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Abstract

This study aimed to identify causal, contextual, and intervening factors contributing
to childhood trauma and to propose effective strategies for breaking its cycle. Using
grounded theory and the Decision-Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory
(DEMATEL) model, this researchinvolved 25 in-depth interviews with adults who
had experienced severe childhood traumas such as abuse, neglect, or loss of parents,
and 21 expert interviews with psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, and child
rights specialists. Data were analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding to
extract major categories and causal relationships, followed by DEMATEL analysis
to map interconnections among variables. Results indicated that physical, emotional,
and sexual abuse, neglect, domestic violence, and economic exploitation were the
main causal factors of childhood trauma, with emotional abuse exerting the strongest
influence. Among contextual variables, family, socio-economic, and cultural-social
conditions were the most critical. Intervening factors such as interpersonal, social-
structural, cultural-spiritual, and media-technology supports moderated trauma
effects, with interpersonal protection having the greatest impact. Effective strategies
to break the trauma cycle included strengthening early identification systems,
enforcingstronger protective laws, expanding trauma-sensitive professional services,
promoting cultural awareness, providing economic-social support to wulnerable
families,empoweringchildren, and ensuring continuous monitoring. Implementation
of these strategiesat individual, family, social, and policy levels enhances resilience,
reduces newtrauma incidence, and promotes human capital development. Childhood
trauma is a multifactorial phenomenonrequiringan integratedand systemic approach
that synchronizes legal, cultural, economic, and psychological interventions to
prevent intergenerational transmission and ensure child well-being.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Childhood trauma, encompassing experiences such as physical, emotional, or sexual abuse, neglect, domestic
violence, and economic exploitation, is increasingly recognized as a critical determinant of long-term mental
and cognitive health outcomes (Hughes et al., 2017; Norman et al., 2012). These adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs) not only disrupt emotional development but also produce enduring neurobiological and
psychological alterations that can persist throughout life (Teicher & Samson, 2016). Empirical and meta-
analytic research confirms that early-life trauma increases the risk for major depressive disorder (MDD),
bipolar disorder (BD), anxiety, and suicidality, and is closely associated with structural and functional
abnormalities in brain regions responsible for emotion regulation and cognition (Koenigs & Grafman, 2009;
Pechtel & Pizzagalli, 2011).

A growing body of neuroimaging research demonstrates that maltreated children often show reduced
hippocampal and prefrontal cortex volumes, contributing to impairments in executive functioning, memory,
and affective control (Gould et al., 2012; Teicher & Samson, 2016). For instance, Pechtel and Pizzagalli
identified a consistent link between early life stress and deficits in working memory, selective attention, and
cognitive flexibility (Pechtel & Pizzagalli, 2011). Similarly, Gould et al. found that adults with a history of
child abuse exhibit persistent deficits in cognitive functioning and emotional regulation (Gould et al., 2012).
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These findings underscore that the effects of childhood trauma extend far beyond emotional distress,
encompassing cognitive and neurological disruptions that influence functioning across the lifespan.

The family and socio-economic context play a decisive role in either amplifying or mitigating these effects.
Poverty, parental immaturity, substance use, and intergenerational violence have been identified as potent
contextual contributors to childhood trauma (Green et al., 2010; Jiaa & Lubetkin, 2020). Norman et al.
demonstrated that child maltreatment has severe lifelong health consequences, from psychological disorders
to reduced life expectancy (Norman et al., 2012). Moreover, Hughes et al. confirmed that exposure to multiple
ACEs has a cumulative negative impact on health and behavioral outcomes (Hughes et al., 2017). Beyond
direct abuse, environmental instability and cultural attitudes that normalize violence exacerbate children’s
vulnerability (Nguyen & Shaw, 2020).

