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Abstract

Sexual dysfunction, as one of the most common disorders among women can
affect their marital relationships and have negative consequences. Although the
relationship between childhood maltreatment and sexual dysfunction has been
confirmed, but little attention has been paid to the mediating factors. Therefore,
this study aimed to investigate was conducted the mediating role of cognitive
factors in the relationship between childhood maltreatment and female sexual
dysfunction in a correlational study. The population of this study included all
married female students of Shahroud universities. Four hundred married female
students of Shahroud universities were selected using cluster sampling method,
and participants responded to the Female Sexual Function index, Cognitive
Avoidance Questionnaire, Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale, Acceptance and
Action Questionnaire-Il, Cognitive Emotion Regulation questionnaire and
Repetitive Thinking Questionnaire-10. Research data were analyzed using
structural equation modeling, and SPSS and LISREL softwares. The results
showed that there are correlations between the direct paths of the model, and
cognitive factors mediate the relationship between childhood maltreatment and
sexual dysfunction in females. Based on the results of this study, it can be
concluded that childhood maltreatment and cognitive factors are risk factors for
female sexual dysfunction; Therefore, it is important to pay attention to these
factors in the prevention and treatment of sexual dysfunction.
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Extended Abstract
Introduction

Sexual dysfunction (SD) is one of the most common disorders among
women (Weinberger et al., 2018). These disorder have been defined as a
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persistent and recurrent decrease in sexual desire or arousal, difficulty or
inability to reach orgasm, or pain during sexual activity (Okomo et al., 2017).
The prevalence of sexual dysfunction varies and in different studies (Clayton et
al., 2019; Garneau-Fournier et al., 2017; Marques Cerentini et al., 2020; Mojdeh
& Zeighami Mohamadi, 2013; Weinberger et al., 2018; Valadares et al., 2011)
have been reported from 30 to 91%. A variety of biological, psychological and
social factors are associated with sexual dysfunction (Hossein Savarzade &
Mansouri, 2019; Faubion & Parish, 2017; McCabe et al., 2016; McCool et al.,
2017). One of the other causes of sexual dysfunction is childhood maltreatment
(CM) or child abuse (Bornefeld-Ettmann et al., 2018; Garneau-Fournier et al.,
2017; Hossein Savarzade & Mansouri, 2019; Khajehei et al., 2015; McCabe et
al., 2016; McCool et al., 2017; O'Loughlin et al., 2020; Read, 2018).

Although the relationship between childhood maltreatment and sexual
dysfunction has been confirmed, little attention has been paid to the mediating
factors. One of the factors that can mediate this relationship is cognitive
factors. For years, many researchers and sex therapists thought that the main
cause of sexual dysfunction was anxiety, but Barlow et al. proposed a model
that minimizes the role of anxiety and emphasizes the cognitive processes
involved in the development and maintenance of sexual dysfunction (Barlow et
al., 2018). A review of the research literature shows that factors related to
cognitive processing, including cognitive distraction and attentional focus,
automatic thoughts and sexual cognitions, causal attributions to negative
sexual events, efficacy expectations, and perceived performance demands
were associated with sexual dysfunction (Tavares et al., 2020). The present
study investigates the mediating role of cognitive factors such as intolerance
of uncertainty (IU), cognitive emotion regulation strategies, cognitive
avoidance, experiential avoidance, and repetitive thoughts in the relationship
between childhood maltreatment and sexual dysfunction.

Evidence showed that there is a significant relation between childhood
maltreatment with 1U (Hayward et al., 2020; Ghaderi et al., 2020; Tracy, 2015),
experiential avoidance (Bell & Higgins, 2015; Merwin et al., 2008; Reddy et al.,
2006; Shenk et al., 2012), cognitive avoidance (Stoples et al., 2012), negative
thoughts (Gibb, 2002; Wright et al., 2009) and cognitive emotion regulation
strategies (Ghaderi et al., 2012., Hossein Savarzade & Mansouri, 2019;
Khoramimanesh & Mansouri, 2019; Khosravani et al., 2019; Kim & Cicchetti;
2010; Weissman et al., 2019). There is a significant relation between 1U
(Hossein Savarzade & Mansouri, 2019), experiential avoidance (Hossein
Savarzade & Mansouri, 2019; Stephenson, 2019), negative thoughts (Nobre &
Pinto-Gouveia, 2008; Moura et al., 2020), emotion regulation (Hossein
Savarzade & Mansouri, 2019) and sexual dysfunction.

