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Objective: The present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of emotional
memory in the causal relationship between complex trauma experience and anxiety
sensitivity with psychological well-being in students.

Methodology: This descriptive-correlational study employed a structural equation
modeling design. A total of 350 university students from Tehran participated through
convenience sampling during the 2023-2024 academic year. Data were collected using
the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (2003), the 16-item Anxiety Sensitivity Index
(2005), the 25-item Emotional Processing Scale (2007), and Ryff's Psychological
Well-Being Scale (1988). Data were analyzed using AMOS 24 with the maximum
likelihood estimation method.

Findings: Structural path analysis revealed that both complex trauma and anxiety
sensitivity had significant negative direct effects on psychological well-being.
Emotional memory significantly mediated these relationships. The indirect paths were
also statistically significant, indicating that emotional memory modulated the negative
impacts of trauma and anxiety sensitivity. The modified model showed acceptable
goodness-of-fit indices, explaining 53% of the variance in psychological well-being
among students.

Conclusion: Emotional memory plays a central mediating role in explaining how
complex trauma and anxiety sensitivity influence psychological well-being. These
findings underscore the importance of addressing maladaptive emotional memory
through therapeutic interventions to enhance the psychological health of university
students.

Keywords: Complex trauma, anxiety sensitivity, emotional memory, psychological
well-being, structural equation modelling.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT
Introduction

Psychological well-being has emerged as a central construct in mental health research,
encapsulating dimensions such as self-acceptance, autonomy, purpose in life, environmental mastery, and
positive relationships. Among various populations, university students are particularly vulnerable to
psychological disturbances due to their transitional life stage and academic pressures. Within this
population, complex trauma and anxiety sensitivity are increasingly recognized as prominent
psychological risk factors. Complex trauma, often stemming from prolonged exposure to abuse, neglect,
or emotional instability during early developmental stages, leads to profound disruptions in emotional
regulation, memory processing, and psychological resilience (Serafini et al., 2016). Such trauma contributes
to chronic psychological maladjustments and can significantly impair an individual’s ability to experience
psychological well-being (Oginska-Bulik & Michalska, 2020).

Emotional memory, a central cognitive-emotional process, has been hypothesized to play a pivotal
role in mediating the relationship between trauma-related experiences and subsequent psychological
states. Emotional memory refers to the storage and retrieval of emotionally-laden experiences, which can
be reactivated by similar stimuli and lead to persistent psychological distress. Research suggests that
maladaptive emotional memories are not only triggered automatically but also reinforce cognitive
distortions and emotional dysregulation, especially in individuals with complex trauma histories (Ahmadi
et al., 2022). Moreover, individuals with poor emotional memory regulation tend to experience elevated
anxiety, depressive symptoms, and low life satisfaction (Gharib Bolouk et al., 2023).

Another key psychological vulnerability is anxiety sensitivity, defined as the fear of anxiety-
related sensations based on beliefs that these sensations have harmful physical, cognitive, or social
consequences (Wheaton et al., 2012). High anxiety sensitivity is associated with exaggerated threat appraisal,
avoidant coping, and increased risk for anxiety disorders, particularly when paired with poor emotion
regulation skills (Farris et al., 2014). Studies confirm that individuals with high anxiety sensitivity are more
prone to intrusive memories and rumination, which further impairs their emotional well-being (Chiu et al.,
2024). This relationship is intensified by experiential avoidance and emotion-focused deficits, which are
prevalent in individuals with high sensitivity to anxiety (Hajishabani, 2020).

Literature increasingly supports the mediating role of emotional memory in the link between
trauma and psychological health outcomes. For example, research has demonstrated that maladaptive
emotional memory impairs stress resilience and contributes to prolonged emotional dysregulation
following traumatic exposure (Ranney et al., 2022). Similarly, findings suggest that anxiety sensitivity,
through its influence on the encoding and retrieval of emotionally negative memories, can impair
psychological well-being unless moderated by adaptive emotion regulation strategies (Bolouk et al., 2024;
Strauss et al., 2019). Emotional memory thus appears to function as a cognitive-emotional bridge linking
traumatic experiences and anxiety-prone tendencies to deficits in psychological well-being.

Despite the growing evidence supporting these associations, little is known about the integrative
mechanisms through which complex trauma and anxiety sensitivity impact psychological well-being in
university students, particularly with emotional memory as a mediator. Understanding these pathways is
vital for developing effective prevention and intervention programs that target the emotional-cognitive
consequences of trauma and anxiety vulnerability. This study, therefore, aimed to investigate the



mediating role of emotional memory in the causal relationship between complex trauma experience and
anxiety sensitivity with psychological well-being in a student population, grounded in a structural equation
modeling (SEM) framework.

