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Abstract

The present study aimed to examine the relationship between childhood
trauma and impulsivity with neuroticism in students through the mediating
role of emotional inhibition. This study employed a descriptive—correlational
design using structural equation modeling. The statistical population
consisted of students of Islamic Azad University, Rasht Branch, during the
2023-2024 academic year, from whom 285 participants were selected
through convenience sampling. Data were collected using the Childhood
Trauma Questionnaire, Kellner Emotional Inhibition Scale, Barratt
Impulsivity Scale, and the Neuroticism subscale of the NEO Five-Factor
Inventory. Data analysis was conducted using SPSS-22 and SmartPLS-3
software. Pearson correlation analysis, structural equation modeling, and
bootstrapping procedures were applied to test direct and indirect relationships
among variables. Results indicated that childhood trauma had significant
direct effects on emotional inhibition and neuroticism. Impulsivity
significantly predicted both emotional inhibition and neuroticism. Emotional
inhibition also demonstrated a significant positive effect on neuroticism.
Mediation analysis confirmed that emotional inhibition significantly
mediated the relationships between childhood trauma and neuroticism as well
as impulsivity and neuroticism. Model fit indices supported the adequacy of
the structural model and demonstrated acceptable predictive power for
endogenous constructs. The findings suggest that adverse childhood
experiences and impulsive personality tendencies contribute to higher
neuroticism through maladaptive emotional regulation mechanisms,
particularly emotional inhibition. Emotional inhibition functions as a
transdiagnostic mechanism linking early psychological vulnerability to later
personality-related emotional instability. Interventions targeting emotional
regulation skills and reducing maladaptive emotional suppression may serve
as effective preventive strategies for improving students’ psychological well-
being.
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Understanding the developmental origins of personality vulnerability has become a central focus in
contemporary psychological research, particularly regarding the role of early adverse experiences in shaping
emotional functioning and personality traits. Increasing empirical evidence indicates that childhood trauma
represents one of the most influential transdiagnostic risk factors associated with a wide range of psychological
difficulties across the lifespan. Adverse childhood experiences—including emotional, physical, and sexual
abuse as well as emotional and physical neglect—have been consistently linked to long-term emotional
dysregulation, maladaptive coping patterns, and personality vulnerability (Zhu et al., 2025). Theoretical and
empirical studies emphasize that early environmental stressors may alter neurobiological development,
emotional learning processes, and interpersonal schemas, thereby increasing susceptibility to later
psychopathology (Crisan & Nechita, 2025).

Longitudinal and meta-analytic findings demonstrate that exposure to childhood trauma significantly increases
the risk of anxiety disorders, depressive symptoms, and personality dysfunction in adulthood (Liu et al., 2025).
Trauma-related developmental disruptions may affect attachment formation, epistemic trust, and mentalization
capacities, which subsequently contribute to emotional instability and maladaptive personality functioning
(Knapen et al., 2025). Moreover, the severity and type of childhood maltreatment have been shown to predict
the intensity of post-traumatic symptoms and comorbid personality disturbances (Kiihner et al., 2025). These
findings collectively suggest that childhood trauma plays a foundational role in shaping emotional reactivity
and vulnerability traits such as neuroticism.

Neuroticism, one of the primary dimensions of the Five-Factor Model of personality, reflects a stable tendency
toward negative emotionality, heightened stress sensitivity, worry, and emotional instability. Individuals with
high neuroticism often demonstrate inefficient emotion regulation, cognitive biases toward threat perception,
and persistent negative affectivity (Chen et al., 2023). Neurobiological research further indicates that
impulsivity and neuroticism share partially overlapping neural connectivity patterns associated with risk-
related behavior and emotional dysregulation (Cheng et al., 2025). Importantly, developmental research
shows that childhood trauma predicts elevated neuroticism through heightened emotional sensitivity and
maladaptive coping processes (Zhang et al., 2025).

