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Background: Studies in psychology have shown that having adverse childhood experiences can have
irreversible effects on adulthood. On the other hand, failure to satisfy psychological needs has led to
the experience of emotional pain, which is not possible except through the deepening of emotional
processing and access to trauma-related experiences. So far, no in-depth research has been conducted
to understand women's emotional pain affected by a childhood in Iran.

Aims: The purpose of this study was to better understand the emotional pain experienced by women
who had adverse childhood experiences.

Methods: The current research was conducted using a qualitative method of phenomenology. The
study sample included 10 women from Tehran who had traumatic experiences in their childhood.
The sampling method was purposive. We conducted semi-structured interviews with individuals. We
implemented the text of the interviews verbatim and analyzed the data by the Colaizzi seven-step
method (Morrow et al., 2015).

Results: The participants' responses extracted two main themes: shame and fear. These themes
included the following: All participants experienced shame in all four dimensions of trauma
(physical, emotional, sexual, and neglect), and the sub-themes included worthlessness, helplessness,
incompetence, humiliation, inferiority, fault/guilt, not being lovable, and impurity/dirt. b) Fear: All
participants in this study who experienced psychological, physical, sexual, or neglect trauma felt fear;
its sub-themes include fear of insecurity, rejection, abandonment, failure to meet needs, loss, fear of
trauma, and lack of support.

Conclusion: Based on the study's findings, women, and girls who have experienced one of the forms
of trauma (sexual, physical, emotional, or neglect) under the age of 18 experience emotional pain,
shame, and fear in adulthood.
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Introduction

The term "traumatic childhood experiences" was first
coined in 1889 by the Centers for Disease Control and
Prevention in the United States (Pournaghash-
Tehrani & Amini-Tehrani, 2019). Early exposure to
traumatic events and their long-term effects on a
child's development can increase the severity of the
damage (McKissick, 2019). One of the treatment
methods with "increasing evidence in the treatment of
trauma” is emotion-focused therapy, which uses
therapeutic relationships and emotional processing as
the main mechanisms of change in short-term
treatment (Robinson, 2018). Trauma from an
emotion-oriented perspective is defined in two ways:
type one, which includes individual events such as car
accidents or accidents at work, natural disasters, and
post-traumatic stress disorder, is its hallmark. The
second type of trauma, or complex trauma, which is
the dominant focus of emotional therapy, refers to
repeated exposure to threats and violence as a victim
or witness and child abuse experience (Paivio &
Pascual-Leone, 2017; translated by Ramezani et al.,
2018).

A critical gap in these studies is the lack of a thorough
understanding of the emotional pain experienced by
people who have had traumatic childhood
experiences. What can be a breakthrough for
therapists and specialists in the treatment sessions is
to identify the emotional pains of the clients, which,
by transforming them into basic adaptive emotions,
creates the basis for change and healthy life for the
individual. Now, the critical question is, what kind of
emotional pain do people with a history of traumatic
childhood experience in adulthood?

Given the importance and role of women and girls as
the most incredible psychological and emotional
resources in the family and also the most important
factor in the development of the child's personality,
this study has tried to create a step towards creating a
particular focus on the affected women of this land
and promoting their mental health. This will take a
step towards creating healthy families and,
consequently, a healthy society. The primary
distinction between the current study and earlier
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studies is the use of a qualitative research method to
thoroughly examine the lived experiences of women
who had traumatic childhood experiences.

Method

a) Research design and participants

The current study used qualitative interpretive
phenomenology as its methodology. Included in the
statistical population were all women (single-
married) in  Tehran with adverse childhood
experiences, selected through purposive sampling.
The interview questions were asked in a semi-
structured manner and saturated with 11 subjects. The
average interview time was between 14 and 21
minutes.

b) Tools

Demographic Characteristics Questionnaire: The
questionnaire contained age, education, marital
status, occupation, type of trauma, and age of trauma,
and was designed and implemented by a researcher.

Child  Abuse Scale Questionnaire:  This
questionnaire has been prepared and validated by
Mohammadkhani et al. (2003) and examines four
dimensions: neglect, and three types of abuse: sexual,
physical, and psychological. To evaluate its validity,
methods of calculating content validity, structural
validity, and verbal validity have been used. In their
research, the child's Cronbach's alpha coefficient was
abuse questionnaire 92%. They also calculated the
test-retest correlation coefficient for emotional
trauma, neglect, and physical and sexual subscales
from 79% to 89%.

