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Background: Young adulthood, as a sensitive and transitional developmental period, is accompanied by
extensive biological, social, and psychological changes. Psychological distress and emotion dysregulation are
among the common problems experienced during this stage and may be influenced by early attachment
experiences. Mentalization, as a core capacity for understanding and regulating emotions, may elucidate the
pathway through which early traumatic experiences contribute to emotional difficulties. However, limited
research has examined the mediating role of mentalization in this relationship, especially among Iranian young
adults.

Aims: The present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of mentalization in the relationship between
childhood trauma and emotion dysregulation among young adults in the city of Kermanshah.

Methods: This applied study employed a descriptive—correlational design using structural equation modeling.
The statistical population consisted of all young adults residing in Kermanshah, from whom 462 participants
were selected through convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire
(Bernstein et al., 1994), the Mentalization Questionnaire (Dimitrijevi¢ et al., 2018), and the Difficulties in
Emotion Regulation Scale (Gratz & Roemer, 2004). Data analysis was conducted using descriptive and
inferential statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, and structural equation modeling with SPSS-27 and
AMOS-24. The significance level was set at 0.05.

Results: The results of the structural equation model indicated that childhood trauma had a significant direct
negative effect on mentalization (f = —0.35) and a significant direct positive effect on emotion dysregulation (
= 0.30). In addition, mentalization exerted a significant direct negative effect on emotion dysregulation (f =
—0.34). Bootstrap analysis demonstrated that the indirect effect of childhood trauma on emotion dysregulation
through mentalization was significant (3 =—0.18, p <0.01).

Conclusion: The findings indicate that mentalization plays a significant mediating role in the relationship
between childhood trauma and emotion dysregulation. Enhancing mentalization capacity may serve as an
effective intervention strategy to mitigate the negative emotional consequences of childhood trauma among
young adults.
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Introduction

Young adulthood is a sensitive developmental period
characterized by profound behavioral, cognitive, and
neurobiological changes that may have long-lasting
effects on mental health (Reynolds et al., 2023;
Granata et al., 2022). One of the major challenges
during this period is emotion dysregulation, which
refers to difficulties in understanding, modulating,
and managing emotions and is manifested in patterns
such as impulsivity, emotional suppression, and poor
control over negative emotions (Gross, 2014; Paulus
et al., 2021). Empirical evidence indicates that
emotion dysregulation plays a central role in the
development and maintenance of various mental
disorders, interpersonal difficulties, and high-risk
behaviors in young adulthood (Weiss et al., 2015;
Garofalo et al., 2017; Mekuriaw et al., 2025).
Among the risk factors associated with emotion
dysregulation, childhood trauma holds a prominent
position (Dye, 2018). Adverse childhood
experiences, including abuse, neglect, and stressful
family and social events, have been consistently
linked to a wide range of internalizing and
externalizing problems in young adulthood (Cohen &
Thakur, 2021; Moraes et al., 2018). These
experiences, which show high prevalence both
globally and in Iran (World Health Organization,
2022; Hosseinzadeh et al., 2021), may increase
psychological vulnerability by disrupting emotional
awareness and emotion regulation capacities
(Armbruster-Geng et al., 2025; Downey & Crummy,
2022).

Mentalization is a key developmental mechanism that
may explain the relationship between childhood
trauma and emotion dysregulation, as it refers to the
ability to understand and interpret one’s own and
others’ mental states (Bateman & Fonagy, 2004;
Bateman & Fonagy, 2019). Research suggests that
early adverse experiences can disrupt or delay the
development of mentalization, which in turn is
associated with difficulties in emotional processing
and regulation (Ensink et al., 2015). Despite its
importance, most previous studies have focused on
clinical populations, and the mediating role of
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mentalization in the association between childhood
trauma and emotion dysregulation among young
adults has received limited attention. Therefore, the
present study aimed to examine both the direct and
indirect effects of childhood trauma on emotion
dysregulation through mentalization among young
adults in Kermanshah.

Method

The present study employed a descriptive—
correlational design using a structural equation
modeling (SEM) approach. The statistical population
consisted of all young adults residing in Kermanshah,
from whom 462 participants were selected through
non-random convenience sampling. The sample size
was determined based on methodological
recommendations for SEM, which suggest a
minimum of 200-400 participants or at least 10-15
cases per free parameter to ensure stable parameter
estimation and adequate model fit (Kline, 2023).
Inclusion criteria included an age range of 18 to 35
years and informed voluntary participation, while
exclusion criteria comprised incomplete
questionnaires and self-reported histories of
psychiatric disorders. Data were analyzed using SPSS
version 27 and AMOS version 24, with the
significance level set at 0.05.

Data were collected using the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire (CTQ; Bernstein et al., 1994), the
Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale (DERS;
Gratz & Roemer, 2004), and the Mentalization
Questionnaire (MentS; Dimitrijevi¢ et al., 2018). All
instruments demonstrated acceptable psychometric
properties, including  well-established  factor
structures and satisfactory reliability coefficients in
both original and Persian versions. In the present
study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients indicated
adequate internal consistency for all measures.
Previous research has confirmed the convergent and
discriminant validity of these instruments, supporting
their suitability for assessing childhood trauma,
emotion dysregulation, and mentalization capacity
among young adults.