Contemporary psychopathology models increasingly highlight emotion regulation as a transdiagnostic
mechanism explaining how early adversity translates into later psychological problems. Emotion regulation
processes determine how individuals perceive, experience, and express emotional responses, thereby
influencing both internalizing and externalizing outcomes (Aldao et al., 2016). Empirical evidence indicates
that difficulties in emotion regulation mediate the relationship between childhood maltreatment and subsequent
psychopathology (Weissman et al., 2019). Meta-analytic findings have confirmed that emotion regulation
deficits serve as a central pathway linking early adversity with mental disorders (Miu et al., 2022).

One important yet relatively understudied emotion regulation strategy is emotional inhibition. Emotional
inhibition refers to the tendency to suppress emotional expression or avoid communicating feelings, often as a
defensive response to threatening interpersonal environments. Early conceptualizations emphasized emotional
inhibition as a personality-related coping style that develops in response to social and emotional stressors
(Kellner, 1986). Individuals exposed to childhood maltreatment may learn to inhibit emotional expression as
a protective strategy, which later contributes to internal psychological pressure and emotional dysregulation
(Kacar-Basaran & Kiziltepe, 2025). Intervention research also shows that improving emotional regulation
abilities can reduce maladaptive behaviors among individuals exhibiting risky psychological profiles (Kheyani
Far et al., 2023).

Another key mechanism associated with emotional vulnerability is impulsivity. Impulsivity refers to rapid,
poorly planned reactions to internal or external stimuli without consideration of consequences. Studies indicate
that childhood trauma contributes to impaired impulse control and increased impulsive decision-making in
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adulthood (Dixon et al., 2024). Cognitive neuroscience perspectives suggest that impulsivity arises from
imbalance between affect-driven motivational systems and executive control processes (Okan & Hallquist,
2025). Negative affectivity has been identified as a primary driver of impulsive behavior, linking emotional
distress with behavioral dysregulation (Vassileva et al., 2025).

Empirical studies demonstrate strong associations between trauma exposure, impulsivity, and maladaptive
behavioral outcomes. Childhood adversity has been shown to increase risk-taking tendencies and behavioral
dyscontrol across developmental stages (Wang et al., 2025). Clinical research further indicates that
impulsivity combined with traumatic experiences predicts personality pathology and psychological instability
(Ozsoy et al., 2022). Systematic reviews also confirm that early trauma is strongly associated with borderline
personality features through mechanisms involving impulsivity and emotional instability (Yuan et al., 2023).
Even within criminological psychology, impulsivity has been linked to maladaptive cognition and risky
behavioral patterns (Deyreh & Aini Pour, 2023).

Recent theoretical developments propose that emotional inhibition may function as a mediating mechanism
connecting impulsivity and childhood trauma to neuroticism. Structural modeling studies demonstrate that
emotion regulation capacities, social support, and psychological resources influence how childhood trauma
affects mental health outcomes (Omopo, 2025). Additionally, research on metacognitive and dissociative
processes indicates that cognitive-emotional mediators play a crucial role in transforming traumatic
experiences into psychiatric symptoms (Pedone et al., 2025). Twin studies further support the notion that
trauma-related emotional processing alterations contribute to enduring personality traits and psychological
vulnerability (Skaug et al., 2022).

Although previous research has examined childhood trauma, impulsivity, and emotion regulation
independently, relatively few studies have integrated these constructs within a unified structural framework
explaining neuroticism. Accordingly, the present study aimed to investigate the relationship between childhood
trauma and impulsivity with neuroticism among university students, considering the mediating role of
emotional inhibition.

Methods and Materials

The present research employed a descriptive-correlational design using structural equation modeling. The
statistical population consisted of students enrolled at Islamic Azad University, Rasht Branch, during the 2023—
2024 academic year. A total of 285 participants were selected through convenience sampling based on
inclusion criteria including student status, voluntary participation, and absence of severe diagnosed psychiatric
disorders.