At the same time, the literature highlights the moderating role of resilience, supportive relationships, and
family functioning. According to Yoon Park et al., resilience serves as a protective factor that can buffer the
psychological impact of trauma, though traumatized individuals tend to demonstrate lower resilience levels
(Yoon Park et al., 2023). Du et al. further revealed that healthy family functioning mediates the relationship
between childhood trauma and depression severity among patients with MDD and BD, underscoring the
buffering potential of interpersonal support (Du et al., 2024).

Recent studies also emphasize the biological and inflammatory mechanisms linking trauma to mental
disorders. Maed et al. found that activation of T cells and reduced regulatory T cell counts are key
immunological pathways contributing to depression severity in individuals exposed to trauma (Maed et al.,
2024). Poletti et al. highlighted that childhood trauma leads to elevated inflammatory cytokines, including IL-
2 and TNF-a, which correlate with disrupted white matter integrity and cognitive impairment (Poletti et al.,
2022). Similarly, Congia et al. demonstrated associations between trauma, sedentary behavior, elevated C-
reactive protein (CRP), and impaired cognition in mood disorders (Congia et al., 2022). These findings
suggest a multidimensional connection—Dbiological, psychological, and social—between early trauma and
adult psychopathology.

Furthermore, Barczyk et al. provided robust evidence that cognitive impairments are consistently observed
among trauma-exposed individuals with mood disorders (Barczyk et al., 2023). Zhang et al. confirmed that
emotional abuse during childhood specifically impairs immediate memory in bipolar patients, and medication
types can either exacerbate or mitigate these effects (Zhang et al., 2025). These findings are consistent with
Miao et al., who found abnormal brain metabolism among adults with MDD and a history of childhood trauma
(Miao et al., 2022). Collectively, these results illustrate that trauma exposure exerts long-term cognitive and
neurological impacts that vary across mood disorder subtypes.

Socio-cultural and legal dimensions further influence the perpetuation or disruption of trauma cycles. Palomo
and Andreu demonstrated that environmental and sociocultural factors are among the strongest predictors of
relapse in mood disorders, emphasizing the importance of integrated psychosocial interventions (Palomo &
Andreu, 2024). Similarly, Riemann et al. reported that childhood trauma is strongly associated with borderline
personality traits in both unipolar and bipolar disorders, highlighting the need to address trauma in personality
and affective pathology (Riemann et al., 2024). Shomooli Selahchuni and Naseri also confirmed that
experiential avoidance mediates the relationship between childhood trauma and borderline personality disorder
(Shomooli Selahchuni & Naseri, 2023). These findings collectively underscore the necessity of
multidimensional frameworks that integrate biological, psychological, and social domains to address trauma
effectively.

Given these findings, this study sought to systematically identify the causal, contextual, and intervening factors
contributing to childhood trauma, as well as the strategies and outcomes associated with breaking its cycle.
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The purpose was to provide a grounded theoretical model supported by empirical prioritization using the
DEMATEL approach to guide preventive, clinical, and policy interventions.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a mixed gqualitative—quantitative design combining grounded theory and the Decision-
Making Trial and Evaluation Laboratory (DEMATEL) model. In the qualitative phase, 25 semi-structured
interviews were conducted with adults over 18 who had experienced severe childhood trauma, including
neglect, domestic violence, or abuse. Purposeful sampling continued until theoretical saturation was reached.
In the expert phase, 21 interviews were carried out with psychologists, psychiatrists, social workers, child
rights lawyers, and academic researchers specializing in child and adolescent health.

Data analysis followed the classical grounded theory coding process, including open coding (identifying
concepts), axial coding (linking categories), and selective coding (integrating theoretical dimensions). The
emerging paradigm model categorized factors into causal, contextual, and intervening conditions, strategies,
and outcomes. In the second phase, the DEMATEL model quantified the causal relationships and influence
strength among identified factors.

Findings

The grounded theory analysis revealed eight main causal factors of childhood trauma: physical abuse,
emotional abuse, sexual abuse, neglect, domestic violence, economic exploitation, fabricated medical illness,
and child marriage. Among these, emotional abuse demonstrated the highest influence, followed by physical
abuse and neglect.