Considering the prevalence of sexual dysfunction in females and students
(Clayton et al., 2019; Garneau-Fournier et al., 2017; Marques Cerentini et al.,
2020; Weinberger et al., 2018), the consequences of this dysfunction (Hossein
Savarzade & Mansouri, 2019) and the importance of identifying mediating
factors in the relationship between childhood maltreatment and psychological
disorders to create effective early interventions (Weissman et al., 2019). The
present study aimed was conducted to investigate the mediating role of
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cognitive factors in the relationship between childhood maltreatment and sexual
dysfunction in females.

Method

The present study was a descriptive correlational study. The population of
this study included all married female undergraduate, graduate and doctoral
students of Shahroud Universities. The sample consisted of 400 married
female students who were selected by cluster sampling. First, from all
universities in Shahroud, Islamic Azad university of Shahroud branch and
Shahroud University of Technology were randomly selected. Second, two
faculties were selected from each university and its married female students
were selected as the statistical sample. Undergraduate, graduate, and
doctoral students, at least one year of marriage, and informed consent to
participate in the study were among the inclusion criteria. Existence of
incomplete questionnaires was one of the exclusion criteria.

Instrument

Female Sexual Function Index: This scale has 19 items and was created by
Rosen et al. The female sexual function index measures women's sexual
performance in six areas: desire, arousal, lubrication, orgasm, satisfaction, and
pain. They reported Cronbach's alpha coefficient of total score and test subscales
above 0.89 (Rosen et al., 2000). Cronbach's alpha coefficient of total score and
subscales of the Persian version are reported to be 0.70 or higher. In addition, it
has good discriminant validity (Mohammadi et al., 2008). The reliability of this
index in the present study was 0.89.

Intolerance of Uncertainty Scale: This scale has 12 items and was
developed by Carleton et al. The scoring of intolerance of uncertainty scale
is done on a five-point scale from 1 (not at all characteristic of me) to 5
(entirely characteristic of me). The reliability of IUS been reported 0.96
(Carleton et al., 2007). In the study of Sedighi et al. (2019), the reliability of
the IUS with internal consistency was 0.87. The reliability of this scale in the
present study was 0.84.

Cognitive Emotion Regulation Questionnaire: This questionnaire has
18 items and was developed by Garnefski and Kraaij. The cognitive emotion
regulation questionnaire includes 9 dimensions of self-blame, rumination,
catastrophizing, other-blame (maladaptive strategies), acceptance,
pefocusing on planning, positive refocusing, positive reappraisal, putting
into perspective (adaptive strategies). The cognitive emotion regulation
questionnaire is scored on a five-point scale from 1 (almost never) to 5
(almost always). The reliability of the self-blame subscale was 0.67 and for
the other subscales was 0.73 to 0.81 (Garnefski & Kraaij, 2006). In the study
of Mansouri et al. (2018), the reliability of the total test score and its
subscales were 0.72, 0.88, 0.78, 0.63, 0.84, 0.81, 0.74, 0.66, 0.83 and 0.86,
respectively. The reliability of adaptive and maladaptive strategies was 0.82
and 0.74. In the present study, maladaptive cognitive emotion regulation
strategies were used. Cronbach's alpha for coefficients adaptive and
maladaptive strategies was 0.87 and 0.86.
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Cognitive Avoidance Questionnaire: This questionnaire was developed by
Sexton and Dugas. The cognitive avoidance questionnaire is scored on a five-
point scale from 1 (not at all typical) to 5 (completely typical). The reliability of
this questionnaire was good (Cronbach's alpha= 0.95, test-retest= 0.85). In
addition, it has good divergent and convergent validity (Sexton & Dugas, 2008).
Cronbach’s alpha coefficient in the study of Mansouri et al. (2018) was 0.89. The
reliability of cognitive avoidance questionnaire in the present study was 0.93.