Data were collected using four standardized instruments: the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire, the Emotional
Inhibition Scale, the Barratt Impulsivity Scale, and the Neuroticism subscale of the NEO Five-Factor
Inventory. Demographic information was also gathered.

Following data collection, statistical analyses were conducted using SPSS-22 for descriptive statistics and
correlation analysis, and SmartPLS-3 for structural equation modeling. Measurement validity and reliability
were assessed prior to structural analysis. Bootstrapping procedures were applied to evaluate direct and indirect
effects among variables and to test mediation hypotheses.

Findings

Descriptive analysis indicated balanced gender participation with the majority of respondents aged below 22
years. Mean scores demonstrated moderate levels of childhood trauma, impulsivity, emotional inhibition, and
neuroticism within the sample. Correlation analysis revealed significant positive relationships among
childhood trauma, impulsivity, emotional inhibition, and neuroticism.
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Structural equation modeling results supported all proposed hypotheses. Childhood trauma significantly
predicted emotional inhibition and neuroticism. Impulsivity also showed significant positive effects on both
emotional inhibition and neuroticism. Emotional inhibition emerged as a significant predictor of neuroticism.
Model evaluation indices indicated satisfactory explanatory power. The coefficient of determination
demonstrated moderate predictive strength for emotional inhibition and neuroticism. Predictive relevance
indices confirmed acceptable model performance, and the global goodness-of-fit index exceeded
recommended thresholds, indicating adequate overall model fit.

Bootstrapping analysis confirmed significant indirect effects, demonstrating that emotional inhibition
mediated the relationships between childhood trauma and neuroticism as well as between impulsivity and
neuroticism. These findings supported the hypothesized mediational model.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings of this study highlight the developmental interplay between early adverse experiences, behavioral
regulation tendencies, and personality vulnerability. Childhood trauma appears to exert both direct and indirect
influences on neuroticism, suggesting that early relational environments shape enduring emotional response
patterns. Individuals exposed to adverse experiences may develop heightened emotional sensitivity that
persists into adulthood, contributing to chronic negative affectivity and emotional instability.

Impulsivity emerged as an important behavioral pathway linking emotional distress with personality
vulnerability. Difficulties in impulse control may amplify emotional reactions and reduce individuals’ capacity
to regulate internal experiences effectively. When impulsivity interacts with unresolved emotional experiences,
individuals may become more prone to persistent emotional dysregulation and psychological distress.

The mediating role of emotional inhibition provides an important theoretical contribution. Emotional inhibition
may initially function as a protective coping strategy in adverse environments; however, long-term reliance on
emotional suppression can prevent adaptive emotional processing. Accumulated unexpressed emotions may
intensify internal tension and increase vulnerability to neuroticism. Thus, emotional inhibition represents a
mechanism through which developmental adversity and impulsive tendencies translate into stable personality
characteristics.

These results support transdiagnostic models of psychopathology emphasizing shared emotional regulation
mechanisms underlying diverse psychological outcomes. Neuroticism should therefore be understood not
merely as a fixed personality trait but as the outcome of dynamic interactions between developmental
experiences, emotional regulation processes, and behavioral tendencies.

From a clinical perspective, the findings underscore the importance of preventive interventions targeting
emotional regulation skills. Early identification of individuals with histories of childhood trauma or elevated
impulsivity may help reduce long-term personality vulnerability. Interventions designed to enhance emotional
awareness, promote adaptive emotional expression, and strengthen self-control capacities may contribute to
improved psychological well-being among university students.

In conclusion, the present study demonstrates that childhood trauma and impulsivity contribute to neuroticism
through the mediating influence of emotional inhibition. These findings emphasize the critical role of
emotional regulation mechanisms in understanding personality development and psychological vulnerability,
highlighting the need for integrative prevention and intervention approaches focused on emotional functioning.
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