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Abstract

Introduction and Aim: Iliness anxiety may develop and persist through the interplay of adverse
developmental experiences, dysfunctional parenting patterns, and maladaptive mechanisms for
managing emotional distress. This study aimed to determine the structural relationships between
early traumatic experiences and dysfunctional parenting styles with illness anxiety through the
mediating role of immature defense mechanisms.

Methodology: This fundamental study employed a descriptive-correlational design. The statistical
population consisted of 24,000 students enrolled at the University of Tabriz during the 2025-2026
academic year, of whom 450 were selected through multistage cluster sampling. Data were
collected using the Evans Illness Anxiety Questionnaire, Bernstein et al.’s Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire, and Andrews et al.’s Defense Style Questionnaire. Structural equation modeling
and bootstrapping were used to test the hypothesized model, and the data were analyzed using
SPSS and AMOS.

Findings: The structural model demonstrated a satisfactory fit to the data (RMSEA=0.02,
¥/df=2.02, GFI=0.95, CFI=0.94, NFI=0.94, IFI=0.95, TLI=0.95). Childhood traumatic
experiences (f=0.25, t=3.24, p=0.001), dysfunctional parenting (=0.26, t=3.44, p=0.001), and
immature defense mechanisms (f=0.41, t=6.43, p=0.001) had significant positive direct effects on
illness anxiety. Childhood traumatic experiences ($=0.38, t=5.80, p=0.001) and dysfunctional
parenting (=0.35, t=5.21, p=0.001) also significantly predicted immature defense mechanisms.
Furthermore, immature defense mechanisms significantly mediated the association between
childhood traumatic experiences and illness anxiety ($=0.16, t=2.98, p=0.001) and between
dysfunctional parenting and illness anxiety ($=0.14, t=2.70, p=0.001).

Conclusion: Immature defense mechanisms appear to constitute an important psychological
pathway through which childhood traumatic experiences and dysfunctional parenting contribute to
illness anxiety. Accordingly, preventive and therapeutic interventions for illness anxiety may
benefit from simultaneously addressing adverse early experiences, dysfunctional parenting
patterns, and maladaptive defensive functioning.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction and Aim

IlIness anxiety is a clinically significant psychological
condition characterized by persistent preoccupation
with having or developing a serious illness, even
when somatic symptoms are absent or only mild.
Individuals with elevated illness anxiety commonly
interpret ordinary bodily sensations as signs of severe
disease, demonstrate heightened vigilance toward
physical changes, and may repeatedly seek medical
reassurance or, conversely, avoid medical evaluation
because of fear of receiving threatening information.
According to the DSM-5-TR, this pattern becomes
clinically important when health-related
preoccupation is excessive, persistent, and associated
with significant anxiety and maladaptive health
behaviors (American Psychiatric, 2022). Contemporary
reviews have emphasized that illness anxiety is not
merely an exaggerated concern about physical health;
rather, it reflects the interaction of cognitive,
emotional, behavioral, and developmental
vulnerabilities that influence how individuals perceive
and interpret bodily experiences (French & Hameed,
2023; Kikas et al., 2024). Recent evidence further
indicates that somatosensory amplification and
dysfunctional metacognitive beliefs may intensify
health anxiety by increasing attention to bodily
sensations and reinforcing threatening interpretations
of otherwise ambiguous physical experiences (Li et al.,
2025). Neuropsychological evidence also suggests that
heightened anxiety sensitivity may be related to
altered processing of neutral or ambiguous stimuli
within neural systems involving the amygdala and
insula, highlighting the importance of threat
sensitivity in the development of anxiety-related
responses (MacDonald et al., 2025).

