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Background: Chronic pain, as a biopsychosocial phenomenon, is influenced not only by physical
factors but also by early developmental experiences and cognitive—emotional variables. Although the
role of childhood trauma in the development of psychological problems and the importance of
cognitive factors in the experience of chronic pain has been well documented, prior studies have
largely examined these factors in isolation. Consequently, the mediating mechanisms that explain
these relationships have received relatively limited empirical attention.

Aims:The present study aimed to examine the relationship between childhood trauma and
psychological distress in individuals with chronic pain, with particular emphasis on the mediating
roles of pain self-efficacy and pain catastrophizing.

Methods: This study employed a descriptive—correlational design. The statistical population
comprised all individuals with chronic pain (gastrointestinal, cardiac, and musculoskeletal) in the
city of Neyshabur in 2024. Using convenience sampling, 255 participants were selected. Data were
collected using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (Bernstein, 2003), the Psychological Distress
Scale (Kessler,2002),the Pain Self-Efficacy Questionnaire (Nicholas,2007), and the Pain
Catastrophizing Scale (Sullivan et al.,1995). The data were analyzed using Pearson correlation
coefficients and Path analysis in SPSS version 27 and AMOS version 24.

Results: The findings indicated significant associations among childhood trauma, pain self-efficacy,
pain catastrophizing, and psychological distress (p<.05). Although the direct effect of childhood
trauma on psychological distress was not statistically significant, this effect was significant indirectly
through pain self-efficacy and pain catastrophizing. The proposed model demonstrated excellent fit
indices.

Conclusion: The results suggest that the impact of childhood trauma on psychological distress in
individuals with chronic pain is largely explained through modifiable cognitive factors. Accordingly,
the development and implementation of clinical interventions focused on enhancing pain
self-efficacy and reducing pain catastrophizing may represent an effective strategy for alleviating
psychological distress in this population, particularly among individuals with a history of early life
trauma.
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Introduction

Chronic pain is a multidimensional biopsychosocial
phenomenon that involves not only sensory but also
emotional and cognitive components and is typically
associated with actual or potential tissue damage
(Connolly & Hardy, 2023; Lyngson et al., 2022).
Evidence indicates that chronic pain is one of the
most prevalent and disabling health conditions,
exerting a substantial negative impact on mental
health (Miller et al., 2024). Beyond a purely physical
experience, chronic pain encompasses biological,
cognitive, emotional, and social factors (Goodall et
al., 2023) and is generally defined as pain persisting
for more than three months and not attributable to the
normal healing process (Shi & Wu, 2023). Research
consistently shows that psychological distress,
including depressive and anxiety symptoms, is
significantly more prevalent among individuals with
chronic pain than in the general population (Koos et
al., 2022; Williams et al., 2022).

Childhood trauma is a major predictor of
psychological distress in adulthood and includes
experiences such as physical, emotional, and sexual
abuse, neglect, and exposure to violence
(Hildenbrand et al., 2019; Waters et al., 2023).
Studies suggest that these early adverse experiences
can lead to long-term neurobiological alterations and
heightened sensitivity to stress and pain, which
manifest in  adulthood—particularly — among
individuals with chronic pain—as elevated
psychological distress and emotional disorders
(Huang, 2025; Bahr, 2023; Xia et al., 2023).
Furthermore, childhood trauma has been linked to
alterations in biological systems involved in chronic
pain and to higher rates of depression and other
psychological disorders in adulthood (Kodila et al.,
2024; Waters et al., 2023). However, emerging
evidence suggests that the relationship between
childhood trauma and psychological distress is not
always direct and may be explained by mediating
psychological mechanisms (Yao et al., 2023; Holl et
al., 2024).
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In this context, pain self-efficacy and pain
catastrophizing have been identified as two key
cognitive constructs mediating emotional outcomes
in chronic pain. Pain self-efficacy refers to
individuals’ beliefs in their ability to maintain
functioning and manage the emotional consequences
of pain despite its persistence (Nicholas, 2007), and
lower levels have been associated with activity
avoidance, increased pain severity, and greater
psychological distress (Varla & Van Sleet, 2022). In
contrast, pain catastrophizing is a maladaptive
cognitive pattern characterized by magnification,
rumination, and helplessness, which is associated
with intensified pain and emotional distress
(Sullivan et al., 2008; Rabinowitz et al., 2023).
Empirical findings indicate that catastrophizing
cognitions are linked to disability, impaired physical
functioning, and increased psychological distress in
individuals with chronic pain (Lee et al., 2025;
Kardash et al., 2024), and that individuals with a
history of childhood trauma who exhibit higher
levels of pain catastrophizing are at greater risk for
anxiety  and depression in adulthood
(Delgado-Sanchez et al., 2023). Despite this
evidence, the simultaneous examination of pain
self-efficacy and pain catastrophizing as cognitive
mediators in chronic pain populations—particularly
in Iranian samples—remains limited.

Method

The present study employed a descriptive—
correlational design and was conducted on 255
individuals with chronic gastrointestinal, cardiac,
and musculoskeletal pain in the city of Neyshabur in
2024. Participants were selected using convenience
sampling from medical centers, specialized clinics,
and physicians’ offices, and the sample size was
determined based on Klein’s (2023) formula.
Inclusion criteria comprised an age range of 20 to 45
years, a minimum of one year of chronic pain
history, and the absence of severe psychological
disorders, which was verified through a brief
structured clinical screening interview, self-report,
and review of available medical records. Data were




Journal of

collected using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire
(CTQ;Bernstein et al., 2003), the Kessler
Psychological Distress Scale (K-10; Kessler et al.,
2002), the Pain Self-Efficacy Questionnaire (PSEQ);
Nicholas, 2007), and the Pain Catastrophizing Scale
(PCS; Sullivan et al., 1995), all of which have
demonstrated satisfactory validity and reliability in
previous research and validated Persian versions. In
the present study, Cronbach’s alpha coefficients
were .93 for the CTQ, .87 for the K-10, .87 for the
PSEQ, and ranged from .71 to .79 for the PCS
subscales, indicating acceptable to excellent internal
consistency of the instruments in the studied sample.

