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Background: Executive functions encompass fundamental processes essential for goal-directed behavior.
Research evidence indicates that these deficits may develop as a result of complex trauma stemming from
childhood maltreatment, lead to profound psychological consequences, particularly among women.
However, the manner in which complex trauma affects executive functioning, and the mediating role of
maladaptive personality traits in transmitting this effect, has not yet been directly examined.

Aims: This study aimed to examine the mediating effect of pathological personality traits on the relationship
between complex childhood trauma and everyday executive function deficits among Iranian women.
Methods: This study employed a descriptive—correlational design and was conducted using structural
equation modeling (SEM). The study sample consisted of 254 female university students from Shiraz
University, selected through convenience sampling. Participants completed the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire(Bernstein et al., 2003), the Barkley Deficits in Executive Functioning Scale (Barkley, 2011),
and the short form of the DSM-5 Personality Inventory (Krueger et al., 2012). Data were analyzed using
SPSS version 23 and AMOS version 24.

Results: The results indicated that deficits in executive functioning were directly and significantly predicted
by complex trauma in women (B = 0.355, p < 0.001). In addition, pathological personality traits, as a
mediating variable, played a significant role in the relationship between complex trauma and executive
function deficits, such that this relationship was also significant indirectly ( = 0.19, p < 0.001).
Conclusion: This study indicates that executive function deficits in women are influenced by complex
trauma, with pathological personality traits playing a determining role in transmitting and explaining this
effect. The results underscore the importance of simultaneously screening for executive function difficulties
and maladaptive personality patterns in women with a history of complex trauma, as well as integrating
treatment for maladaptive personality patterns and interventions targeting executive function deficits in this
population.
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Introduction

Executive functions constitute a set of higher-order,
prefrontally mediated cognitive processes that
include inhibitory control, working memory,
planning, self-monitoring, and emotional self-
regulation. These functions are essential for goal-
directed behavior, adaptive emotional regulation, and
effective functioning in everyday contexts. Extensive
longitudinal and neurodevelopmental research has
shown that impairments in executive functioning are
associated with significant difficulties in behavioral
organization, impulse control, emotional regulation,
and sustained attention, particularly among
individuals exposed to early adverse experiences
(Matte-Landry et al., 2023; Fan & Kang, 2025).

One of the most significant developmental risk
factors for executive dysfunction is complex
childhood trauma, which refers to chronic or repeated
exposure to interpersonal maltreatment during
formative  developmental  periods, including
emotional, physical, and sexual abuse, as well as
emotional and physical neglect. Unlike single-
incident traumatic events, complex trauma is
embedded within caregiving relationships and
therefore profoundly disrupts neurodevelopmental
trajectories related to emotional regulation, self-
concept, interpersonal functioning, and higher-order
cognitive processes (Matte-Landry et al., 2023; Fan
& Kang, 2025). From a neurodevelopmental
perspective, complex trauma is associated with
prolonged activation of the hypothalamic—pituitary—
adrenal (HPA) axis, elevated cortisol exposure, and
enduring alterations in fronto-limbic circuitry. These
changes compromise the maturation and functional
integration of the prefrontal cortex with subcortical
emotional systems, biasing cognitive processing
toward threat detection and emotional reactivity at the
expense of goal-directed behavior, which in turn
increases vulnerability to executive function deficits.
Importantly, growing evidence suggests that trauma-
related executive dysfunction is not uniformly
distributed across genders. Women appear to be
disproportionately exposed to certain forms of
interpersonal maltreatment, particularly emotional
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and sexual abuse, and tend to exhibit more severe and
persistent impairments in emotional self-regulation,
inhibitory control, and stress sensitivity across the
lifespan (Einarsdottir et al., 2024; OIff, 2017). These
gender differences underscore the importance of
examining predictors and mechanisms of executive
dysfunction specifically within female populations
rather than extrapolating from mixed-gender samples.
Although complex trauma has been consistently
identified as a key predictor of executive dysfunction,
less is known about the mediating psychological
mechanisms through which early interpersonal
trauma translates into enduring cognitive impairment.
Contemporary integrative models propose that
maladaptive personality traits—conceptualized in the
DSM-5 Alternative Model for Personality Disorders
as pathological personality traits—may play a critical
mediating role in this relationship. These traits,
including  negative  affectivity,  detachment,
antagonism, disinhibition, and psychoticism, reflect
enduring patterns of emotional, cognitive, and
behavioral dysregulation that often emerge in
response to early adverse environments (Bach et al.,
2022; Pilkington et al., 2021). Such traits are
theoretically and empirically linked to executive
dysfunction, particularly in domains of impulse
control, emotional regulation, planning, and decision-
making.

