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Abstract:

Objective: This study aimed to structurally explain health anxiety based on childhood trauma by
examining the mediating roles of anxiety sensitivity and cognitive avoidance in women attending
healthcare centers.

Methods and Materials: This descriptive-correlational study was conducted using structural equation
modeling. The statistical population included women aged 18 to 50 years who attended healthcare
centers in districts 1 to 3 of Tehran during winter 2025-2026. A total of 400 participants were selected
through convenience sampling. Data were collected using the short form of the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire, the Anxiety Sensitivity Index, the Cognitive Avoidance Questionnaire, and the Health
Anxiety Inventory. Data analysis was performed using SPSS version 28 and Amos version 24. Pearson
correlation coefficients, structural equation modeling, and bootstrap analysis were used to examine
direct and indirect effects.

Findings: The results indicated that the proposed model had an acceptable fit to the data, with fit indices
supporting the adequacy of the structural model (RMSEA=0.044, CFI=0.932, SRMR=0.049,
¥*/df=1.88). Childhood trauma had a positive and significant direct effect on health anxiety ($=0.317,
p<0.001). Anxiety sensitivity (f=0.231, p<0.001) and cognitive avoidance (f=0.218, p<0.001) also
showed positive and significant direct effects on health anxiety. In addition, childhood trauma had
positive and significant direct effects on anxiety sensitivity (3=0.175, p<0.001) and cognitive avoidance
(B=0.121, p<0.001). Bootstrap results further demonstrated that anxiety sensitivity (3=0.040, p<0.001)
and cognitive avoidance (f=0.026, p<0.001) significantly mediated the relationship between childhood
trauma and health anxiety. The total indirect effect was also significant (f=0.066, p<0.001), indicating
partial mediation.

Conclusion: The findings suggest that childhood traumatic experiences contribute to health anxiety
both directly and indirectly through increased anxiety sensitivity and cognitive avoidance. Therefore,
psychological interventions targeting maladaptive interpretations of bodily sensations and cognitive
avoidance strategies may help prevent and reduce health anxiety among women with a history of
childhood trauma.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Health anxiety is a maladaptive psychological condition
characterized by excessive concern about having or
developing a serious medical illness, persistent monitoring
of bodily sensations, catastrophic interpretation of
ambiguous physical symptoms, and repeated reassurance-
seeking or avoidance behaviors. Although some level of
concern about health can be adaptive, health anxiety
becomes clinically significant when bodily sensations are
interpreted as threatening despite insufficient medical
evidence. This condition is particularly important among
women attending healthcare centers, because frequent
exposure to medical information, bodily changes, caregiving
responsibilities, and repeated health-related consultations
may intensify health-related worries. Contemporary mental
health literature emphasizes that anxiety-related problems
should be understood through multidimensional models that
integrate developmental experiences, cognitive
vulnerability, emotional regulation, coping strategies, and
environmental support systems (P. et al., 2024; Shapiro et
al., 2024; Subramanyam et al., 2024). In this regard,
childhood trauma is one of the most important
developmental risk factors that may contribute to later
psychological vulnerability. Experiences such as emotional
abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional neglect, and
physical neglect may alter the individual’s perception of
safety, bodily integrity, and threat. A child who repeatedly
experiences the body and interpersonal environment as
unsafe may later become more alert to bodily sensations and
more prone to interpreting physical changes as signs of
danger.

Recent studies on resilience, stress management, well-
being, mindfulness, and psychosocial interventions support
the view that early psychological vulnerability may be
modified through cognitive, emotional, and behavioral
mechanisms (Ang et al., 2022; Hikmat et al., 2025; Rezapour