Results

The study sample consisted of 255 individuals with
chronic pain, with a mean age of 43.46 years
(SD=13.04) and a mean pain duration of 5.37 years
(SD=3.14). Demographically, the majority of
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participants were female, married, and diagnosed
with musculoskeletal pain, and nearly half reported
a history of surgical intervention. Most participants
were employed or unemployed, had diploma- or
bachelor-level education, and were classified within
the middle socioeconomic range. Statistical analyses
indicated that the data were normally distributed and
that significant associations existed among
childhood trauma, pain self-efficacy, pain
catastrophizing, and psychological distress (p<.05).
Furthermore, key statistical assumptions were met,
including independence of errors and the absence of
multicollinearity, as evidenced by an acceptable
Durbin—Watson value and satisfactory tolerance and
variance inflation factor indices. Accordingly, the
modified model supporting the mediating roles of
pain self-efficacy and pain catastrophizing in the
relationship  between childhood trauma and
psychological distress among individuals with
chronic pain was confirmed.

Table 1. Direct Effects in the Model

Effect Type Predictor Variable

Outcome Variable

B t p

Direct Childhood Trauma
Childhood Trauma
Pain Self-Efficacy
Pain Catastrophizing
Childhood Trauma

Pain Self-Efficacy -0.35 —3.82 <.05
Pain Catastrophizing 0.26 5.05 <.05
Psychological Distress —-0.15  -5.74 <.05
Psychological Distress 0.54 30.96 <.05
Psychological Distress 0.04 1.34 > .05

The results presented in Table 1 indicate that the
direct effect of childhood trauma on pain self-efficacy
was significant and negative (p=—0.35, t =—3.82, p <
.05), while its direct effect on pain catastrophizing
was significant and positive (f=0.26, t = 5.05, p <
.05). However, the direct effect of childhood trauma

on psychological distress was not statistically
significant (3=0.04, t = 1.34, p >.05). In contrast, the
direct effects of pain self-efficacy (p=0.15, t=—5.74,
p< .05) and pain catastrophizing (p=0.54, t=30.96,
p<.05) on psychological distress were both
significant.

Table 2. Indirect Effect in the Structural Model

Indirect Path Coefficient p-value
Childhood Trauma — Pain Self-Efficacy— Psychological Distress 0/15 0.05
Childhood Trauma — Pain Self-Efficacy— Psychological Distress 0/13 0.05

As shown in Table 2, the indirect effect of childhood
trauma on psychological distress through pain
self-efficacy and pain catastrophizing was

statistically significant. supporting the mediating
role of these variables.
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Conclusion

The present study aimed to examine the relationship
between childhood trauma and psychological
distress in individuals with chronic pain, focusing on
the mediating roles of pain self-efficacy and pain
catastrophizing. The findings indicated that although
childhood trauma did not have a significant direct
effect on psychological distress, its impact was
significant indirectly through pain self-efficacy and
pain catastrophizing. This result is consistent with
previous studies emphasizing the indirect pathways
through which early adverse experiences influence
psychological outcomes in adulthood (Yao et al.,
2023; Holl et al.,, 2024). This pattern can be
explained within the biopsychosocial framework of
pain, according to which chronic pain engages
complex cognitive and emotional processes that
activate the effects of early trauma through
mediating mechanisms rather than direct pathways
(Goodall et al., 2023).

Further findings demonstrated that childhood trauma
was significantly associated with lower levels of pain
self-efficacy and  higher levels of pain
catastrophizing in adulthood. These results are in
line with evidence indicating that early adverse
experiences undermine individuals’ beliefs in their
ability to control stressful situations and increase
maladaptive cognitive distortions (Bahr, 2023; Xia
et al., 2023; Waters et al., 2023; Delgado-Sanchez et
al., 2023). According to Bandura’s self-efficacy
theory, early life experiences play a critical role in
shaping beliefs about personal competence, and
exposure to neglect or abuse may result in reduced
confidence in managing pain later in life (Nicholas,
2007). In addition, cognitive models of pain suggest
that early insecure experiences contribute to the
development of negative schemas that are activated
in response to pain, leading to catastrophic
interpretations of pain as uncontrollable and
threatening (Sullivan et al., 2008).

Finally, the results revealed a significant negative
association between pain self-efficacy and
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psychological distress, as well as a significant
positive association between pain catastrophizing
and psychological distress. These findings are
consistent with prior research highlighting the
protective role of pain self-efficacy and the
exacerbating role of pain catastrophizing in chronic
pain outcomes (Varla & Van Sleet, 2022; Williams
et al., 2022; Rabinowitz et al., 2023; Lee et al.,
2025). Higher pain self-efficacy is associated with
better emotional regulation and more adaptive
coping strategies, whereas pain catastrophizing
intensifies stress responses, rumination, and feelings
of helplessness, thereby perpetuating psychological
distress. Despite limitations such as the
cross-sectional design and reliance on self-report
measures, the findings underscore the importance of
developing psychological interventions aimed at
enhancing pain self-efficacy and modifying
catastrophic cognitions to alleviate psychological
distress in individuals with chronic pain.
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