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Abstract
Childhood trauma has been shown to contribute to low self-concept, potentially affecting trauma survivors’ perception of 
social evaluations from others. However, there is little evidence for the association between traumatic experience in childhood 
and adult processing of evaluative verbal cues related to self. Therefore, the present study aimed to address whether and how 
cognitive and affective responses to self-referential praise and criticism would vary with different forms of childhood trauma. 
We engaged undergraduates and postgraduates in completing the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ) and an evaluation 
task in which participants rated self-related praising and criticizing sentences for pleasantness and truthfulness. These ratings 
and CTQ scores were subjected to correlation and regression analyses. Positive correlations were found between the pleasant-
ness ratings for criticism and the scores of the CTQ full scale (r90 = .314, p = 0.0011) and two subscales for physical abuse 
(r90 = .347, p = 0.0004) and physical neglect (r90 = .335, p = 0.0005), indicating that higher scores in the scales were associ-
ated with reduced unpleasantness for self-related criticism. The regression analysis further revealed that 14.2% variances of 
emotional response to criticism could be explained by experience in physical abuse (β = .452, p = .022) and physical neglect 
(β = .387, p = .027). These findings suggest that childhood exposure to traumatic experience, particularly physical abuse 
and neglect, leads to attenuated emotional responses to self-referential criticism possibly via the mediation of self-concept.
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Introduction

According to the report of the World Health Organization 
(WHO, 1999) childhood abuse or maltreatment constitutes 
all forms of physical and/or emotional ill-treatment, sexual 
abuse, neglect or negligent treatment, and commercial or 
other exploitation, resulting in actual or potential harm to 
children or survivors’ health, well-being, development or 

dignity in the context of a relationship of responsibility, trust 
or power. Childhood trauma is a predictor of severe psycho-
logical symptoms which may last a lifetime (Miller et al., 
2011). Substantial evidence has suggested the links between 
childhood trauma and a variety of mental disorders including 
depression (Negele et al., 2015; Wang et al., 2020), anxiety 
(Gardner et al., 2019), borderline personality disorder (Ball 
& Links, 2009; Van der Kolk et al., 1994), and obsessive– 
compulsive disorder (Çoban & Tan, 2019).

Impaired self-concept has been shown to be an outcome of 
childhood trauma such that survivors feel worthless, guilty, 
and shameful with themselves (Gesinde, 2011; Gewirtz-
Meydan, 2020; Lopez & Heffer, 1998). Self-concept is 
considered as a multifaceted cognitive schema that contains 
traits, values, episodic and semantic memories about the self 
(Marsh & Shavelson, 1985). Dysfunctional self-concept clar-
ity comes with a higher risk of internalizing problems such 
as depressive and anxiety symptoms (Van Dijk et al., 2014). 
Hayward et al. (2020) found that adverse childhood experi-
ence including risk families and childhood trauma negatively 
predicated self-concept clarity, indicating that survivors of 
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early adversity fail to have a well-defined, coherent, and sta-
ble sense of self.

Self is comprised of multiple, context-dependent 
selves that are called self-aspects, in which attributes are 
attached, representing the qualities exhibited by the person 
in those contexts (McConnell et al., 2009). Mood change 
in processing self-referent information reflects the impact 
of social evaluation on currently activated self-aspects 
or attributes: greater change in mood is associated with 
stronger attachment of one attribute with more self-aspects 
(McConnell et al., 2009). Previous research assessing dif-
ferences between self-perceived attributes and external 
feedback has shown that enhanced discrepancies between 
self-concept and external evaluation trigger agitation-
related emotions including fear, restless, and tension while 
the absence of such discrepancy is associated with “calm” 
and “secure” (Higgins, 1987).

Taken together, it is possible that affective and cognitive 
responses to self-referential evaluations from others vary 
with childhood traumatic experience, which distorts self-
concept. Therefore, the present study examined the associa-
tions between the pleasantness and truthfulness of personal 
praise and criticism and different forms of childhood trauma 
measured by a short form of the Childhood Trauma Ques-
tionnaire (CTQ) (Bernstein et al., 2003; Fu et al., 2005).

Methods

Participants

Ninety-two healthy Chinese undergraduates and post-
graduates (30 females; age range, 19–33; M ± SD, 
22.4 ± 2.234 years) were recruited by local advertisement. 
The sample size was determined using G*Power 3.1 (Faul 
et al., 2007), with effect size of 0.3 and power of 0.9 at α 
level 0.05. All participants gave written informed consent in 
accordance with the Declaration of Helsinki. All participants 
had no vision problems or language disabilities and no his-
tory of neurological or psychiatric disorders according to 
their self-report. The study was approved by the local eth-
ics committee at the University of Electronic Science and 
Technology of China.