Contextual factors were categorized into family, socio-economic, cultural, intergenerational, environmental
(natural or human-made disasters), and systemic discrimination. Family factors were identified as the most
influential, particularly parental immaturity, authoritarian parenting, and familial instability.

Intervening factors included interpersonal protection, social-structural protection, individual protection,
biological factors, cultural-spiritual beliefs, and media—technological resources. Among these, interpersonal
protection (the presence of at least one emotionally secure adult relationship) had the strongest positive
influence, while biological vulnerabilities and low self-efficacy were the most affected.

The DEMATEL analysis quantitatively confirmed the dominance of emotional abuse (EI=0.091) among causal
factors and family environment (EI=0.149) among contextual factors. Interpersonal protective factors yielded
the highest net effect (EI=0.132) within the intervening group.

Seven key strategies were identified for breaking the trauma cycle: (1) strengthening early identification and
anonymous reporting systems; (2) enacting and enforcing stronger child protection laws; (3) expanding
trauma-sensitive mental health services; (4) promoting cultural awareness and shifting attitudes; (5) supporting
vulnerable families economically and socially; (6) empowering children through rights education and life
skills; and (7) implementing continuous national research and monitoring systems.

The outcomes of implementing these strategies were observed at multiple levels: individual (enhanced
resilience, improved mental health), familial (breaking intergenerational trauma patterns), social (reduced
violence and crime), policy (data-driven and responsive systems), and national (healthier, more equitable
human capital development).

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study affirm that childhood trauma is not a singular or isolated phenomenon but a dynamic
and multifactorial process shaped by the interaction of psychological, social, and biological conditions. The
results revealed that emotional abuse is the most potent causal factor, aligning with evidence that emotional
maltreatment can inflict deeper psychological scars than physical abuse by distorting self-concept, attachment,
and emotional regulation. Emotional trauma disrupts the child’s developing neural networks related to
cognition and empathy, thereby perpetuating long-term dysfunction in adulthood.
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The contextual significance of the family environment and socio-economic instability suggests that
interventions must extend beyond clinical care. Family dysfunction, poverty, and intergenerational
transmission of maladaptive parenting practices create fertile ground for trauma reproduction. Addressing
these structural determinants requires integrated social policies focusing on family education, economic
empowerment, and community-based child protection mechanisms.

Interpersonal protective factors emerged as the most effective buffers against trauma, emphasizing the
importance of human connection and social support systems. Consistent with resilience theory, having at least
one emotionally stable caregiver or mentor can substantially mitigate the long-term effects of trauma. This
underscores the need for trauma-informed education and community outreach programs that strengthen
relational networks and reduce isolation.

From a neurobiological perspective, the study corroborates prior findings indicating that inflammatory
processes and altered neurocircuitry mediate the relationship between trauma and cognitive deficits. Chronic
stress during critical developmental stages triggers dysregulation of the hypothalamic—pituitary—adrenal (HPA)
axis, leading to abnormal cortisol levels and immune responses that damage neural plasticity. These
physiological disruptions explain why trauma survivors exhibit both cognitive impairments and heightened
vulnerability to mood disorders.

The findings also highlight the bidirectional interaction between trauma and culture. Cultural norms that
condone harsh discipline, gender inequality, or silence around abuse perpetuate trauma, whereas cultural—
spiritual frameworks emphasizing compassion, community, and moral responsibility can serve as powerful
protective assets. Social change through media, education, and legal advocacy is therefore essential to reframe
public attitudes toward child maltreatment.

The integrative model developed through this study underscores that breaking the cycle of childhood trauma
demands systemic coordination across multiple sectors. Legal reforms without service access are ineffective,
and psychological interventions without socio-economic support remain insufficient. A holistic approach—
combining legislative action, clinical interventions, educational reform, and social welfare—is required to
prevent trauma recurrence and foster resilience.
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