et al.,, 2020; Setia et al., 2021; Sevindik & Mansuroglu,

2025). Among these mechanisms, anxiety sensitivity and
cognitive avoidance are especially relevant to health anxiety.
Anxiety sensitivity refers to fear of anxiety-related
sensations because of beliefs that these sensations have
harmful physical, cognitive, or social consequences.
Individuals with high anxiety sensitivity may interpret
palpitations, dizziness, shortness of breath, fatigue, or
muscle tension as signs of serious illness. Cognitive
avoidance, on the other hand, refers to attempts to suppress,
replace, distract from, or avoid distressing thoughts and
mental images. In health anxiety, cognitive avoidance may
prevent adaptive processing of illness-related fears and may
paradoxically increase the frequency and intensity of
unwanted health-related thoughts. Evidence from
mindfulness-based, school-based, nature-based, activity-
based, and digital mental health programs highlights the
value of reducing maladaptive avoidance, enhancing
emotional awareness, and improving psychological
flexibility (Baker et al., 2024; Barker et al., 2021; Folger et
al., 2023; Greenleaf & Reese, 2024; Indriaswuri et al., 2023;
McCallum et al., 2022; Monsillion et al., 2023; Razza et al.,
2025; Roberts et al., 2022; Sapulette et al., 2025; Vitagliano
et al., 2023). Moreover, research on physical activity, active
breaks, yoga, sports participation, and school-based health
promotion shows that mind-body processes, stress
reduction, and adaptive self-regulation play important roles
in psychological health (Aslam & Bin, 2025; B., 2024; Bagum
et al., 2024; Habyarimana et al., 2022; Latino, Tafuri, &
Tafuri, 2025; Latino, Tafuri, Maisuradze, et al., 2025; Li et
al., 2024; Marschin & Herbert, 2021; Martin-Rodriguez et
al., 2024; Mun, 2021; Papadopoulos et al., 2022; Ruiz et al.,
2025; Sharma & Upreti, 2023). Studies on academic stress,
psychological adaptation, psychoeducational interventions,
and wellness-oriented programs also indicate that stress,
mood, coping, and resilience are closely related to
psychological functioning (Argus-Calvo et al., 2024; Céndor
et al.,, 2024; Papageorgiou et al.,, 2025). Therefore, the

present study was conducted to structurally explain health
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anxiety based on childhood trauma by examining the
mediating roles of anxiety sensitivity and cognitive
avoidance among women attending healthcare centers.

Methods and Materials:

This study used a descriptive-correlational design based
on structural equation modeling. The statistical population
included all women aged 18 to 50 years who attended
healthcare centers in districts 1 to 3 of Tehran during winter
2025-2026. Based on the requirements of structural equation
modeling and the estimated number of free parameters in the
proposed model, the sample size was determined as 400
participants. Participants were selected through convenience
sampling. The inclusion criteria were being female, being
between 18 and 50 years of age, having sufficient literacy to
complete the questionnaires, and providing informed written
consent. The exclusion criteria included incomplete, invalid,
or patterned responses to the questionnaires. Data were
collected using a demographic information form, the short
form of the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire, the Anxiety
Sensitivity Index, the Cognitive Avoidance Questionnaire,
and the Health Anxiety Inventory. The data were analyzed
using SPSS version 28 and Amos version 24. Descriptive
statistics, Pearson correlation coefficients, structural
equation modeling, and bootstrap analysis were used. Before
conducting the main analyses, statistical assumptions
including normality, absence of outliers, linearity,
independence of errors, and absence of multicollinearity
were examined and confirmed.

Findings:

The descriptive results showed that the mean age of the
participants was 34.6 years with a standard deviation of 4.8
years. The mean and standard deviation of childhood trauma
were 57.80 and 12.40, respectively. The mean score of
anxiety sensitivity was 27.35 with a standard deviation of
7.95. The mean score of cognitive avoidance was 64.50 with
a standard deviation of 14.20, and the mean score of health
anxiety was 24.70 with a standard deviation of 8.60.
Skewness and kurtosis values for all main variables were

within the acceptable range, indicating approximate

normality of the data. Pearson correlation analysis showed
that all relationships among the main variables were positive
and statistically significant. Childhood trauma was
positively correlated with health anxiety (r = 0.507, p <
0.01), anxiety sensitivity (r = 0.428, p < 0.01), and cognitive
avoidance (r = 0.351, p < 0.01). Anxiety sensitivity had the
strongest correlation with health anxiety (r = 0.536, p <
0.01), and cognitive avoidance was also positively correlated
with health anxiety (r = 0.463, p < 0.01). Anxiety sensitivity
and cognitive avoidance were positively correlated as well (r
=0.392, p <0.01).