Developmental perspectives propose that some of the
vulnerabilities underlying illness anxiety may
originate in adverse experiences during childhood.
Childhood trauma encompasses experiences such as
emotional, physical, or sexual abuse, emotional or
physical neglect, and other chronic forms of threat or
instability capable of disrupting emotional, cognitive,
and interpersonal development. Such experiences can
have enduring consequences that extend into
adulthood and increase susceptibility to both mental
and physical health problems (Janiri et al., 2020).
Large-scale findings have demonstrated that
childhood trauma is associated with a broad range of
somatic and psychological disorders in adulthood,
suggesting that adverse early experiences may exert
long-term effects on stress processing, emotional

regulation, and perceptions of bodily vulnerability
(Klinger-Kénig et al., 2024). Consistent with this
perspective, childhood traumatic experiences have
been associated with symptoms of illness anxiety
among university students, alongside attachment-
related and metacognitive factors (Hashemi Nosratabad
et al, 2023). A systematic review has likewise
identified childhood and family factors as important
developmental correlates of health anxiety (Thorgaard
etal., 2018).

One mechanism by which childhood adversity may
contribute to later anxiety is through disturbance of
emotional processing and regulation. Research has
shown that childhood trauma is associated with
emotional dysregulation, alexithymia, and
psychological symptoms, indicating that adverse
developmental environments may interfere with the
acquisition of adaptive strategies for identifying,
expressing, and regulating affect (Sharma et al., 2024).
Emotion regulation has also been identified as a
mediator linking childhood maltreatment to social
anxiety symptoms among university students (Musella
et al, 2024), while broader evidence suggests that
impaired emotion regulation can mediate associations
between adverse childhood experiences and
subsequent mental and physical health outcomes
(Cloitre et al., 2019). Rumination represents another
mechanism through which childhood trauma may
contribute to adult anxiety and depression, as
repetitive negative thinking can prolong emotional
arousal and maintain maladaptive interpretations of
experience (Kim et al, 2017). Other studies have
similarly indicated that the effects of childhood
adversity may be transmitted through intermediate
emotional processes such as shame and evaluative
fears rather than through direct pathways alone
(Shirkhani et al., 2022; Zhang et al.,, 2025). Although
findings across populations are not entirely uniform,
research on children exposed to parental divorce or
death further supports the importance of examining
emotional and contextual moderators when evaluating
the effects of early adverse experiences on anxiety
outcomes (Aryapouran & Abbasi, 2020).

Dysfunctional parenting represents another potentially

important  developmental antecedent of illness
anxiety. Parenting characterized by emotional
unavailability, rejection, excessive control,

intimidation, inconsistent responsiveness, or failure to
meet the child’s emotional needs may interfere with
the development of security, self-regulation, and
adaptive threat appraisal. Recent reviews emphasize
that family functioning has a substantial role in the
emergence and maintenance of anxiety among




children and adolescents (Ye et al., 2025). Parental
threats have also been associated with greater anxiety
severity among trauma-exposed adolescents, with
anxiety sensitivity emerging as an important
explanatory process (Amarneh et al., 2026). In contrast,
secure attachment and effective emotion regulation
can function as protective factors in individuals
exposed to adverse childhood experiences (Tanner &
Francis, 2025). Furthermore, attachment-related
processes may mediate the long-term relationship
between childhood maltreatment and adult physical
and psychological health outcomes (Widom et al,
2018). These findings suggest that dysfunctional
parenting may not only directly increase anxiety
vulnerability but may also shape enduring patterns of
emotional regulation, attachment, and threat
interpretation.

