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Abstract

The objective of this study was to predict psychosomatic symptoms based on
childhood trauma and sensory processing sensitivity through the mediating
role of alexithymia in individuals with generalized anxiety disorder. This
descriptive—correlational study was conducted using structural equation
modeling. The sample consisted of 300 individuals diagnosed with
generalized anxiety disorder who attended counseling centers in Tehran.
Convenience sampling was used. Measurement instruments included the
Patient Health Questionnaire, the Toronto Alexithymia Scale, the Childhood
Trauma Questionnaire, and the Highly Sensitive Person Scale. Data were
analyzed using SPSS-26 and AMOQOS-26. Childhood trauma and sensory
processing sensitivity both showed significant positive associations with
psychosomatic symptoms. Alexithymia partially mediated the relationship
between childhood trauma and psychosomatic symptoms as well as the
relationship between sensory processing sensitivity and psychosomatic
symptoms. Model fit indices supported the adequacy of the proposed
conceptual model. The findings indicate that childhood trauma and sensory
processing sensitivity contribute to increased psychosomatic symptoms both
directly and indirectly through heightened alexithymia. Interventions aimed
at improving emotion regulation and enhancing emotional awareness may
help reduce psychosomatic manifestations in individuals with generalized
anxiety disorder.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Psychosomatic symptoms represent a complex intersection of biological, psychological, and emotional
processes in which individuals experience significant bodily complaints without a clear medical explanation.
Contemporary clinical frameworks conceptualize these symptoms as manifestations of psychological distress
translated into physical form, often influenced by cognitive, emotional, and developmental factors (Rodriguez
et al., 2025). Empirical evidence indicates that psychosomatic symptomatology is significantly shaped by
early-life adversities, difficulties in emotion processing, and neuropsychological sensitivity patterns,
particularly among individuals with generalized anxiety disorder (GAD), a population widely documented to
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be vulnerable to chronic physiological hyperarousal, persistent worry, and heightened bodily vigilance (Papola
et al., 2023; Sauer et al., 2023).

A considerable body of research demonstrates that childhood trauma—especially emotional neglect, emotional
abuse, and physical abuse—has long-lasting effects on cognitive—emotional development, stress reactivity,
and physiological functioning (Adamowicz et al., 2024). Adverse childhood experiences have been shown to
disrupt neurobiological systems involved in emotional regulation, threat appraisal, and autonomic balance,
thereby increasing vulnerability to somatic amplification and psychosomatic disorders (Connolly & Kavish,
2019). Studies emphasize that child abuse and neglect significantly impair psychological resilience, shape
maladaptive emotional schemas, and predispose individuals to chronic somatic complaints through lifelong
dysregulation of emotion, stress, and interoceptive processing (Silva & Camargo, 2023).

Beyond traumatic experiences, another developmental factor increasingly recognized in psychosomatic
presentations is sensory processing sensitivity, which reflects individual differences in the depth and intensity
with which sensory and emotional stimuli are processed (Veisi et al., 2022). Research indicates that
individuals with high sensory processing sensitivity exhibit heightened autonomic reactivity, lower thresholds
for sensory discomfort, and increased stress responses, all of which predispose them to somatic symptom
escalation (Kampling et al., 2025). Moreover, sensory sensitivity has been linked to the amplification of
bodily sensations, emotional overload, and maladaptive coping, factors that are strongly associated with the
worsening of psychosomatic symptoms (Gao et al., 2024).

A central psychological mechanism connecting trauma, sensory sensitivity, and psychosomatic symptoms is
alexithymia, characterized by difficulties in identifying, describing, and cognitively processing emotions.
Numerous studies show that alexithymia contributes to somatic symptom formation by diverting emotional
distress into physical channels when individuals lack the capacity to recognize or articulate internal states
(Nakao & Takeuchi, 2018). Research has consistently demonstrated that alexithymia is highly prevalent in
populations with psychosomatic complaints, chronic pain, anxiety disorders, and depressive disorders,
functioning as a psychological vulnerability factor linking emotional dysregulation and somatic distress
(Mohammadi & Jafari, 2020). For example, studies have identified alexithymia as a mediator between
emotional abuse in childhood and somatic symptoms in adulthood (Fanton et al., 2022), highlighting its
importance as a transdiagnostic mechanism bridging developmental and physiological processes.

Individuals with generalized anxiety disorder exhibit a unique combination of chronic worry, hypervigilance
to bodily cues, and maladaptive threat appraisals, placing them at high risk for psychosomatic distress (Mishra
et al., 2023). Studies confirm that worry-driven cognitive cycles, emotion dysregulation, and excessive
attention to internal sensations create a fertile ground for the intensification and persistence of psychosomatic
symptoms in GAD (Rahmani et al., 2022). Similarly, transdiagnostic models of anxiety emphasize the
interaction of physiological arousal, negative emotion processing biases, and emotional suppression in
exacerbating somatization (Kolahzari et al., 2023; Tofangchi et al., 2021). Furthermore, experimental and
clinical findings show that individuals with GAD often rely on emotional suppression and avoidance—patterns
also observed in alexithymic individuals and survivors of childhood trauma—resulting in heightened somatic
tension and symptom reporting (Badaei et al., 2021; Elahimanesh et al., 2021).