Childhood Trauma Questionnaire

Prior to the experimental task, participants completed the 
Chinese version of CTQ (Fu et al., 2005), a 28-item self-
report questionnaire assessing traumatic experiences in 
childhood. Apart from 3 valid items identifying whether 
or not individuals minimize or deny childhood abuse and 
neglect (Bernstein et al., 2003), there are 25 clinical items, 
divided into 5 subscales respectively assessing emotional 

abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional neglect, and 
physical neglect. Each item is scored on a 5-point Likert 
scale (1 = never true; 2 = rarely true; 3 = sometimes true; 
4 = often true; 5 = very often true). Therefore, scores on each 
subscale range from 5 to 25 and the total score ranges from 
25 to 125. Higher scores indicate higher levels of childhood 
trauma. Cronbach’s α was 0.6 for the full scale of the Chi-
nese CTQ and the retest reliability was 0.71 (Fu et al., 2005).

The Evaluation Task

The evaluation task was administered using E-prime 2.0 
software (Psychology Software Tools, Pittsburgh, PA, 
USA). The materials used in the task were three types 
of self-referential descriptives (critical, e.g., "你优柔寡
断", "You are indecisive" in English; praising, e.g., "你
充满激情", "You are passionate!" in English; neutral, 
e.g., "你有时独处", "You are sometimes alone."). Each 
type included 60 sentences of 3 to 7 Chinese characters 
(M ± SD = 4.8 ± 0.865). The three types of descriptives 
significantly differed in valence (1 = extremely unpleas-
ant to 7 = extremely pleasant; Mcritical = 2.227 ± 0.255, 
Mpraising = 5.545 ± 0.274, Mneutral = 3.968 ± 0.561; 
F2,165 = 1182.941, p < 0.001). While emotional sentences 
were more arousing than neutral statements (1 = not arous-
ing at all to 7 = extremely arousing; Mcritical = 5.177 ± 0.385, 
Mpraising = 5.178 ± 0.27, Mneutral = 3.575 ± 0.585; both 
ps < 0.001) there was no significant difference between 
positive and negative comments (p = 1).

All sentences were presented randomly and none of 
them was repeated in the evaluation task. Participants read 
every sentence as a description of themselves given by an 
acquaintance and then rated how much they were pleased by 
the comments and how truly the comments described their 
attributes using 7-point scales (1 = not pleasant to or true of 
me at all to 7 = very pleasant to or true of me). In each trial, 
preceded by a fixation-cross for a random duration between 
300 and 700 ms, a sentence was displayed for 1000 ms and 
then followed by cues for rating pleasantness and truthful-
ness consecutively. The duration of each rating was time-
locked to the key press and the next trial was initiated after 
participants finished both ratings.

Data Analysis

With IBM SPSS statistics version 22, pleasantness and 
truthfulness ratings for praise, criticism, and neutral 
descriptions were analyzed respectively using a one-way 
repeated-measure analysis of variance (ANOVA). Bonfer-
roni correction was used when pairwise comparisons were 
applicable. To assess the influence of childhood traumatic 
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experience on the responses to self-referential comments, 
Pearson correlations (one-tailed) were calculated between 
comment ratings and questionnaire scores. Given that cor-
relations were calculated between two types of ratings for 
three categories of descriptive statements and six scores 
based on the CTQ (five subscores and one total score), a 
p value of 0.0014 (0.05/36) was considered significant. 
To measure further the extent to which childhood trauma 
predict the changes in processing the evaluative verbal 
cues, a linear regression analysis was conducted between 
comment ratings and their correlated subscores.

Results

CTQ Scores

The descriptive statistics including the minimums, maxi-
mums, means, and standard deviations of the CTQ sub-
scores are reported in Table 1.

Comment Ratings

The ANOVA showed significant differences across descrip-
tive types in terms of pleasantness (F2,184 = 513.772, 
p < 0.001) and truthfulness (F2,184 = 449.693, p < 0.001), 
respectively. Participants rated praise as the most pleas-
ant and truthful while criticism was perceived as the most 
unpleasant and untruthful (Fig. 1).