Immature defense mechanisms may constitute one of
the psychological pathways through which traumatic
experiences and dysfunctional parenting contribute to
illness anxiety. Defense mechanisms are largely
unconscious processes used to reduce psychological
distress and protect the individual from threatening
emotions or internal conflicts. Although mature
defenses may facilitate adaptive functioning,
immature defenses such as denial, projection,
displacement, splitting, acting out, and somatization
can distort experience and interfere with effective
emotional processing. Research has demonstrated that
defense  mechanisms  are  associated  with
psychological functioning and treatment response,
emphasizing their relevance to the organization of
personality and adaptation (de Roten et al., 2021). The
developmental origins of defense styles are also
supported by studies showing associations between
childhood nurturance and adult defensive functioning
(Nevarez et al., 2018), while more adaptive defenses
have been related to better long-term health outcomes
(Malone et al., 2017). Importantly, defense mechanisms
have been shown to mediate the association between
previous trauma and psychological distress,
supporting the hypothesis that early adversity may
exert its effects partly through the formation of
maladaptive defensive patterns (Fang et al., 2020). In
the context of illness anxiety, immature defenses,
particularly somatization and avoidance-oriented
processes, may transform unresolved psychological
distress into heightened bodily attention and
threatening interpretations of physical sensations.
Evidence linking emotional suppression  with
psychological and somatic symptoms supports this
conceptualization (Kashanaki et al., 2019). In addition,
maladaptive schemas and experiential avoidance have
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been associated with illness anxiety, suggesting that
avoidance of distressing internal experiences may
serve as an important mechanism in the maintenance
of health-related fears (Ghasemi & Elahi, 2019).
Findings showing differences in illness anxiety and
irrational beliefs between clinical and healthy groups
further underscore the contribution of dysfunctional
cognitive-emotional  processes to illness-related
concerns (Hatamian et al., 2021). Accordingly, the
present study aimed to determine the structural
relationships of early traumatic experiences and
dysfunctional parenting styles with illness anxiety
through the mediating role of immature defense
mechanisms.

Methodology

The present study was fundamental in purpose and
descriptive-correlational in design. The statistical
population consisted of 24,000 students enrolled at
the University of Tabriz during the 2025-2026
academic year. Based on recommendations for
structural equation modeling and the number of
observed indicators included in the proposed model, a
sample of 450 students was selected through
multistage cluster sampling. Five faculties were
randomly selected, followed by the random selection
of two classes from each faculty, and all eligible
students attending the selected classes were invited to
participate.

Data were collected using three standardized self-
report instruments. Illiness anxiety was assessed using
the Evans lllness Anxiety Questionnaire. Childhood
traumatic experiences were measured using the
Childhood Trauma Questionnaire, which assesses
emotional abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse,
emotional neglect, and physical neglect. Defense
mechanisms were evaluated using the Defense Style
Questionnaire, which assesses mature, neurotic, and
immature defense styles; the present study specifically
focused on immature defenses. Dysfunctional
parenting was also assessed as a central exogenous
construct within the proposed structural model. Data
analysis was conducted using SPSS and AMOS.
Preliminary assumptions for structural equation
modeling, including normality, multicollinearity, and
independence of errors, were examined before testing
the hypothesized model. Model fit was evaluated
using absolute, comparative, incremental, and
parsimonious fit indices. Direct effects were
examined through structural path coefficients, and
indirect effects were tested using bootstrap
procedures.
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Findings

The structural model demonstrated an acceptable and
strong fit to the observed data. The root mean square
error of approximation was 0.02, the chi-square to
degrees-of-freedom ratio was 2.02, and the goodness-
of-fit index was 0.95. Comparative and incremental fit
indices were also satisfactory, including CFI1=0.94,
NFI=0.94, IF1=0.95, and TLI=0.95. These indices
supported the adequacy of the hypothesized structural
model.

All direct structural paths were statistically
significant. Childhood traumatic experiences had a
significant positive direct effect on illness anxiety
(B=0.25, t=3.24, p=0.001). Dysfunctional parenting
also had a significant positive direct effect on illness
anxiety (pf=0.26, t=3.44, p=0.001). Among the
predictors of illness anxiety, immature defense
mechanisms showed the strongest direct effect
(B=0.41, t=6.43, p=0.001). Childhood traumatic
experiences significantly predicted greater use of
immature defense mechanisms (B=0.38, t=5.80,
p=0.001), and dysfunctional parenting similarly had a
significant positive effect on immature defense
mechanisms (f=0.35, t=5.21, p=0.001).