In-depth semi-structured interview: The interview
(based on emotional principles) was used in this
study. -oriented approach) was conducted in a semi-
structured manner.
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Table 1. Demographic information of research participants

Type of trauma Age of trauma experience education age  Marital status occupation
neglect 7 MA 33 single Self-employed
Physical- Emotional 4-5 Middle school 40 divorced service
sexual 7-8 Bachelor's degree 40 married teacher
neglect 6-7 Middle school 42 divorced service
sexual 4-5 MA 31 married teacher
neglect 9 Elementary school 50 married housekeeper
Emotional- neglect Since birth diploma 49 married housekeeper
Emotional- physical 3 Undergraduate student 20 single student
emotional 4-5 Bachelor's degree 32 married housekeeper
Emotional-physical 10 Middle school 32 divorced service

Results

The participants’ responses extracted two main
themes: shame and fear. These themes included the
following themes:

a) Shame: All participants experienced shame in all
four dimensions of trauma (physical, emotional,
sexual, and neglect), and the sub-themes included the
following.

1) Worthlessness

2) Helplessness

3) Incompetence

4) Humiliation

5) Inferiority

6) Fault/ Guilt

7) Not being lovable

8) Impurity/Dirt

b) Fear: The second central theme that all
participants in this study who experienced one of the
dimensions of psychological, physical, sexual, or
neglect trauma were the emotion of fear; its sub-
themes include the following.

1) Fear of insecurity

2) Rejection

3) Abandonment

4) Failure to meet needs

5) Loss

6) Fear of Trauma (mental-physical-sexual)

7) Lack of support

Table 2. Central themes, sub-themes, and sample sentences in the leading group of incompatible shame

1-Group—the main theme: incompatible shame

Sub-themes
Fear of insecurity
rejection
Abandonment
Failure to meet needs
loss
Fear of trauma (mental, physical, sexual)
Lack of support

Sample sentences

"(My mother) used to leave us alone at home a lot and leave."
"(My father) was saying at the moment: why don’t you know? Go.
"l was beaten a lot; Ask me, | say, | was so abandoned."

"I have no memory of my mother's warm embrace at all.”

"l am afraid of losing my mother as well."

"Still, 1 did not marry in my heart, | was forced to marry."

"l had no support."

Table 3. Central themes, sub-themes, and sample sentences in the leading group of incompatible fear

2-Group-the main theme: Incompatible fear

Sub-themes
helplessness
incompetence
humiliation

Inferiority

Guilt/fault
Not being lovable
Impurity/Dirt

Sample sentences
"I'm sad about being weak. I do not want to be so weak."
"My daughter says, "You get stuck; you are not a good mother."
"I feel humiliation. | feel miserable. | feel ashamed."
"Because | did not study, nothing in my life is more important than this. I'm behind; everyone is
living; I'm not living."
"l was the one who made my daughter miserable."
"When | was born; My father was very upset that | was not a boy."
"There is nothing more frightening than for a woman who wants to be sure to feel impurity."

Conclusion
According to the analysis of interviews of participants
(especially those who experienced sexual abuse), the

existence of religious taboos and the lack of a safe and
intimate environment in the family environment to
raise the issue with the primary caregivers has led to
the formation of emotional pain and shame, and its
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institutionalization until adulthood. These people
were exposed to trauma at an age when they could not
recognize and defend themselves. Therefore, to
protect themselves against the anxiety caused by the
lack of security against trauma, they used the shield
of shame.

Another central theme reported by participants in the
study as nuclear pain from childhood trauma was fear,
which was consistent with Baylin and Winnette's
(2016) studies based on the findings of longitudinal
studies. A study by Kosarkova et al. (2020)
emphasized that childhood trauma can lead to anxiety
and pain in adulthood. Ocean (2020) also emphasized
the vital role of the family with a secure attachment
style and argued that people raised in appropriate
families with a secure attachment style would have
more flexibility in the future, and this feature can
serve as a protective factor for them to act against
future harmful shocks.
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2, The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention of the United
States

3, posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD)
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