The structural equation modeling results indicated that
the proposed model had a satisfactory fit to the data. The fit
indices were within acceptable ranges: ¥*/df = 1.88, RMSEA
= 0.044, CFl = 0.932, SRMR = 0.049, GFI = 0.925, and IFI
= 0.930. The direct path coefficients showed that childhood
trauma had a positive and significant direct effect on health
anxiety (B = 0.317, p < 0.001). Anxiety sensitivity also had
a positive and significant direct effect on health anxiety (B =
0.231, p <0.001), and cognitive avoidance had a positive and
significant direct effect on health anxiety (B = 0.218, p <
0.001). In addition, childhood trauma had positive and
significant direct effects on anxiety sensitivity (B = 0.175, p
< 0.001) and cognitive avoidance (f = 0.121, p < 0.001).
Bootstrap analysis with 5,000 resamples and a 95%
confidence interval confirmed the significance of the
indirect effects. Childhood trauma had a positive and
significant indirect effect on health anxiety through anxiety
sensitivity (B = 0.040, p < 0.001) and through cognitive
avoidance (B = 0.026, p < 0.001). The total indirect effect
was also significant (B = 0.066, p < 0.001). The total effect
of childhood trauma on health anxiety was B = 0.383. The
coefficient of determination showed that childhood trauma
explained 3% of the variance in anxiety sensitivity and 1.5%
of the variance in cognitive avoidance, while childhood
trauma, anxiety sensitivity, and cognitive avoidance together
explained 46% of the variance in health anxiety.

Discussion and Conclusion:
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The findings indicate that childhood trauma is an
important predictor of health anxiety among women
attending healthcare centers. Women with higher levels of
childhood trauma reported greater health anxiety, suggesting
that early adverse experiences may create enduring
vulnerability in the perception and interpretation of bodily
sensations. Childhood trauma may sensitize the individual’s
threat-processing system and increase the tendency to
perceive bodily changes as dangerous. This process may
lead to continuous body monitoring, catastrophic
interpretation of symptoms, and repeated efforts to seek
reassurance or avoid illness-related information. Therefore,
health anxiety can be understood not only as a present-
focused concern about illness but also as a psychological
outcome rooted partly in early experiences of threat,
insecurity, and loss of control.

The results also showed that anxiety sensitivity and
cognitive avoidance play significant roles in the
development and maintenance of health anxiety. Anxiety
sensitivity may intensify health anxiety by increasing fear of
bodily sensations and by transforming normal physiological
experiences into perceived signs of illness. Cognitive
avoidance may maintain health anxiety by preventing direct
cognitive and emotional processing of illness-related fears.
When individuals attempt to suppress or avoid thoughts
about illness, these thoughts may return more frequently and
become more distressing. The significant mediating effects
suggest that childhood trauma contributes to health anxiety

partly by increasing anxiety sensitivity and cognitive

avoidance. However, because the direct effect of childhood
trauma remained significant, the mediation was partial rather
than complete. This means that childhood trauma may
influence health anxiety through additional mechanisms not
examined in this study, such as emotion dysregulation,
intolerance  of uncertainty, attachment insecurity,
rumination, or reduced perceived control.

Overall, the study provides support for an integrated
structural model of health anxiety in which developmental
trauma, anxiety sensitivity, and cognitive avoidance jointly
contribute to health-related worry. These findings have
important clinical implications. Assessment of health
anxiety in women attending healthcare centers should
include attention to childhood trauma history, fear of bodily
sensations, and avoidant cognitive strategies. Interventions
should focus on reducing catastrophic interpretations of
bodily symptoms, increasing tolerance of uncertainty,
improving emotional regulation, and helping clients
gradually face rather than avoid illness-related thoughts and
sensations.

Cognitive-behavioral interventions,

mindfulness-based approaches, acceptance-based
techniques, and trauma-informed psychological care may be
useful in this regard. In conclusion, childhood trauma can
directly and indirectly explain health anxiety through
anxiety sensitivity and cognitive avoidance, and targeting
these modifiable mechanisms may help prevent and reduce
health anxiety among women with a history of adverse

childhood experiences.
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