Correlations between Comment Ratings and CTQ 
Scores

The correlational analyses showed that the pleasantness 
ratings for criticism were positively correlated with the 

Table 1   Descriptive statistics of the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire 
(CTQ) scores

CTQ scores Min Max Mean SD

Emotional abuse 5 15 7.207 2.926
Physical abuse 5 15 6.044 2.291
Sexual abuse 5 18 6.185 2.882
Emotional neglect 5 20 11.685 3.978
Physical neglect 5 18 9.109 3.405
The full scale 25 76 40.228 12.291

Fig. 1   Pleasantness and truth-
fulness ratings for criticism, 
praise, and neutral descriptions. 
Bars depict M ± SE. *p < .001
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subscores for physical abuse (r90 = 0.347, p < 0.0014) and 
physical neglect (r90 = 0.335, p < 0.0014) as well as the 
total score of the CTQ (r90 = 0.314, p < 0.0014) (Table 2; 
Fig. 2). No other correlations were significant.

The regression analysis further revealed that 14.2% 
variances of emotional response to criticism could be 
explained by experience in physical abuse (β = 0.452, 
p = 0.022) and physical neglect (β = 0.387, p = 0.027) 
(Table 3).

Discussion

The present study primarily aimed to measure whether and 
how childhood trauma would influence affective and cog-
nitive judgments of self-referential comments. Basically, 
praise was perceived as pleasant and more truthfully describ-
ing their attributes and criticism, in contrast, unpleasant and 
less truthful as compared to neutral statements, which is con-
sistent with previous findings (Gao et al., 2018, 2019). More 

Table 2   Correlations between ratings and Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (CTQ) scores

*significant correlations (one-tailed) with Bonferroni correction, i.e., p < 0.0014 (0.05/36)

CTQ scores Pleasantness Truthfulness

Criticism Neutral Praise Criticism Neutral Praise

r p r p r p r p r p r p

Emotional abuse 0.168 0.054 0.094 0.187 0.019 0.429 0.086 0.207  − 0.071 0.251 0.012 0.455
Physical abuse 0.347* 0.0004 0.071 0.249  − 0.093 0.190 0.115 0.137  − 0.126 0.116 0.034 0.375
Sexual abuse 0.297 0.002 0.120 0.127  − 0.082 0.220 0.063 0.276  − 0.055 0.303 0.002 0.494
Emotional neglect  − 0.145 0.083  − 0.051 0.314  − 0.061 0.280 0.033 0.377 0.200 0.028  − 0.061 0.282
Physical neglect 0.335* 0.0005 0.219 0.018 0.047 0.327 0.036 0.367  − 0.155 0.070 0.039 0.354
The full scale 0.314* 0.0011 0.141 0.090 0.001 0.496 0.056 0.298  − 0.161 0.063 0.40 0.352

Fig. 2   Correlations between the pleasantness of criticism and scores for physical abuse and neglect
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importantly, reduction in the unpleasantness of criticism was 
associated with more experience in childhood trauma, par-
ticularly physical abuse and physical neglect. Physical abuse 
and neglect were further revealed to predict 14.2% variances 
of affective response to criticism.

The associations between childhood trauma and the 
unpleasantness of self-referential criticism indicate the 
potential mediating role of impaired self-concept, notably 
self-criticism, the negative evaluation of the self (Blatt, 
1974). Previous research (Gilbert & Procter, 2006) has 
shown that children with neglectful and abused experience 
tend to be more sensitive to threats and less emotionally 
regulated and they are more likely to adopt submissive 
and self-criticizing behaviors for others’ hostile or lack of 
care towards them. Such abnormality may remain to exist 
in their adolescence or even adulthood (Hildyard & Wolfe, 
2002). Sachs-Ericsson et al. (2006) has suggested that physi-
cal abuse is a predictor of internalizing symptoms, includ-
ing self-criticism, and childhood abuse of any type has the 
potential to influence self-critical tendencies. In the current 
research, critical comments given by others may consist 
with the low, critical self-concept of the individuals who 
had traumatic experience in their childhood and thus elic-
ited less negative emotional responses. On the other hand, 
self-criticism is deemed as a cognitive strategy favorable for 
coping with threatening information to avoid negative con-
sequences of a perceived threat (Wytykowska et al., 2021). 
Kamholz et al. (2006) found that individuals who took self-
criticism as a cognitive strategy were able to eliminate the 
effect of negative information by distracting their attention. 
In the present study, therefore, self-criticism may function as 
a survival mechanism to prevent trauma-exposed individuals 
from social threat represented by critical comments from 
others. However, it is a conjecture that should be testified 
in future work.

In conclusion, our findings suggest that childhood trauma, 
especially physical abuse and physical neglect, attenuates 
the unpleasantness of self-referential criticism via disturbed 
self-concept. Given that participants in the present study 
overall had low exposure to child trauma, it would be inter-
esting to address further the issue in the population suffering 
severely traumatic experience in childhood. Besides, future 
research may investigate different neural responses to self-
referential criticism in individuals with and without child 
trauma.
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