Despite increasing interest in outcome—predictor—
mediator pathways involving executive functioning,
complex trauma, and pathological personality traits,
few studies have examined these variables
simultaneously within a unified structural model.
Moreover, empirical evidence from non-Western and
Middle Eastern contexts remains scarce, and studies
focusing exclusively on adult women are particularly
limited. Addressing these gaps, the present study
investigated whether pathological personality traits
mediate the relationship between executive function
deficits and complex childhood trauma in a non-
clinical sample of Iranian adult women.

Method

This study employed a descriptive—correlational
design using structural equation modeling (SEM) to
examine direct and indirect relationships among
executive function deficits, complex childhood
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trauma, and pathological personality traits. The
statistical population consisted of female students
enrolled at Shiraz University, Iran. Using
convenience sampling, 254 women aged 18 to 45
years (M = 28.03, SD = 7.69) were recruited through
online university-affiliated social media platforms,
including 197 married and 57 single participants.
Exclusion criteria included a self-reported history of
substance use disorders or severe psychotic
conditions to reduce potential confounding effects on
executive functioning.

Executive function deficits, as the outcome variable,
were assessed using the Barkley Deficits in Executive
Functioning Scale (BDEFS; Barkley, 2011), which
evaluates impairments in time management, self-
organization/problem-solving, self-restraint, self-
motivation, and emotional self-regulation in everyday
life. Complex childhood trauma, as the predictor
variable, was measured using the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire (CTQ); Bernstein et al., 2003), which
assesses emotional abuse, physical abuse, sexual
abuse, emotional neglect, and physical neglect.
Pathological personality traits, as the mediating
variable, were assessed with the Personality
Inventory for DSM-5-Brief Form (PID-5-BF;
Krueger et al., 2012), measuring five maladaptive
personality domains.

All instruments demonstrated satisfactory to
excellent reliability and validity in prior Iranian
studies (Ebrahimi et al., 2014; Mashhadi et al., 2015;
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Athar & Ebrahimi, 2023). Data were analyzed using
IBM SPSS version 23 for descriptive statistics and
correlation analyses, and AMOS version 24 for SEM
with maximum likelihood estimation. Assumptions
of univariate and multivariate  normality,
multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity were
examined and met. The hypothesized model specified
executive function deficits as the endogenous latent
variable, complex trauma as the exogenous latent
variable, and pathological personality traits as the
mediating latent construct. Model fit was evaluated
using multiple indices, including y*/df, GFI, AGFI,
CFI, and RMSEA. Minor model modifications
involving  correlated  error terms  between
conceptually overlapping indicators were applied
based on theoretical justification.

Results

Descriptive analyses indicated that executive
function deficits, as the outcome variable, were
reported at moderate levels in the sample. Participants
also reported moderate levels of complex childhood
trauma exposure, while pathological personality trait
scores ranged from average to moderately elevated.
Correlation analyses revealed significant positive
associations among executive function deficits,
complex trauma, and pathological personality traits,
consistent with theoretical expectations and prior
research (p <.001).