Bootstrap analysis confirmed the significance of both
hypothesized indirect effects. Childhood traumatic
experiences had a significant positive indirect effect
on illness anxiety through immature defense
mechanisms (f=0.16, t=2.98, p=0.001). Dysfunctional
parenting also exerted a significant positive indirect
effect on illness anxiety through immature defense
mechanisms  (f=0.14, t=2.70, p=0.001). Thus,
immature defense mechanisms significantly mediated
the relationships of both childhood traumatic
experiences and dysfunctional parenting with illness
anxiety.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings provide support for a developmental
model in which illness anxiety is influenced not only
by early adverse experiences and dysfunctional
parenting but also by the psychological mechanisms
through which these experiences become organized
within  the individual. Childhood traumatic
experiences were directly associated with greater
illness anxiety, suggesting that individuals exposed to
threat, neglect, or maltreatment during childhood may
develop enduring expectations of danger and
heightened sensitivity to ambiguous internal cues.
When this threat-oriented processing extends to
bodily sensations, ordinary physical experiences may

be interpreted as evidence of serious disease, thereby
increasing health-related worry and vigilance.

Dysfunctional parenting also directly predicted illness
anxiety. Parenting environments characterized by
emotional unavailability, excessive control, threat,
rejection, or insufficient responsiveness may weaken
the development of emotional security and adaptive
self-regulation. Individuals raised in such contexts
may enter adulthood with a stronger sense of personal
vulnerability and a lower capacity to tolerate
uncertainty or distress. In the domain of health, these
characteristics may manifest as excessive monitoring
of bodily states, catastrophic interpretation of benign
sensations, and persistent concerns about illness.

Immature defense mechanisms emerged as the
strongest direct predictor of illness anxiety. This
finding indicates that the manner in which individuals
psychologically manage distress may be particularly
important in understanding health-related anxiety.
Immature defenses can reduce awareness of painful
emotions in the short term but may also distort
emotional experience and prevent effective processing
of distress. Somatization is especially relevant
because psychological conflict or anxiety may be
represented through bodily experiences.
Consequently, attention may shift from emotional
distress toward physical sensations, which can then
become the focus of catastrophic health-related
interpretations.

The significant relationships between childhood
trauma and immature defenses, as well as between
dysfunctional parenting and immature defenses,
further suggest that defensive functioning develops
partly within the context of early interpersonal
experiences. Children exposed to unsafe, invalidating,
or emotionally inconsistent environments may have
fewer opportunities to learn adaptive emotional
regulation and may rely more heavily on primitive
strategies for managing distress. When these
strategies become stable, they may continue to
influence responses to stress in adulthood.

Most importantly, immature defense mechanisms
significantly mediated the relationships of both
childhood traumatic experiences and dysfunctional
parenting with illness anxiety. These findings indicate
that early adversity does not influence illness anxiety
only through direct pathways. Instead, part of its
impact may be transmitted through the development
of maladaptive defensive patterns. In other words,
early trauma and dysfunctional parenting may
increase reliance on immature defenses, and these
defenses may subsequently heighten vulnerability to




illness anxiety by encouraging avoidance of emotional
experience, somatization, distortion of threat, and
excessive attention to bodily sensations.

Overall, the findings suggest that illness anxiety is
best understood within an integrative developmental
framework in which early traumatic experiences,
dysfunctional parenting, and immature defensive
functioning interact across time. The results highlight
immature defense mechanisms as an important
psychological bridge connecting adverse
developmental conditions with later health-related
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anxiety. Clinically, this suggests that -effective
assessment and intervention may need to extend
beyond current health worries to include
developmental history, family experiences, emotional
processing, and defensive functioning. Interventions
that promote more mature coping and defensive
strategies, improve emotional awareness and
regulation, and facilitate adaptive processing of early
adverse experiences may therefore contribute to
reducing persistent illness anxiety and its associated
psychological burden.
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