In addition, neurological and neuropsychological evidence indicates that emotional dysregulation and sensory
hyperreactivity interact to produce physiological manifestations of stress, which often culminate in chronic
somatic complaints (Chystovska et al., 2022). Similar findings have been reported across diverse physical
health populations, including patients with chronic illnesses such as sickle-cell disease, cardiovascular
disorders, and cancer, where anxiety and difficulties processing emotions play a central role in somatic distress
(Patil, 2021; Satsangi & Brugnoli, 2018; Toumi et al., 2018). These interdisciplinary findings collectively
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support the view that psychosomatic disorders emerge from the interplay of emotional, developmental, and
sensory-processing vulnerabilities.

Recent therapeutic investigations further support this framework. Studies show that emotion-focused
interventions, trauma-informed approaches, and mindfulness-based cognitive therapies targeting emotional
regulation, self-awareness, and interoceptive sensitivity significantly improve psychosomatic symptoms (Xu
et al., 2024). These findings suggest that a comprehensive model integrating childhood trauma, sensory
processing sensitivity, and alexithymia is highly relevant for understanding psychosomatic symptoms in
individuals with GAD.

Given this theoretical and empirical context, the present study aimed to examine the predictive roles of
childhood trauma and sensory processing sensitivity on psychosomatic symptoms and to investigate whether
alexithymia mediates these relationships among individuals diagnosed with generalized anxiety disorder.
Methods and Materials

This study utilized a descriptive—correlational design within the framework of structural equation modeling.
The sample consisted of 300 individuals diagnosed with generalized anxiety disorder who Vvisited
psychological counseling centers in Tehran during 2024. Participants were selected using convenience
sampling. Inclusion criteria included age between 20-40 years, minimum high school education, and
willingness to participate.

Data were collected using the Patient Health Questionnaire (PHQ-15) to assess psychosomatic symptoms, the
Toronto Alexithymia Scale (TAS-20), the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ), and the Highly Sensitive
Person Scale (HSPS) for sensory processing sensitivity. Data analysis consisted of descriptive statistics and
structural equation modeling using SPSS-26 and AMOS-26.

Findings

Results indicated that both childhood trauma and sensory processing sensitivity had significant and positive
direct effects on psychosomatic symptoms. Childhood trauma predicted psychosomatic symptoms with a
standardized coefficient of 0.17 (p <.01), while sensory processing sensitivity showed a stronger direct effect
with a coefficient of 0.35 (p <.01).

Alexithymia demonstrated a significant mediating role in both relationships. Specifically, childhood trauma
indirectly affected psychosomatic symptoms through alexithymia (B = 0.15, p < .01). Sensory processing
sensitivity also influenced psychosomatic symptoms indirectly via alexithymia (f = 0.32, p < .01). Both
mediation effects were partial, as the direct paths remained significant.

The overall structural model demonstrated acceptable fit indices, including */df = 2.27, GFI= .94, CFI= .95,
and RMSEA = .066, indicating a well-fitting theoretical model. These results collectively show that childhood
trauma and sensory processing sensitivity contribute to psychosomatic symptomatology both independently
and through the mediating role of alexithymia.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study provide substantial support for a multifactorial model of psychosomatic symptom
development in individuals with generalized anxiety disorder. The observed direct effects of childhood trauma
on psychosomatic symptoms suggest that early emotional and physical adversities create long-term
vulnerabilities that persist across developmental stages. These vulnerabilities may manifest later in life as
heightened physiological sensitivity to stress, difficulties managing emotional distress, and an increased
tendency to experience psychological discomfort as bodily symptoms.

Similarly, the significant influence of sensory processing sensitivity underscores the importance of
neurobiological and perceptual factors in the formation of psychosomatic symptoms. Individuals who process
sensory and emotional stimuli intensely are more prone to somatic amplification, heightened bodily awareness,
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and stress-driven physiological activation. When combined with the chronic cognitive and emotional demands
of generalized anxiety disorder, these sensory sensitivities may significantly intensify somatic experiences.
The mediating role of alexithymia in both pathways highlights the central importance of emotional-processing
deficits. Individuals with difficulties in identifying and expressing their emotions are more likely to channel
unresolved emotional tension into physiological systems, leading to chronic somatic distress. This finding
aligns with broader psychological theories which propose that the inability to cognitively process emotions
results in increased somatic burden.

Overall, this study supports an integrated model in which developmental trauma, sensory-processing traits,
and emotional-processing deficits interact to shape psychosomatic outcomes in anxiety populations. These
findings underscore the need for clinical interventions that target emotional awareness, sensory regulation, and
trauma-informed approaches to reduce the intensity and persistence of psychosomatic symptoms.
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