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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescence, as a sensitive stage of
development, is associated with rapid
neurocognitive changes and an increased
tendency toward risk-taking behaviors
(Blakemore, 2019; Do et al., 2017). Risk-
taking, which can  manifest both
constructively (accepting developmental
challenges) and destructively (impulsive
high-risk behaviors), is influenced by
various individual factors (Burgess et al.,
2016; Zinn & McDonald, 2014). Among
these, executive functions—including skills
such as impulse control, planning, and
cognitive flexibility—act as a key factor in
guiding adolescents toward adaptive
pathways (Reynolds, 2019; Ogilvie et al.,
2020; Altun, 2022).

On the other hand, exposure to childhood
traumas (such as abuse and neglect) can
severely impact the development of these
vital cognitive skills (Basharpoor et alj
2025; Buimer et al., 2022). Recent research
indicates that early traumas, by causing
persistent changes in brain struetureand
function—particularly in the” prefrontal
circuits—create the conditions, for the
impairment of executive fungtions (Tsiouris
et al., 2024; Yu et al., 2025). This cognitive
disruption, in turn,_can make adolescents
more vulnerabled to" high-risk- behaviors
(Gotlib et al., 2023;\Wang,et.al., 2022).
However, the precise, mechanism of the
relationship between childhood traumas and
adolescent risk-taking—especially
considering thesmediating role of executive
functions—is not yet fully understood.
Therefore, the present study aims to fill this
knowledge gap by investigating the
question: Do executive functions play a
mediating role in the relationship between
childhood traumas and adolescent risk-
taking? Answering this question can provide
a scientific basis for designing effective
interventions to  strengthen executive
functions and break the cycle of trauma and
risky behavior.

Method

This study was conducted using a
descriptive-correlational method  and
structural equation modeling (SEM) to
investigate  the  relationship  between
childhood traumas and risk-taking with the
mediation of executive functions. The
statistical population consisted of all/first
and second-grade high school students in
Saveh County during the ,2023-2024
academic year. Based on the minimum
sample size of 200 for SEM analysis (Kline,
2011), 267 participapts “wereselected
through multi-stage cluster sampling. After
removing 7 questionnaires due to outliers,
260 participants”(241 girls and 119 boys)
were included in the final analysis.

The researeh, instruments included the
Barrett’s Balloon Risk Tolerance Test
(Lejuez &AKklin, 2003), the Executive Skills
Scale-Revised (Dawson & Guare, 2012),
and, the* Childhood Trauma Scale-Short
Formi(Bernstein et al., 2003). The procedure
began ‘after obtaining ethical approval
(IR.BASU.REC.1403.018) and coordination
with the Department of Education. After
obtaining informed consent and ensuring
confidentiality, the questionnaires were
completed by the participants. Data were
analyzed using SPSS-26 and LISREL-10.20
software, employing Pearson correlation and
structural  equation  modeling.  This
methodology allowed for the simultaneous
examination of direct and indirect
relationships between variables within a
comprehensive model.

Results

Statistical analyses were conducted on data
from 260 adolescents (mean age=16.4 + 3.2
years) after ensuring the assumptions of
normality, independence of errors (Durbin-
Watson= 2.28), and absence of
multicollinearity. ~ Pearson  correlation
findings indicated that all dimensions of
childhood traumas had a negative correlation
with risk-taking and a positive correlation
with  executive functions (p< 0.01).
Specifically, emotional abuse showed the



strongest negative correlation with executive
functions (r= -0.569) and risk-taking
(r=-0.334).

Results from structural equation modeling
using the bootstrap method revealed that the
direct effects of emotional abuse (p= -0.24),
emotional neglect (B= -0.21), and physical
neglect (p= -0.16) on executive functions
were significant. In contrast, the direct
effects of physical abuse (B= 0.16) and
sexual abuse (B=-0.13) on risk-taking were
significant. The path from executive
functions to risk-taking was also significant
with a coefficient of B = 0.67. Evaluation of
model fit indices indicated a satisfactory fit
(RMSEA= 0.077; GFI= 0.93; CFI= 0.97;
y/df=2.84).

These findings demonstrate that childhood
traumas influence risk-taking through two
independent pathways: on one hand,
emotional abuse and neglect via the
impairment of executive functions (indirect
pathway), and on the other hand, physical
and sexual abuse directly affect risk-takings
This complex pattern emphasizes -the
importance  of  considering  different
dimensions of trauma and their,_distinct
mechanisms of influence on/ adolescent
behavior.

Conclusion

The findings of this study revealed that
childhood traumas affect adelescent risk-
taking through “two, independent pathways:
indirectly through “jthe 1mpairment of
executive functions,and directly. Emotional
abuse_n.and, neglect disrupt executive
functions  bya, inducing neurobiological
changes in the prefrontal cortex (Teicher et
al., 2016). This impairment, in turn, reduces

the adolescent's ability to regulate emotions,
control impulses, and evaluate the long-term
consequences of behavior. On the other
hand, physical and sexual abuse primarily
influence the formation of maladaptive
schemas and insecure attachment styles,
directly affecting the avoidance _of
challenging situations (Lupton & Tulloch,
2002).

These findings highlight the impertance of
focusing on executive functions as a key
mechanism in explaining the consequences
of trauma. Based on these, results, it is
recommended to designiinterventions aimed
at strengthening .executive functions in
traumatized adolescents, ‘as” well as
educational programs for ~ parents and
teachers. Sueh, interventions can help break
the cycle of trauma and enhance adolescents'
ability to‘eonstructively face challenges.
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