Results
A total of 462 participants took part in the study, of
whom 66% were female and 34% were male, with a
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mean age of 23.55 years. The majority of participants
were single (81.2%) and held a bachelor’s degree
(70.8%). Descriptive statistics indicated that the level
of childhood trauma in the sample was moderate, with
emotional neglect showing the highest and physical
abuse the lowest mean among trauma subscales.
Emotion dysregulation was observed at a
considerable level, particularly in the dimension of
limited access to emotion regulation strategies,
whereas mentalization capacity was relatively
favorable. Examination of skewness and kurtosis, the
Kolmogorov—-Smirnov test, boxplots and scatterplots,
tolerance and variance inflation factor indices, and
the Durbin—Watson statistic confirmed normality of
distributions, absence of influential outliers, linearity
of relationships, lack of multicollinearity, and
independence of errors, supporting the suitability of
the data for structural equation modeling.
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Correlation analyses revealed a significant negative
relationship  between childhood trauma and
mentalization (r = —0.34) and a significant positive
relationship between childhood trauma and emotion
dysregulation (r = 0.38). In addition, mentalization
was significantly and negatively associated with
emotion dysregulation (r = —0.37). The results of the
structural equation model indicated that childhood
trauma had a direct positive effect on emotion
dysregulation and a direct negative effect on
mentalization, while mentalization significantly
reduced emotion dysregulation and served as a
mediator in this relationship. Overall, the model
explained 28% of the variance in emotion
dysregulation. Model fit indices demonstrated an
acceptable to good fit (RMSEA =0.078; NFI = 0.93;
CFI=0.93; IFI =0.95; TLI =0.93; AGFI =0.89).

Tablel. Direct Effects Among the Study Variables

Path

Path Coefficient (8) Standard Error p-value

Childhood Trauma — Mentalization
Childhood Trauma — Emotion Dysregulation
Mentalization — Emotion Dysregulation

—0.35 0.063 0.001
0.30 0.048 0.001
—0.34 0.047 0.001

As shown in Table 1, childhood trauma had a
significant direct negative effect on mentalization (j3
=—0.35, p = 0.001) and a significant direct positive
effect on emotion dysregulation (§ = 0.30, p=0.001).

In addition, mentalization exerted a significant direct
negative effect on emotion dysregulation ( = —0.34,
p =0.001).

Table2. Results of the Indirect Path Based on Bootstrap Analysis

Indirect Path

Path Coefficient () p-value Hypothesis

Childhood Trauma — Mentalization — Emotion Dysregulation —0.18 0.001

Supported

According to the results presented in Table 2, the
indirect effect of childhood trauma on emotion
dysregulation through mentalization was significant
(B=-0.18, p=0.001). Therefore, it can be concluded
that childhood trauma influences emotion
dysregulation indirectly via mentalization.

Conclusion

The findings of the present study indicated that
childhood trauma significantly and directly increases
emotion dysregulation among young adults. This
result is consistent with developmental models of
emotion regulation, which conceptualize emotion
regulation as an acquired skill that develops through

early interactions with primary caregivers (Gross,
2014; Gratz & Roemer, 2004). Childhood
maltreatment, neglect, and abuse deprive individuals
of opportunities to learn adaptive emotion regulation
strategies, leading to the consolidation of maladaptive
emotional patterns across development. Consistent
with previous Iranian and international studies,
including, Hosseinzadeh et al. (2021), Heleniak et al.
(2016), and Kim and Cicchetti (2010), this finding
highlights emotion dysregulation as a core
mechanism linking childhood trauma to later
psychological difficulties.

Another key finding was that childhood trauma was
significantly associated with reduced mentalization
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capacity. This result aligns with mentalization theory,
which posits that the development of mentalization
depends on secure attachment relationships and
caregivers’ sensitive reflection of the child’s mental
states (Bateman & Fonagy, 2019). Experiences of
maltreatment and emotional neglect disrupt this
developmental process, resulting in unstable and
negative representations of the self and others and
impairments in understanding emotions and
intentions. This finding is consistent with prior
research by Safarimosavi et al. (2021), Alijani et al.
(2024), Farjami et al. (2024), and Ensink et al. (2015),
underscoring mentalization as a vulnerable
developmental capacity in the context of childhood
trauma.

The central finding of this study demonstrated that
mentalization plays a significant mediating role in the
relationship between childhood trauma and emotion
dysregulation. According to attachment—
mentalization  developmental models, trauma
undermines the attachment system, which in turn
disrupts the development of mentalization, and
deficits in mentalization subsequently reduce
individuals’ ability to identify, understand, and
regulate emotions (Bateman, 2004). This result is
consistent with previous studies, including Alijani et
al. (2024), Farjami et al. (2024), and Schabik et al.
(2023), indicating that mentalization functions as a
regulatory mechanism that explains how the effects
of childhood trauma are transmitted to emotional
difficulties. Although the findings overall supported
the proposed model, limitations such as convenience
sampling, the cross-sectional design, and reliance on
self-report measures suggest that future research
should employ longitudinal designs, multi-informant
assessments, and include clinical samples and other
age groups to enhance the generalizability of the
results.
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2, Difficulties in Emotion Regulation Scale
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