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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction: Psychotic-like experiences have been described as experiences including mild delusions and
perceptual abnormalities that are more common in young people such as students (Gong et al., 2022). Psychotic-like
experiences involve perceptual distortions or thoughts and beliefs considered unusual or unrealistic; while often
transient and harmless, they may signal an increased risk of mental health problems (Lindgren & Therman, 2024).
Furthermore, psychotic-like experiences represent a common phenomenon with an average annual prevalence of 2.7%
(Linscott & Van Os, 2013). Typically, psychotic-like experiences are defined as subclinical symptoms that appear in
the absence of underlying pathology based on international diagnostic frameworks. Although psychotic-like
experiences were initially shown to be a risk factor for overt psychosis, recent studies suggest that psychotic-like
experiences may also serve as an indicator of a broader range of psychopathology (Yang et al., 2023; Lindgren et al.,
2022).

Childhood trauma—defined as harm or threat of harm by a caregiver (Bitsoih et al., 2023; Wang et al., 2023)—is
a significant predictor of psychotic-like experiences (Yang et al., 2024). Such trauma may affect brain development,
initiating the onset of psychosis or experiences of abuse and neglect that manifest in later life (Misiak et al., 2014,
Carlyle et al., 2021). Accordingly, childhood trauma (Yang et al., 2024; Shai et al., 2024) is associated with psychotic-
like experiences and associated symptoms, such as depression. However, a significant research gap remains regarding
the mediating variables that influence these relationships.
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In this study, the mediating role of psychological flexibility was examined, because psychological flexibility can
be affected by both childhood trauma (Browne et al., 2022) and psychiatric experiences, including depressive
symptoms (Fonseca et al., 2020). Consequently, psychological flexibility is an appropriate mediator; it refers to the
mental ability to adapt to changing environmental demands and is thought to arise from the interaction of higher-order
executive functions (Miles et al., 2021). The aim of the present study was to investigate the structural model of
predicting psychotic-like experiences based on childhood trauma with the mediating role of psychological flexibility
in university students.

Method: The present study was descriptive-correlational using structural equation modeling. The statistical
population was students of Islamic Azad University in Central Tehran city in winter year 2025. Following Kline’s
(2023) recommendations for structural equation modeling, a convenience sample of 200 university students was
selected. Data were collected using the Community Assessment of Psychic Experiences (CAPE-42; Stefanis et al.,
2002), the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire-Short Form (CTQ-SF; Bernstein et al., 2003), and the Multidimensional
Psychological Flexibility Inventory (MPFI; Rolffs et al., 2018). Inclusion criteria were informed consent, enroliment
at Azad University, and no self-reported acute or chronic psychological disorders. Exclusion criteria included
incomplete questionnaires or withdrawal of cooperation. Descriptive statistics, including means and standard
deviations, were calculated for all variables. At the inferential level, Pearson's correlation coefficient and structural
equation modeling were used to examine the relationships between variables. The data analysis software was SPSS
version 29 and AMOS version 29.

Results: A total of 200 participants responded to the questionnaires, with no outliers or missing data identified.
Therefore, the analysis was performed on 200 people. Regarding gender distribution, 140 participants (70%) were
female and 60 (30%) were male. 127 people (63.5%) were undergraduate students, 42 people (21%) were master's
students, and 31 people (15.5%) were doctoral students. The mean age was 27.28 years (SD = 4.75). The results
showed that the direct effects of childhood trauma (B= 0.65, p < .001) and psychological flexibility (= -0.29, p <
.001) on psychotic-like experiences were significant. Psychological flexibility significantly mediated the relationship
between childhood trauma and psychotic-like experiences (B=-0.62, p < .001). The final model demonstrated a good
fit (RMSEA = 0.06, SRMR = 0.03, p < .05), explaining 64% of the variance in psychotic-like experiences.

Table 1. Fit Indicators of the Research Model

Measure Threshold acceptable value
CMIN 135.04 -
DF 74 -
CMIN/DF 1.82 <3
p 0/001 -
RMSEA 0.06 <0.08
PCLOSE 0.001 >0.90
SRMR 0.03 <0.08
CFlI 0.93 >0.90
AGFI 0.95 >0.90
PCFI 0.61 >0.60
PNFI 0.62 >0.60
IFI 0.92 >0.90
GFI 0.95 >0.90
NFI 0.96 >0.90

In this study, the parameter estimation method was the maximum likelihood (MLE) method. Based on the results,
the fit indices of the research model were all desirable and the root mean square approximation (RMSEA) index
should be below 0.08. Also, the root mean square residual (SRMR) is defined as the difference between the observed
correlation and the implicit correlation matrix of the model. This index allows the evaluation of the average magnitude
of the differences between the observed and expected correlations as an absolute criterion of the fit criterion (model).
If the value of the SRMR index is less than 0.08, or according to other sources that have been mentioned, for the
SRMR index, values less than 0.05 indicate good fit and values less than or equal to 10 indicate acceptable fit.
According to the results, the RMSEA index was equal to 0.06 and the root mean square residual (SRMR) was obtained
at 0.03; therefore, it can be concluded that the model has a very good fit with the data and is appropriate. Also, the
95% confidence interval around the RMSEA index is between 0.046 and 0.052, which indicates a favorable state of
model fit. Figure 1 shows the final and fitted model of the study.
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Discussion: The results showed that psychological flexibility plays a mediating role in the relationship between
childhood trauma and students' psychotic-like experiences. There is no research that has shown that psychological
flexibility plays a mediating role in the relationship between childhood trauma and students' psychotic-like
experiences. Therefore, the alignment and inconsistency of this result with the results of previous research is not clear.
However, this result can be consistent with the results of research by Carlyle et al. (2021), Yang et al. (2024), and Hu
et al. (2024), which have shown the relationship between childhood trauma and psychotic experiences.

In explaining this result, it can be said that psychological flexibility refers to the ability to be aware of and open to
internal and external stimuli when they occur, while the individual decides to act in a way that is consistent with what
is deeply important to the individual (Spreizer et al., 2025). Psychological flexibility is considered an important
determinant of mental health and well-being, and psychological inflexibility is associated with several indicators of
dysfunction and psychopathology, including psychotic experiences (Fonseca et al., 2020). In summary, it can be
explained that childhood trauma, especially emotional abuse and neglect during childhood, can cause a person to show
less awareness and openness to internal and external stimuli when they occur in later years of life, and these factors
make them vulnerable to psychological problems and, with higher psychological inflexibility, experience more
psychotic experiences than others. Therefore, it is reasonable to say that psychological flexibility plays a mediating
role in the relationship between childhood trauma and psychotic-like experiences in students.

This study has deepened our understanding of the possible mechanisms of students' psychotic-like experiences. For
students who suffer from childhood trauma, psychological inflexibility may be a maladaptive coping strategy that
predisposes students to psychotic-like experiences.
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. Multidimensional Psychological Flexibility Inventory (MPFI)
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. acceptance

. present moment awareness

. self as context

. defusion

values

. committed action
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