structural equation modeling with SPSS version 23 and LISREL
version 8.5. The results showed a significant negative correlation between childhood trauma
and self-efficacy (r=-0.611, p<0.001). Emotional abuse (r=-0.575), sexual abuse (r=-0.542),
physical abuse (r=-0.474), emotional neglect (r=-0.511), and physical neglect (r=-0.490) were
also significantly and negatively associated with self-efficacy (p<0.001). Structural equation
modeling further showed that childhood trauma had a significant negative effect on self-
efficacy (f=-0.76, t=-10.97, p<0.001). Modelfit indices, including y*/df=2.76,
RMSEA=0.075, GFI=0.92, NFI=0.91, and CFI=0.93, indicated an acceptable fit of the
proposed model. Childhood trauma was significantly associated with lower self-efficacy
among postgraduate students and residents, and emotional abuse showed the strongest
relationship among the trauma dimensions. Accordingly, attention to adverse childhood
experiences and interventions aimed at strengthening self-efficacy may be beneficial in
university counseling and support programs.

Keywords: Childhood trauma, Self-efficacy, Postgraduate students, Residents, Medical
sciences
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Extended Abstract
Introduction
Childhood is a critical developmental period during which individuals form basic beliefs about themselves,
others, and the surrounding environment. Experiences during this period can exert enduring effects on
emotional regulation, cognitive functioning, interpersonal relationships, academic performance, and later
psychological adjustment. Childhood trauma generally refers to adverse experiences such as emotional abuse,
physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional neglect, and physical neglect. Exposure to such experiences may
disrupt the normal development of self-concept, perceived control, and adaptive coping mechanisms. Evidence
from university populations indicates that childhood trauma is associated with a wide range of adverse physical
and psychological outcomes, suggesting that the consequences of early adversity can persist well into young
and middle adulthood (Counts & John-Henderson, 2023). Similarly, research among college students has
shown that childhood trauma may be associated with maladaptive psychological experiences through
disruptions in cognitive and emotional processes (Zhang et al., 2022).
One of the important psychological constructs that may be affected by adverse childhood experiences is self-
efficacy. Self-efficacy refers to an individual's belief in his or her capacity to organize and execute the actions
required to manage situations, complete tasks, and overcome obstacles. Individuals with higher self-efficacy
are generally more willing to initiate challenging tasks, sustain effort despite difficulty, and persist when
confronted with setbacks. In contrast, individuals with lower self-efficacy may be more likely to avoid difficult
situations, doubt their competence, and reduce effort when confronted with failure. Previous findings have

demonstrated the importance of self-efficacy in academic functioning and performance. Student self-efficacy
has been shown to play a mediating role in the relationship between cognitive processes and academic
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outcomes (Asare et al., 2025), while educational interventions that encourage active engagement may improve
students' self-efficacy beliefs (Siswanto et al., 2025). Cognitive and metacognitive strategy training has also
been associated with improved self-efficacy and academic self-regulation (Rostami Matak, 2023).

The relationship between childhood trauma and self-efficacy is theoretically plausible because repeated
experiences of abuse, neglect, humiliation, or helplessness may weaken an individual's perception of personal
competence and control. A child exposed to environments in which efforts do not result in safety, support, or
predictable outcomes may gradually develop beliefs that personal action has limited effectiveness. These
beliefs can later generalize to academic, occupational, and interpersonal contexts. Previous research has
directly highlighted the importance of self-efficacy in understanding the consequences of childhood trauma.
Afshari and Jondi reported that self-efficacy played an important role in the relationship between traumatic
childhood events and psychosomatic complaints (Afshari & Jondi, 2021). More recent findings also indicate
that self-efficacy can be involved in the association between childhood trauma and later social functioning
(Corlatianu & Mairean, 2026). These findings suggest that self-efficacy may represent an important
psychological domain through which early traumatic experiences are linked to later adjustment.