Table 1. Fit Indices of the Research Model

Fit Indices Initial Model Modified Model Cut-off Value

Chi-square 234.84 172.76 -
Degrees of Freedom 87 85 -
v/df 2.70 2.03 <3

GFI 0.885 0.915 >0.90

AGFI 0.841 0.880 > 0.850

CFlI 0.901 0.941 >0.90

RMSEA 0.082 0.062 <0.08

Structural equation modeling demonstrated excellent
model fit following minor theoretically justified
modifications (y*/df = 2.14, CFI = .95, TLI = .94,
RMSEA =.067, 90% CI [.059, .075], SRMR = .052;
see Table 1). Results indicated that executive function

deficits were significantly and positively predicted by
complex childhood trauma ( = .355, p <.001), such
that higher levels of trauma were associated with
greater everyday executive dysfunction.
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Table 2. Total, Direct, and Indirect Path Coefficients between the Study Variables

Path b S.E B p
Path from Personality Pathology — Complex Trauma 0.409 0.114 0.355 0.001
Path from Executive Function Deficits — Personality Pathology 1.244 0.389 0.335 0.001
Direct path from Complex Trauma — Executive Function Deficits 1.011 0.363 0.236 0.003
Indirect path from Complex Trauma — Executive Function Deficits 0.509 0.182 0.119 0.001
Total path from Complex Trauma — Executive Function Deficits 1.520 0.374 0.355 0.001

Furthermore, pathological personality traits, as the
mediating variable, showed a strong positive
association with executive function deficits (f =.335,
p <.001) and were themselves significantly predicted
by complex childhood trauma (p = .355, p < .001).
The indirect effect of complex trauma on executive
function deficits through pathological personality
traits was also significant (B = .119, p < .001; see
Table 2). The total effect of complex trauma on
executive dysfunction was f = .474 (p < .001), with
the mediated pathway accounting for approximately
25% of the total effect.

Overall, the final model explained 32% of the
variance in executive function deficits (R2 = .32),
indicating that complex trauma and pathological
personality traits jointly accounted for nearly one-
third of everyday executive difficulties in this female
sample (Figure 1; standardized parameter estimates
are reported in the full manuscript). All assumptions
of structural equation modeling were met, supporting
the robustness of the findings.

Conclusion

The present study provides robust evidence that
impairments in executive functioning among Iranian
adult women are significantly associated with
complex childhood trauma, both directly and
indirectly through pathological personality traits.
These findings extend existing trauma research by
demonstrating that maladaptive personality traits, as
conceptualized within the DSM-5 Alternative Model,
represent a key psychological mechanism through
which early interpersonal trauma contributes to
persistent executive dysfunction in adulthood.

From a theoretical standpoint, the results support
integrative developmental models that conceptualize
executive dysfunction as a downstream outcome of
trauma-related alterations in emotional and self-
regulatory systems. Chronic exposure to complex
trauma may disrupt prefrontal regulatory processes

underlying planning, inhibition, and emotional self-
regulation,  while  simultaneously  fostering
maladaptive personality patterns characterized by
heightened emotional reactivity, impaired impulse
control, and distorted self-concept. These
pathological personality traits, in turn, further
compromise executive functioning.

Clinically, the findings underscore the importance of
comprehensive  assessment and  intervention
strategies that prioritize executive function
difficulties, while systematically evaluating trauma
history and personality-related vulnerabilities in
trauma-exposed women. Interventions targeting
maladaptive personality traits—such as schema
therapy, dialectical behavior therapy, and
mindfulness-based approaches—may play a crucial
role in improving executive functioning and daily life
adaptation in this population. The substantial
proportion of explained variance highlights the
potential clinical utility of focusing on personality
mechanisms  within  trauma-informed treatment
planning.

Several limitations should be noted. The cross-
sectional design precludes causal inference, and
reliance on self-report measures may introduce
response bias. Additionally, the use of a university
student sample limits generalizability to clinical or
older populations. Future research employing
longitudinal designs, performance-based executive
function measures, and neurobiological indicators is
needed to clarify temporal and causal pathways.
Despite these limitations, this study contributes novel
evidence from a non-Western context and emphasizes
the central role of pathological personality traits in
understanding how complex trauma shapes executive
functioning in women. The findings offer both
theoretical advancement and practical implications
for trauma-informed, gender-sensitive psychological
interventions.
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