Methodology

This research utilized a descriptive-correlational design employing structural equation modeling
(SEM) to examine the hypothesized relationships among complex trauma, anxiety sensitivity, emotional
memory, and psychological well-being. The study population included university students residing in
Tehran during the 2023-2024 academic year. A total of 350 participants were recruited using convenience
sampling. The inclusion criteria targeted students aged 18 to 50 from undergraduate, master’s, and
doctoral programs.

Participants completed four standardized instruments: the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire
(2003) assessing five trauma domains (emotional abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional neglect,
and physical neglect); the 16-item Anxiety Sensitivity Index (2005); the 25-item Emotional Processing
Scale (2007); and Ryff’s 28-item Psychological Well-being Scale (1988). Data collection was performed
both in person and online. Ethical standards were rigorously observed, with informed consent obtained
and confidentiality assured. Data were analyzed using AMOS 24 with maximum likelihood estimation.
Model fit was assessed using indices such as RMSEA, GFI, AGFI, and CFI. Assumptions of normality,
multicollinearity, and homoscedasticity were verified before conducting the SEM analysis.

Findings

Of the 350 participants, 225 were female and 125 male, with an average age of 27.34 years (SD =
5.54). The analysis confirmed that both complex trauma and anxiety sensitivity had significant negative
direct effects on psychological well-being. Emotional memory also showed significant direct effects,
acting as a mediator between the predictor variables and well-being outcomes. Specifically, complex
trauma and anxiety sensitivity significantly predicted greater emotional memory dysfunction, which in
turn negatively predicted psychological well-being.

Path coefficients indicated that complex trauma (f =—0.351, p <0.001) and anxiety sensitivity (3
=-0.160, p = 0.080) both exerted negative influences on well-being. The indirect paths through emotional
memory were also statistically significant: trauma (B = —0.170, p < 0.001) and anxiety sensitivity (f = —
0.079, p < 0.001) were negatively related to psychological well-being via emotional memory. The total
effect of complex trauma on well-being (B =-0.520, p <0.001) and that of anxiety sensitivity (f =-0.239,
p = 0.020) were both significant. The final model demonstrated acceptable fit after modification, with
RMSEA = 0.071, GFI = 0.904, and CFl = 0.926. The model explained 53% of the variance in
psychological well-being.

Discussion and Conclusion

The results of this study reinforce the conceptualization of complex trauma and anxiety sensitivity
as significant risk factors for impaired psychological well-being in university students. These findings
confirm the deleterious effects of chronic interpersonal trauma and cognitive-emotional vulnerability on
psychological health. Crucially, the mediation analysis underscores the role of emotional memory as a
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central mechanism through which these negative experiences translate into reduced well-being. By
highlighting the significance of maladaptive emotional memory, the study provides a clearer
understanding of how early-life adversities and anxiety-prone cognitive tendencies impair psychological
functioning.

The negative impact of complex trauma on well-being, both directly and indirectly through
emotional memory, aligns with earlier studies emphasizing the enduring nature of trauma on memory
systems and affect regulation. Emotional memories formed in traumatic contexts are often deeply
ingrained, readily reactivated, and resistant to adaptive processing, leading to persistent distress and
reduced life satisfaction. Similarly, the findings suggest that anxiety sensitivity functions not only as a
predisposing factor for emotional distress but also exacerbates the encoding and retrieval of threatening
emotional content, perpetuating negative affective cycles that undermine psychological well-being.

These insights hold significant implications for psychological interventions targeting trauma-
exposed or anxiety-sensitive individuals. Interventions that aim to restructure maladaptive emotional
memories—such as emotion-focused therapy, memory reconsolidation techniques, or mindfulness-based
cognitive therapy—may offer substantial benefits in improving well-being. Moreover, the findings
suggest that interventions should not focus solely on symptom reduction but also on enhancing emotional
processing capacities, particularly in individuals with a history of trauma or high anxiety sensitivity.

This study contributes to the literature by integrating trauma exposure, cognitive-affective
vulnerability, and emotional processing into a unified explanatory model of psychological well-being. By
demonstrating that emotional memory mediates the effects of both complex trauma and anxiety
sensitivity, it advances theoretical understanding of the pathways through which psychological adversity
impacts mental health. The results underscore the need for comprehensive mental health strategies in
university settings that address both trauma and anxiety, with a particular focus on emotional memory
processes. Future research should further explore these mechanisms using longitudinal and experimental
designs to establish causality and inform targeted clinical practices.
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