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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Adolescence is a pivotal and sensitive stage in human development that covers the age range of 12 to
19 years (Alikhani et al., 2022). The main characteristic of this stage is various physical, psychological, and social
changes and transformations in the individual (Squires et al., 2020), which make adolescents vulnerable to emotional
reactivity (Bundy et al., 2018), behavioral problems (Olivier et al., 2020), and psychological distresses, including
depression, stress, and anxiety (Qin et al., 2021). In this regard, studies by Shin et al. in 2021, which were conducted
on children and adolescents in China, showed that more than 10% of these individuals experience psychological
distress. Also, Shorey et al. (2022), reviewing and meta-analyzing research conducted between 2001 and 2020, stated
that depressive symptoms in adolescents have increased by nearly 34% during these years, with African and Asian
adolescents reporting the highest rates.

Distress is considered a pervasive, complex, and multifaceted human experience that often appears as a state of
deep pain, sadness, or suffering (Sharp & Theiler, 2018). This state is usually caused by various internal conditions or
external events and presents individuals with physical, cognitive, academic, and emotional consequences (Shin et al.,
2021), affecting an individual's performance in different areas of life. The difficult and challenging consequences of
psychological distress make it necessary to examine this phenomenon in more depth with the aim of determining its
prevalence in adolescents and identifying the factors affecting it.
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This study also aims to identify practical interventions to prevent and improve psychological distress in adolescents.
On the other hand, given the lack of research that has examined the variables of this study in the form of a coherent
model with the mediating role of sleep quality, the necessity of conducting this study becomes more and more
apparent. Therefore, the present study aimed to test the causal model of psychological distress in adolescents based
on childhood abuse and emotional alexithymia with the mediating role of sleep quality.

Method: This study was applied in terms of purpose, and descriptive-correlational and used structural equation
modeling. The research population comprised all male and female students in the second year of highschool in
Mashhad in the academic year 2023-2024, of which 352 were selected randomly. Data collection tools are Depression
Anxiety Stress Scale (DASS; Lovibond and Lovibond, 1995); Alexithymia (TAS; Bagby et al., 1994); Childhood
Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ; Bernstein et al., 2003) and Sleep Quality Index (PSQI; Buysse et al., 1989). Mean and
standard deviation were used to describe the findings, and Pearson correlation tests and structural equation models
were used to analyze data using SPSS-27 and AMOS-24.

Results: In structural equation modeling, there are various fit indices, some of the most important of which are
presented in Table 1. According to the table, the mentioned indices were reported at a desirable level. Therefore, it
can be concluded that this conceptual model of the research has a desirable fit.

Table 1. Model Fit Indices

Fit Indices x2/df RMSEA SRMR GFlI AGFI CFI TLI NFI

Acceptable Amount 5> 0.1> 0.9< 0.9< 0.9< 0.9< 0.9< 0.9<

Obtained Value 2.9 0.07 0.06 0.93 0.90 0.91 0.91 0.90
Result Desirable Desirable Desirable Desirable Desirable Desirable Desirable Desirable

Furthermore, the results presented in Table 2 indicate that childhood abuse and alexithymia have both direct and
indirect effects on psychological distress in adolescents, with sleep quality acting as a mediator.

Table 2. Coefficients of the Model Paths

Path Standardized Estimate SE Critical Ratio p
Childhood Abuse > Psychological Distress 0.11 0.13 2.4 <0.05
Alexithymia> Psychological distress 0.45 0.07 5.6 <0.01
Sleep quality> Psychological distress 0.47 1.3 4.4 <0.01
Childhood abuse> Sleep quality 0.30 0.02 35 <0.01
Alexithymia> Sleep quality 0.42 0.01 4.2 <0.01

Discussion: This study aimed to test the causal model of adolescent psychological distress based on childhood abuse
and alexithymia with the mediating role of sleep quality. The results of this study showed that the conceptual model
has a good fit and that childhood abuse and alexithymia affect adolescent psychological distress both directly and
indirectly through the mediation of sleep quality. This suggests that childhood trauma significantly affects an
individual's emotional regulation and cognitive processing.

Stress resulting from traumatic experiences often manifests as intrusive thoughts and nightmares, preventing
individuals from experiencing quality sleep. Also, the fear of re-experiencing the trauma can lead to hypervigilance,
keeping individuals constantly on alert and thereby affecting their sleep quality. Sleep deprivation disrupts an
individual's cognitive function, including attention, memory, and decision-making. This can lead to a cycle of negative
emotion regulation strategies and coping styles, which increases the likelihood of psychological distress (Jamieson et
al., 2020). Childhood trauma can also affect a person’s sleep quality by affecting the brain’s stress response system,
specifically the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA) axis. When a person is exposed to traumatic events, the HPA
axis, which is responsible for regulating stress hormones, becomes overactive. This stress response, which is often
triggered and reactivated by reminders of the trauma, disrupts the balance of neurotransmitters essential for sleep.
Overproduction of stress hormones such as cortisol disrupts the natural sleep-wake cycle, leading to difficulty falling
asleep and frequent awakenings (John-Henderson, 2020). This insufficient or poor-quality sleep can also increase an
individuals’s level of anxiety and depression by disrupting the function of a neurotransmitters that influences mood
regulation.
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On the other hand, emotional alexithymia can also lead to emotional repression, manifesting as tension or physical
discomfort such as headaches, digestive problems, and muscle tension. This chronic tension can make it difficult for
a person to relax physically and psychologically, and thus affect the occurrence of sleep problems (Huang et al., 2022).
Also, the inability to correctly express emotions can lead to the formation of negative ruminations and attitudes, which
can prevent the individual from falling asleep and experiencing sleep properly. Conversely, decreased sleep quality
can increase feelings of hopelessness and helplessness due to hyperarousal, nightmares, impaired cognitive function,
the use of sleeping pills, and reduced performance in various areas of life, particularly academic life, thereby affecting
the level of psychological distress (Al-Rasheed et al., 2022).

In general, psychological distress is a state of cognitive-emotional suffering and pain that is mainly accompanied
by a set of behavioral, cognitive, social, and emotional symptoms and affects the individual's performance in various
areas of life. Therefore, considering the findings of this study, the prevelance of psychological distress in adolescents,
as well as the impact of childhood trauma, emotional alexithymia, and sleep quality on the increase in adolescent
distress, it is recommended that relevant authorities prioritize these factors and develop and implement targeted
interventions to prevent and reduce psychological distress in adolescents.
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