Childhood trauma has also been associated with several other forms of psychological vulnerability. Studies
have linked childhood trauma to psychological distress among university students (Kavousi Kish & Kakavand,
2024), poorer mental health in female students (Shamli et al., 2022), substance-use tendency in individuals
with post-traumatic stress symptoms (Torkaman et al., 2022), and self-injurious behavior among adolescents
(Sureh et al., 2025). In individuals with major depressive disorder, childhood trauma has also been associated
with increased suicide risk, with cognitive emotion regulation processes contributing to this relationship (Liu
et al., 2026). In people with chronic pain, childhood trauma has been related to psychological distress through
emotional and cognitive mechanisms (Khajeh Hassani Raberi & Mansouri, 2025). These findings
collectively support the view that childhood trauma has long-term psychological consequences that may
influence how individuals appraise themselves and respond to stressful situations.

The academic context may be particularly relevant for examining this relationship. Graduate students and
medical residents encounter substantial demands, including intensive academic workloads, professional
responsibility, frequent evaluation, time pressure, and the need for sustained performance. Self-efficacy is
especially important in such contexts because it influences persistence, confidence, problem-solving, and
perceived capability to manage demanding tasks. Childhood trauma may therefore be particularly
consequential among students facing advanced academic and professional expectations. Previous evidence has
shown that adverse childhood experiences may even be associated with college completion (Lecy & Osteen,
2022), while research among nursing students has emphasized the importance of psychological resources in
adapting to demanding educational environments (Talebian & Yaghoubi, 2023). Accordingly, examining
childhood trauma in relation to self-efficacy may provide a clearer understanding of one psychological
pathway through which early adversity may remain relevant during higher education. Therefore, the present
study aimed to determine the relationship between childhood trauma and self-efficacy among postgraduate
students and residents at Mazandaran University of Medical Sciences.

Methods and Materials

This applied study used a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical population consisted of all
postgraduate students and residents enrolled at Mazandaran University of Medical Sciences during the 1404—
1405 academic year, comprising 1,665 individuals. Based on the Krejcie and Morgan sample-size table, 313
participants were selected using stratified random sampling according to gender. Of the final sample, 197
participants were men and 116 were women. Data were collected through field administration of two
standardized self-report instruments. Childhood trauma was assessed using the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire, a 28-item instrument assessing five domains: emotional abuse, sexual abuse, physical abuse,
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emotional neglect, and physical neglect. Responses were recorded on a five-point Likert scale, with higher
scores indicating greater exposure to childhood trauma. Self-efficacy was assessed using the 17-item Sherer
Self-Efficacy Scale, which evaluates willingness to initiate behavior, willingness to expend effort to complete
tasks, and persistence in the face of obstacles. The instrument uses a five-point Likert response format, with
higher total scores indicating stronger self-efficacy. In the present study, face and content validity of the
instruments were confirmed by academic experts. Internal consistency was also satisfactory, with Cronbach's
alpha coefficients of 0.90 for the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire and 0.94 for the Self-Efficacy Scale.

Data analysis was performed using descriptive and inferential statistics. Frequencies and percentages were
used to summarize demographic variables, while means and standard deviations were calculated for the main
study variables and their dimensions. Skewness and kurtosis indices were examined to assess approximate
normality of the data distributions. Pearson correlation coefficients were used to investigate the relationships
between total childhood trauma and self-efficacy and between the dimensions of childhood trauma and self-
efficacy. Structural equation modeling was used to assess the direct structural effect of childhood trauma on
self-efficacy. Analyses were conducted using SPSS version 23 and LISREL version 8.5, and the significance
level was set at 0.05.

Findings

A total of 313 postgraduate students and residents participated in the study. Of these, 197 participants (62.9%)
were men and 116 (37.1%) were women. Regarding age, 37 participants (11.8%) were younger than 30 years,
127 (40.6%) were between 30 and 35 years, and 149 (47.6%) were older than 35 years. In terms of marital
status, 205 participants (65.5%) were single and 108 (34.5%) were married.

The mean total childhood trauma score was 78.19 with a standard deviation of 18.34. Among the childhood
trauma dimensions, emotional abuse had the highest mean score (M=15.57, SD=4.51), followed by sexual
abuse (M=13.71, SD=3.53), physical neglect (M=13.31, SD=3.97), physical abuse (M=13.21, SD=3.48), and
emotional neglect (M=10.44, SD=2.96). The mean self-efficacy score was 53.64 with a standard deviation of
9.82. Among the self-efficacy dimensions, willingness to expend effort to complete tasks had the highest mean
(M=22.48, SD=4.94), followed by willingness to initiate behavior (M=20.71, SD=5.12) and persistence in the
face of obstacles (M=10.45, SD=2.55).

