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Abstract

This study aimed to predict adolescents’ mood states based on childhood
trauma through the mediating role of cognitive motivation. This descriptive-
correlational study employed structural equation modeling. The population
consisted of adolescents aged 13-18 years in Ahvaz during the 2024-2025
academic year, from whom 321 participants were selected using multistage
cluster sampling. Data were collected using the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire, the Profile of Mood States (POMS), and the Cognitive
Motivation Scale. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and AMOS
version 24. The results indicated that the proposed model demonstrated a
good fit to the data. Childhood trauma exerted a significant indirect effect on
adolescents’ mood states through cognitive motivation. Both components of
cognitive motivation—cognitive approach (inclination toward cognitive
effort) and cognitive withdrawal—served as significant mediators in the
relationship between childhood trauma and mood states, explaining a
meaningful proportion of variance. The findings highlight cognitive
motivation as a central psychological mechanism linking childhood trauma to
adolescents’ mood states, suggesting that interventions targeting cognitive
motivation may play an important role in improving emotional well-being
among trauma-exposed adolescents.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Adolescence represents a critical developmental period characterized by profound biological, cognitive,
emotional, and social changes. During this stage, individuals are particularly vulnerable to environmental
stressors and adverse early-life experiences, which may significantly shape emotional regulation and mental
health trajectories. A growing body of research highlights childhood trauma as a major risk factor for mood
disturbances, emotional dysregulation, and cognitive impairments across the lifespan (Palmer & Alfano, 2017;
Short et al., 2020). Mood states in adolescence are not merely transient emotional reactions; rather, they are
closely linked to academic functioning, interpersonal relationships, and long-term psychological well-being
(Sedighian et al., 2021; Yoon Park et al., 2023).
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Childhood trauma encompasses a broad spectrum of adverse experiences, including emotional, physical, and
sexual abuse, as well as emotional and physical neglect. Neuropsychological and psychiatric research has
consistently demonstrated that such experiences are associated with long-lasting alterations in brain regions
involved in emotional regulation, executive functioning, and motivational processing. Systematic reviews and
empirical studies indicate that childhood trauma is significantly related to deficits in attention, working
memory, cognitive flexibility, and executive control, particularly among individuals with mood disorders, but
also within non-clinical populations (Barczyk et al., 2023; Rosa et al., 2023; Zhang et al., 2025). These
cognitive disruptions are thought to contribute to the emergence and persistence of negative mood states.
Beyond direct cognitive impairments, recent theoretical and empirical developments emphasize the importance
of motivational processes as key mechanisms linking trauma to emotional outcomes. Cognitive motivation
refers to the individual’s tendency to engage in cognitively demanding activities, invest mental effort, and
persist in goal-directed cognitive tasks (Tran et al., 2021). Research suggests that reduced cognitive motivation
is associated with depressive symptoms, emotional disengagement, and poorer functional outcomes (Bowie et
al., 2017; Williams et al., 2019). Importantly, prolonged or interpersonal childhood trauma has been shown
to undermine motivational capacities, leading to avoidance of cognitive challenges and increased withdrawal
from effortful mental activities (Sibley et al., 2020; Weindl et al., 2018).

From a developmental perspective, adolescence places increasing cognitive and emotional demands on
individuals, making cognitive motivation particularly salient during this period. Adolescents with diminished
motivation may struggle to regulate emotions, cope with stressors, and maintain adaptive mood states,
especially when they have a history of early trauma (Sibley et al., 2020; Yoon Park et al., 2023). Furthermore,
evidence suggests that the effects of trauma may extend across generations, as unresolved parental trauma and
insecure attachment patterns can influence adolescents’ emotional and motivational functioning (Iyengar et
al., 2014; Kostova & Matanova, 2024).

Empirical studies increasingly supportthe mediating role of motivational structures in the relationship between
stress exposure and psychological outcomes. Motivational processes have been shown to mediate associations
between coping strategies and post-traumatic growth, emotional adjustment, and psychological resilience
(Ravelo et al., 2022). Clinical and non-clinical studies further demonstrate that deficits in cognitive motivation
are associated with more severe mood symptoms and impaired daily functioning (Bowie et al., 2017; Tran et
al., 2021). Despite these advances, research examining cognitive motivation as a mediating mechanism
between childhood trauma and mood states in adolescents remains limited.