Acceptance and Action Questionnaire-11: This questionnaire has 7 items
and was developed by Bond et al. The Acceptance and Action Questionnaire is
scored on a seven-point scale from 1 (never true) to 7 (always true). This
questionnaire assesses Experiential avoidance. The mean reliability of acceptance
and action questionnaire using internal consistency method was 0.84 (0.78 to
0.88) and test-retest (3 to 12 months) were 0.81 and 0.79 (Bond et al., 2011).
Cronbach’s alpha in the study of Mansouri et al. (2018) was 0.85. The reliability of
cognitive avoidance guestionnaire in the present study was 0.89.

Repetitive Thought Questionnaire: This questionnaire has 10 items and
was developed by McAvoy et al. The RTQ-10 is scored on a five-point scale
from 1 (very slightly or not at all) to 5 (extremely). The reliability of this test
has been reported from 0.72 to 0.93 (McEvoy et al., 2010). The reliability of
the Persian version of RTQ-10 has been reported using internal consistency
and test-retest methods of 0.76 and 0.91 (Akbari, 2017). In the present study,
Cronbach's alpha was 0.92.

Child Abuse and Self Report Scale: The child abuse and self report scale
has 38 items and consisting of four subscales of neglect, physical abuse, sexual
abuse, and psychological abuse, developed by Mohammadkhani et al. The child
abuse and self report scale is scored on a four-point scale from 0 (never) to 3
(always). The reliability coefficients of the total test score and its subscales from
0.82 to 0.95 and its validity have been reported as appropriate (Mohamadkhani
et al., 2003). In the present study, Cronbach's alpha for total score and subscales
were 0.85 to 0.95.

Research trend

From all universities of Shahroud, Islamic Azad university of Shahroud and
Shahroud University of Technology were randomly selected. Then, two faculties
were selected from each university and its married female students were selected
as the research sample. After obtaining the necessary permits from the Islamic
Azad University of Shahroud and Shahroud University of Technology,
coordinating with universities and colleges and also explaining the importance of
research for participants, questionnaires were provided to them simultaneously.

The analyses of data
Research data were analyzed using SPSS and LISREL softwares as well
as structural equation modeling statistical method.

Findings

The mean and standard deviation of age of participants was 27.64 and
4.89. The duration of the participants' marriages varied from 1 to 12 years.
Table 1 shows the descriptive indicators of research variables.
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Table 1
Mean and standard deviation of research variables

Variable Mean SD Kurtosis Variable Mean SD Kurtosis
Physical abuse 306 398 174 Rt%%el}gr']‘t’e 2860 1040 -1.01
Psychological abuse 701 778 0.6 Arousal 681 149 -0.24
Sexual abuse 123 260 220 Desire 1430 3.04 -0.17
Neglect 815 6.30 0.67 Lubrication 14.87 276 -0.51
CM 1946 1726 011 Orgasm 1186 253 -0.63
Experiential avoidance 1992 9.67 -0.81 Satisfaction 12.08 3.12 0.31
V] 3151 778 -0.64 Pain 719 377 -09
Cognitive avoidance 7149 1753 -0.33 SD 67.13 11.13 -0.66

Maladaptive strategies 21.32 6.80 -0.39

The results of Table 1 shows that the criterion variable and its subscales
are normal distribution function. Figure 1 shows the results of SEM.
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Figure 1
The model of the mediating role of cognitive factors in the relationship between
childhood maltreatment and sexual dysfunction
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The results of structural equation modeling showed that the direct effects of
childhood maltreatment on sexual dysfunction (t = 5.25, g = -0.39, p < 0.001),
childhood maltreatment on cognitive factors (t = 6.72, B = 0.36, p < 0.001), and
cognitive factors on sexual dysfunction (t = -2.76, p = 0.15, p < 0.001) are
significant. The indirect effect of childhood maltreatment on sexual dysfunction
through cognitive factors is significant (t = 2.59, = -0.05, p < 0.001). Also, chi-
square, comparative fit index (CFI), normed fit index (NFI), no normed fit index
(NNFI), incremental fit index (IF1), relative fit index (RFI), goodness-of fit index
(GFI) and Root Mean Squared Error of Approximation (RMSEA) are 332.11,
0.94, 0.92, 0.92, 0.90, 0.94, 0.89, and 0.096, respectively; therefore. The final
model has an acceptable fit.