The normality assumption was considered acceptable because the skewness and kurtosis values for the
principal study variables were within the range of -2 to +2. For childhood trauma, skewness was -0.337 and
kurtosis was -0.320. For self-efficacy, skewness was -0.062 and kurtosis was 0.119.

Pearson correlation analysis showed a statistically significant inverse relationship between total childhood
trauma and self-efficacy (r=-0.611, p<0.001). All childhood trauma dimensions were also significantly and
negatively associated with self-efficacy. Emotional abuse showed the strongest correlation with self-efficacy
(r=-0.575, p<0.001), followed by sexual abuse (r=-0.542, p<0.001), emotional neglect (r=-0.511, p<0.001),
physical neglect (r=-0.490, p<0.001), and physical abuse (r=-0.474, p<0.001).

Structural equation modeling further confirmed the negative effect of childhood trauma on self-efficacy. The
standardized path coefficient was -0.76, with a t-value of -10.97, indicating a statistically significant direct
effect. Model-fit indices demonstrated acceptable fit: ¥>=173.94, df=63, ¥*/df=2.76, RMSEA=0.075,
GFI1=0.92, NFI=0.91, CFI=0.93, AGFI=0.92, IFI=0.92, and RFI=0.91. These indices supported the adequacy
of the proposed structural model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings demonstrated that childhood trauma was significantly and inversely associated with self-efficacy
among postgraduate students and residents at Mazandaran University of Medical Sciences. Both correlational
and structural analyses supported this relationship, indicating that individuals reporting greater exposure to
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adverse childhood experiences tended to report lower confidence in their ability to initiate activities, sustain
effort, and persist when facing obstacles.

The negative association may be explained by the way repeated adverse childhood experiences shape beliefs
about personal control and competence. Abuse and neglect can expose children to situations in which they
have limited ability to influence outcomes, obtain support, or protect themselves. Over time, such experiences
may contribute to a generalized expectation of limited personal effectiveness. In adulthood, this pattern may
appear as reduced confidence in handling demanding academic or professional tasks. This mechanism may be
particularly relevant to postgraduate students and medical residents because their educational environment
requires continuous decision-making, persistence, responsibility, and tolerance of failure and uncertainty.

All dimensions of childhood trauma were negatively associated with self-efficacy, suggesting that the
relationship is not limited to one specific form of adversity. Emotional abuse showed the strongest association.
This finding is psychologically plausible because emotional abuse frequently involves criticism, humiliation,
rejection, and devaluation, all of which directly threaten the development of a positive self-concept. Persistent
exposure to messages of incompetence or worthlessness during childhood may later influence the individual's
beliefs about capability and success. Emotional and physical neglect may also weaken self-efficacy by
depriving the child of encouragement, supportive feedback, and opportunities to build mastery through guided
experience.

The structural model further indicated a relatively strong negative standardized effect of childhood trauma on
self-efficacy. Nevertheless, because the study used a cross-sectional correlational design, this effect should be
interpreted as a statistical structural association rather than definitive evidence of causality. Other
psychological, familial, and social factors may contribute to the observed relationship.

Overall, the present findings suggest that adverse childhood experiences remain relevant to psychological
functioning even among individuals who have progressed to advanced levels of education. Childhood trauma
was associated with lower self-efficacy, and emotional abuse showed the strongest bivariate relationship with
this construct. The findings highlight the value of attending to developmental history when evaluating
psychological functioning in postgraduate and medical training populations. Because self-efficacy is
potentially modifiable, interventions aimed at strengthening perceived competence, mastery experiences,
problem-solving skills, persistence, and adaptive self-appraisal may be particularly useful for students with
histories of childhood adversity. In conclusion, higher levels of childhood trauma were significantly associated
with lower self-efficacy among postgraduate students and residents at Mazandaran University of Medical
Sciences, indicating that early adverse experiences may continue to shape perceived personal competence
during advanced academic and professional training.

References

Afshari, A., & Jondi, Z. (2021). The Role of Child Self-Efficacy in the Relationship between Traumatic Childhood
Events and the Development of Psychosomatic Complaints. Psychological studies, 17(2), 139-162.

