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Abstract

The present study aimed to investigate the mediating role of Alexithymia in the relationship between
experiences of childhood maltreatment and psychological distress with suicidal behavior in depressed
adolescents. The research design was descriptive-correlational. A total of 214 depressed adolescents
from the cities of Ardakan and Meybod were selected and participated in the study in 2023 using a
convenience sampling method. Participants completed questionnaires assessing depression (Beck,
1996), suicidal behavior (Osman et al., 2001), experiences of childhood maltreatment (Bernstein et al.,
1994), psychological distress (Kessler et al., 2002), and Alexithymia (Parker & Taylor, 1994). Data
analysis was conducted within the framework of structural equation modeling using SPSS 28 and
Amos 26 software. Findings revealed that the direct effect of childhood maltreatment on suicidal
behavior was non-significant (p>0.05); however, the direct effects of psychological distress and
Alexithymia on suicidal behavior were significant (p<0.05). Path analysis indicated that the mediating
role of Alexithymia in the relationship between childhood maltreatment and suicidal behavior in
depressed adolescents was significant (p<0.05), as well as the mediating role of Alexithymia in the
relationship between psychological distress and suicidal behavior in this population (p<0.05). These
findings support the complex influence of Alexithymia in the relationship between childhood
maltreatment, psychological distress, and suicidal behavior in depressed adolescents, which may be
considered in effective interventions aimed at reducing suicidal behavior in this demographic.
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Extended Abstract

Introduction

Adolescent mental health has emerged as a critical global issue, with depression
affecting approximately 13-19% of young people worldwide (Barker et al., 2019).
This pervasive condition is closely linked to suicidal behaviors, positioning suicide
as a leading cause of mortality among adolescents (WHO, 2019). Extensive research
has identified childhood maltreatment and psychological distress as prominent risk
factors for suicide attempts (Angelakis et al., 2020; Kee et al., 2024). Childhood
maltreatment, including physical, emotional, and sexual abuse as well as neglect,
exerts profound and enduring effects on mental well-being, often manifesting as
depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation in later years (Holliday et al., 2023).
Similarly, psychological distress—encompassing symptoms of emotional turmoil
such as anxiety and depression—serves as a significant precursor to suicidal behavior
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(Horwitz, 2002). Despite these established connections, the pathways through which
these factors contribute to suicide attempts are not fully understood, particularly
among depressed adolescents, warranting further investigation into potential
mediating mechanisms.

One such mechanism is alexithymia, a construct characterized by difficulties in
identifying, describing, and processing emotions (Sifneos, 1972). Alexithymia has
been associated with both childhood maltreatment and increased suicide risk, as it
hampers effective emotional regulation—a key protective factor against suicidal
behavior (Hong et al., 2024). Adolescents with elevated alexithymia may struggle to
articulate or manage their emotional experiences, potentially resorting to maladaptive
coping strategies, including suicidal actions (Heshmati et al., 2023). Although prior
studies have examined these variables in isolation, the specific role of alexithymia as
a mediator between childhood maltreatment, psychological distress, and suicide
attempts remains underexplored in the context of adolescent depression. This gap in
the literature is significant, given that not all adolescents exposed to maltreatment or
distress engage in suicidal behavior, suggesting that intervening factors like
alexithymia may modulate these relationships.This study aims to address this gap by
investigating whether alexithymia mediates the associations between childhood
maltreatment, psychological distress, and suicide attempts in a sample of depressed
adolescents. By elucidating these pathways, the research seeks to enhance
understanding of the mechanisms underlying suicide risk in this vulnerable group.
Such insights are vital for informing targeted mental health interventions that can
interrupt the progression from early adversity and emotional distress to suicidal
behavior. This study contributes to the broader discourse on adolescent mental health
by integrating established risk factors with a novel mediating variable, offering both
theoretical advancements and practical implications for clinicians and policymakers
striving to reduce suicide rates among youth.

Material and Methods

The study employed a descriptive-correlational design with a sample of 214
depressed adolescents (aged 15-18) from Ardakan and Meybod, Iran, recruited via
convenience sampling in 2023. Inclusion criteria included a BDI-I1 score above 37.5
and enrollment in secondary schools. Participants completed the BDI-Il, SBQ-R,
CTQ, K10, and TAS-20. SEM was conducted using SPSS 28 and Amos 26, with
model fit evaluated through indices like RMSEA, CFI, and GFI. Ethical protocols
ensured informed consent and confidentiality.

Findings

The sample (N=214, 57% female, mean age=16.5) had mean scores of 15.14
(SD=31.97) for childhood maltreatment, 27.37 (SD=10.81) for psychological
distress, 55.54 (SD=15.63) for alexithymia, and 8.99 (SD=14.67) for suicide
attempts. SEM results are presented below:

Path Direct Effect p- Indirect Effect p-
B) value  (B) value

Childhood Maltreatment — Suicide Attempts 0.045 0.663 - -

Psychological Distress — Suicide Attempts 0.419 0.002

Alexithymia — Suicide Attempts 0.253 0.001 - -

Childhood Maltreatment — Alexithymia — - - 0.132 0.004

Suicide Attempts

Psychological Distress — Alexithymia — - - 0.149 0.001

Suicide Attempts
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The table illustrates that childhood maltreatment did not directly influence suicide
attempts (B=0.045, p=0.663), suggesting its effect is not independent in this model.
Conversely, psychological distress (f=0.419, p=0.002) and alexithymia (B=0.253,
p=0.001) showed significant direct effects on suicide attempts. Notably, alexithymia
mediated the relationships between childhood maltreatment and suicide attempts
(indirect effect=0.132, p=0.004) and between psychological distress and suicide
attempts (indirect effect=0.149, p=0.001). These results indicate that alexithymia acts
as a critical link, amplifying the impact of maltreatment and distress on suicidal
behavior.

Discussion and Conclusion

This study found that childhood maltreatment does not directly contribute to suicide
attempts in depressed adolescents, diverging from prior research that often highlights
a direct association (Holliday et al., 2023). Instead, its influence appears channeled
through alexithymia, which also mediates the link between psychological distress
and suicidal behavior. These findings align with studies suggesting that alexithymia,
marked by challenges in identifying and expressing emotions, heightens suicide risk
by disrupting emotional regulation (Hong et al., 2024). The mediating role of
alexithymia supports the stress-diathesis model, where childhood maltreatment
serves as an environmental stressor and alexithymia acts as a vulnerability factor,
increasing susceptibility to suicidal tendencies (Li et al., 2024). Psychological
distress, characterized by symptoms like anxiety and hopelessness, was also found to
directly influence suicide attempts, consistent with literature linking emotional
turmoil to suicidal ideation (Kee et al., 2024). Limitations include the cross-sectional
design and regional sample, suggesting a need for longitudinal and diverse studies.
This research advances understanding of suicide risk factors and informs clinical
strategies.
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