Discussion

The results showed that cognitive factors mediated the relationship childhood
maltreatment and female sexual dysfunction. Although no research was found to be
consistent with the results of the present study, the results showed that cognitive
factors such as intolerance of uncertainty, cognitive emotion regulation,
experiential avoidance, cognitive avoidance, and negative repetitive thoughts are
involved in female sexual dysfunction. A review of the research literature shows
that intolerance of uncertainty can mediate the relationship between childhood
maltreatment and subsequent psychological problems. For example, Ghaderi et al.
(2020) found that intolerance of uncertainty mediates the relationship between
childnood maltreatment and non-suicidal self-injury in adolescents. Hossein
Savarzade and Mansouri (2019) showed that there is a relationship between
intolerance of indecision and sexual dysfunction of women. It is also one of the
strongest predictors of sexual dysfunction.

Stoples et al., (2012) reported that there is a significant relationship between
sexual abuse in childhood and adolescence with avoidance tendencies for orgasm
function. The combination of sexual abuse and avoidance tendencies explains the
lower orgasmfunction. Other studies have shown that there is a link between
experiential avoidance with erectile function (Stephenson, 2019), all dimensions
of female sexual dysfunction (FSFI), except lubrication (Hossein Savarzade &
Mansouri, 2019), and impulsive sexual behavior (Brem et al., 2017). Merwin et
al., (2008) found that experiential avoidance mediated the relationship between
sexual victimization and symptoms of depression and post-traumatic stress
disorder in women. Brem et al., (2017) found that experiential avoidance plays a
mediating role in the relationship between dispositional mindfulness and
impulsive sexual behaviors among men in residential substance use treatment. The
results of this study showed that there is a significant relationship between
maladaptive emotion regulation strategies and sexual dysfunction. Also, results of
this study, similar to previous studies (Ghaderi et al., 2020; Jennissen et al., 2016;
Khoramimanesh & Mansouri, 2019; Khosravani et al., 2019; Weissman et al.,
2019), showed that emotion regulation can mediate the relationship between
childhood abuse/maltreatment and trauma with psychological problems.

Little research has been done on the relationship between cognitive
avoidance and sexual dysfunction. For example, Hossein Savarzade and
Mansouri (2019) showed that there is no relationship between cognitive
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avoidance and sexual dysfunction. EXxisting differences can be due to
methodological differences. Their research has been done on a group of women
referring to health centers in Mashhad, but the present study has been done on a
group of female students in Shahroud. Finally, a review of the research literature
shows that there is a relationship between repetitive thoughts and sexual
dysfunction. Nobre and Pinto-Gouveia (2007) showed that there is a relationship
between automatic thoughts and the sexual arousal of men and women. Moura
et al., (2020) found that women with orgasmic problems experienced more
negative automatic thoughts during sexual activity than other women. Gibb
(2002) showed that there is a significant relationship between childhood
emotional and sexual abuse and negative cognitive styles. Tavares et al., (2020)
found that factors related to cognitive processing such as cognitive distraction
and attention focus, automatic thoughts and sexual cognitions, causal
attributions to negative sexual events, efficacy expectations, and perceived
performance demands were associated with sexual dysfunction.

In sum, The results showed that cognitive factors mediated the relationship
childhood maltreatment and sexual dysfunction in women. Wright et al., (2009)
bilived that early childhood experiences play an important role in shaping
cognitive processes. Previous theories emphasize the role of anxiety in sexual
dysfunction, but Barlow et al., emphasize the cognitive processes involved in
the onset and maintenance of sexual dysfunction (Barlow et al., 2018). The
results of the present study also emphasize the role of cognitive factors in the
relationship between childhood maltreatment and female sexual dysfunction.

Conclusions

The results of the present study support the mediating role of cognitive
factors in the relationship between childhood maltreatment and female sexual
dysfunction. Therefore, researchers and psychotherapists should pay attention
to the role of these factors in sexual dysfunction.
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