Asare, B., Arthur, Y. D., & Al-hassan, A. M. (2025). Moderating Effect of Math Anxiety and the Mediating Role of
Student Self-Efficacy on the Nexus between Cognitive Awareness and Student Math Performance. Journal of
Applied Research in Higher Education. https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-07-2024-0365

Corlatianu, M. 1., & Mairean, C. (2026). Childhood Trauma and Social Skills in Residential Care Youth: The Roles
of Coping Strategies and Self-Efficacy. Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 1-14.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40653-026-00875-6

Counts, C. J., & John-Henderson, N. A. (2023). Childhood Trauma and College Student Health: A Review of the
Literature. Journal of American College Health, 1-15.

Kawvousi Kish, T., & Kakavand, A. (2024). The Mediating Role of Experiential Avoidance in Predicting Psychological
Distress Based on Childhood Trauma among University Students. Rooyesh-e-Ravanshenasi Quarterly, 13(6),
1-10.

\td


https://doi.org/10.1108/JARHE-07-2024-0365
https://doi.org/10.1007/s40653-026-00875-6

6;0'.: ‘)l}'é) sl

Khajeh Hassani Raberi, F., & Mansouri, A. (2025). The Relationship between Childhood Trauma and Psychological
Distress in Individuals with Chronic Pain: The Mediating Role of Alexithymia and Mindfulness. Rooyesh-e-
Ravanshenasi Quarterly, 14(10), 171-180.

Lecy, N., & Osteen, P. (2022). The Effects of Childhood Trauma on College Completion. Research in Higher
Education, 63, 1058-1072. https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-022-09677-9

Liu, Q., Ma, H., Li, J.,Chen, M., Zhang, Y., Tang, Z, & Ye, G. (2026). Childhood Trauma and Recent Suicide Risk
in Major Depressive Disorder: Exploring the Mediating Effect of Resilience and Cognitive Emotion Regulation
Strategies. BMC psychiatry, 26(1), 28. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-025-07674-7

Rostami Matak, S. (2023). The Effectiveness of Cognitive and Metacognitive Strategy Training on Self-Efficacy and
Academic Self-Regulation of Upper Secondary School Students in Tehran.

Shamli, L., Bahram Ara, Z, Mohammadi, M., & Hadianfard, H. (2022). The Relationship between Childhood
Maltreatment and Mental Health with the Mediation of Experiential Avoidance among Female University
Students. Psychological Achievements Quarterly, 29(1), 57-78.

Siswanto, D. H., Rambe, M. Y., & Mutmainah, S. (2025). The Effect of Implementing the Problem Posing Learning
Model on the Self-Efficacy Ability of High School Students. Jurnal Praktik Baik Pembelajaran Sekolah dan
Pesantren, 4(02), 92-103. https://doi.org/10.56741/pbpsp.v4i02.790

Sureh, J., Gholamhosseinzadeh, F., & Abdipour, N. (2025). The Mediating Role of Psychological Resilience in the
Relationship between Childhood Trauma and Non-Suicidal Self-Injury among Upper Secondary School
Students. Rehabilitation Counseling Quarterly, 1(3), 200-212.

Talebian, F., & Yaghoubi, T. (2023). Examining the Relationship between Spiritual Needs and Resilience among
Nursing Students. Religion and Health Journal, 11(1), 14-22.

Torkaman, M., Dawvoudi, A., Naziri, G., & Fath, N. (2022). The Relationship between Childhood Trauma and
Tendency toward Substance Abuse Considering the Mediating Role of Cognitive Flexibility and Rumination in
Individuals with Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder. Modern Psychological Research Quarterly, 17(68), 81-90.

Zhang, J., Liu, Z, Long, Y., Tao, H., Ouyang, X., Wu, G., Chen, M., Yu, M., Zhou, L., Sun, M., Lv, D., Cui, G., Yi,
Q., Tang, H., An, C., Wang, J., & Wu, Z (2022). Mediating Role of Impaired Wisdom in the Relation between
Childhood Trauma and Psychotic-Like Experiences in Chinese College Students: A Nationwide Cross-Sectional
Study. BMC psychiatry, 22(1), 655-663. https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-022-04270-x

VY


https://doi.org/10.1007/s11162-022-09677-9
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-025-07674-7
https://doi.org/10.56741/pbpsp.v4i02.790
https://doi.org/10.1186/s12888-022-04270-x