Additionally, contextual and physiological factors such as sleep quality have been identified as important
contributors to mood regulation and emotional stability. Systematic reviews indicate that disrupted sleep is
associated with increased negative affect and mood dysregulation in adolescents, potentially exacerbating the
effects of trauma and motivational deficits (Palmer & Alfano, 2017; Sedighian et al., 2021; Short et al.,
2020). Integrating these perspectives suggests that mood disturbances following childhood trauma may
emerge through complex pathways involving cognitive, motivational, and regulatory processes.

Given these gaps, the present study aimed to examine whether cognitive motivation mediates the relationship
between childhood trauma and mood states in adolescents using a structural equation modeling approach. By
focusing on both approach-related cognitive motivation and cognitive withdrawal, this study seeks to provide
a more nuanced understanding of the psychological mechanisms through which early trauma influences
adolescent mood.

Methods and Materials

This study employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling. The target
population consisted of adolescents aged 13 to 18 years enrolled in secondary schools in Ahvaz during the
2024-2025 academic year. A multistage cluster sampling method was used to select participants from different
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educational districts and schools. After accounting for attrition, the final sample included 321 adolescents of
both genders.

Data were collected using standardized self-report instruments measuring childhood trauma, mood states, and
cognitive motivation. Childhood trauma was assessed across multiple domains reflecting adverse early-life
experiences. Mood states were evaluated using a multidimensional measure capturing both negative and
positive affective dimensions. Cognitive motivation was operationalized through two components: cognitive
approach (inclination toward engaging in cognitively effortful tasks) and cognitive withdrawal (tendency to
avoid or disengage from cognitive demands).

Data analysis was conducted using SPSS and AMOS software. Descriptive statistics were calculated to
summarize sample characteristics and study variables. Structural equation modeling was applied to test the
hypothesized mediation model, and model fit was evaluated using standard goodness-of-fit indices.

Findings

Descriptive analyses indicated moderate levels of childhood trauma and mood disturbance within the sample,
alongside meaningful variability in cognitive motivation components. Structural equation modeling
demonstrated that the proposed model exhibited good fit to the data based on multiple fit indices.

The results revealed that childhood trauma was significantly associated with adolescents’ mood states through
indirect pathways involving cognitive motivation. Specifically, cognitive approach and cognitive withdrawal
both emerged as significant mediators in the relationship between childhood trauma and mood states. Higher
levels of childhood trauma were associated with lower cognitive approach and higher cognitive withdrawal,
which in turn were linked to more negative mood states.

The indirect effects of childhood trauma on mood states through both components of cognitive motivation
were statistically significant, indicating partial mediation. Together, the motivational pathways accounted for
a substantial proportion of variance in adolescents’ mood states, highlighting the importance of motivational
mechanisms in understanding the emotional consequences of early trauma.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of the present study underscore the central role of cognitive motivation in linking childhood
trauma to mood states during adolescence. Rather than exerting solely direct effects, childhood trauma appears
to influence adolescent mood through its impact on motivational engagement with cognitive demands.
Adolescents exposed to early trauma may experience diminished inclination to engage in cognitively effortful
activities and increased tendencies toward cognitive withdrawal, which can compromise emotional regulation
and contribute to persistent negative mood states.

These results align with contemporary developmental and clinical perspectives emphasizing the interaction of
cognitive, motivational, and emotional systems in psychological adjustment. Cognitive motivation may
function as a critical psychological resource that enables adolescents to regulate emotions, cope with stress,
and disengage from maladaptive cognitive-emotional cycles. When this resource is undermined by early
trauma, adolescents may become more vulnerable to mood disturbances.

From an applied standpoint, the findings suggest that interventions aimed at improving adolescent mental
health following childhood trauma should extend beyond symptom reduction to target motivational processes.
Enhancing cognitive engagement, fostering persistence in effortful mental activities, and reducing cognitive
avoidance may help interrupt the pathways through which trauma impacts mood. School-based programs and
psychological interventions that integrate cognitive and motivational training may be particularly beneficial.
In conclusion, this study contributes to the growing literature on trauma and adolescent mental health by
identifying cognitive motivation as a key mediating mechanism between childhood trauma and mood states.
Addressing motivational deficits may offer a promising avenue for prevention and intervention efforts
designed to promote emotional well-being among adolescents with a history of early adversity.
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