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Abstract
This study aimed to investigate the predictors of fear of childbirth (FoC) in nulliparous women by 
focusing on the effects of childhood trauma and attachment styles. Identifying psychological 
factors contributing to FoC is important for improving early intervention strategies and maternal 
well-being. The study included 496 nulliparous women who had never experienced pregnancy or 
childbirth. Participants completed the Women’s Childbirth Fear–Prior to Pregnancy Scale (WCF-
PPS), the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire–Short Form (CTQ-SF), and the Experiences in Close 
Relationships–Relationship Structures Questionnaire (ECR-RS). Pearson correlation and multiple 
linear regression analyses were conducted to examine the relationships between FoC, childhood 
trauma, and attachment styles. Fear of childbirth showed a significant positive correlation with 
anxious attachment (r = .257, p < .001). Weak but statistically significant associations were also 
found with emotional abuse (r = .094, p = .039) and total childhood trauma (r = .090, p = .049). 
However, in the regression analysis, only anxious attachment significantly predicted FoC (β = .172, 
p < .001), while childhood trauma and avoidant attachment did not emerge as significant 
predictors. Anxious attachment was identified as the most prominent psychological predictor of 
FoC in nulliparous women. These results suggest that addressing attachment-related anxiety and 
early traumatic experiences in pre-pregnancy or prenatal psychological evaluations may reduce 
fear of childbirth and support maternal mental health.
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Pregnancy and childbirth represent significant transitions in a woman’s life, often ac­
companied by emotional and physical challenges. Experiencing anxiety regarding these 
consequences is quite common (Hofberg & Ward, 2003). Fear of childbirth, which may 
manifest at both clinical and subclinical levels, can be observed among women regard­
less of their parity (O’Connell et al., 2017). The prevalence of fear of childbirth varies 
considerably across studies, largely due to differences in definition and measurement 
methods, as well as cross-cultural factors. In Scandinavian countries, approximately 20% 
of women report general fear of childbirth, with 5–10% classified as severe. Across 
Europe, prevalence ranges between 1.9% and 14%, whereas in Australia it may reach 30% 
(Nilsson et al., 2018).

Fear of childbirth is a multifaceted phenomenon shaped by the interaction of biolog­
ical, psychological, and social factors. Biological contributors include labor pain, the 
risk of operative interventions, and concerns about maternal or infant harm (Dencker 
et al., 2019). Psychological risk factors include anxiety, depression, low self-esteem, a 
history of traumatic births, or sexual abuse (Kananikandeh et al., 2022). Furthermore, 
lack of social support, low socioeconomic status, negative birth narratives, and mistrust 
in healthcare professionals may exacerbate this fear (Puşuroğlu, 2021). In nulliparous 
women, uncertainty about pain, loss of control during labor, and fears of harming the 
baby are particularly pronounced, often contributing to requests for cesarean delivery 
(Nieminen et al., 2009). For instance, a Norwegian study reported that 14–22% of elective 
cesareans occurred at maternal request (Størksen et al., 2015). Beyond influencing deliv­
ery preferences, childbirth fear is also associated with impaired maternal mental health, 
infant development, and postpartum adaptation (Klabbers et al., 2016). Thus, identifying 
its underlying mechanisms is of both clinical and public health relevance.

Among potential determinants, childhood trauma has received considerable attention. 
It is commonly categorized into five domains: emotional abuse, physical abuse, sexual 
abuse, emotional neglect, and physical neglect (Burgermeister, 2007). Research suggests 
that experiences of emotional and physical abuse increase the risk of fear of childbirth, 
whereas findings on sexual abuse remain inconsistent, and the role of neglect is still un­
derexplored. Notably, fear of childbirth has been linked to diminished family well-being 
and increased rates of cesarean sections (Porthan et al., 2023). Therefore, investigating 
the contribution of childhood trauma may help clarify the origins of childbirth fear and 
inform intervention strategies.

Another relevant framework is attachment theory. According to Bowlby (1988), early 
relational experiences shape attachment styles, which in turn influence emotional regu­
lation and coping throughout life. Stressful and emotionally charged periods such as 
pregnancy and childbirth can activate these attachment patterns, shaping women’s reac­
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tions (Reisz et al., 2019). Insecure attachment styles, particularly anxious and avoidant 
orientations, have been associated with heightened anxiety and childbirth-related fears 
(Yıldırım et al., 2025). A more nuanced understanding of the interplay between childhood 
trauma and attachment patterns may therefore shed light on individual differences in 
fear of childbirth.

The present study aims to examine the effects of childhood trauma and attachment 
patterns on fear of childbirth in nulliparous women. It was hypothesized that higher 
levels of childhood trauma and insecure attachment styles would predict greater fear of 
childbirth.

Method

Research Model
In this cross-sectional, observational study, the independent variables were childhood 
trauma experiences (assessed with the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire–Short Form, 
CTQ-SF) and attachment patterns (assessed with the Experiences in Close Relation­
ships–Relationship Structures Questionnaire, ECR-RS). The dependent variable, fear of 
childbirth, was measured using the Women’s Childbirth Fear–Prior to Pregnancy Scale 
(WCF-PPS).

Participants
The study was conducted with a total of 496 nulliparous women who presented to the 
Department of Obstetrics and Gynecology at Alanya Education and Research Hospital 
between January 2024 and January 2025. Participants were recruited on a voluntary 
basis. During their clinic visits, women were provided with study forms and completed 
them individually in a face-to-face procedure. Inclusion criteria were: never having given 
birth, no history of pregnancy, no history of abortion for any reason, willingness to 
participate in the study, and being literate. Exclusion criteria included: having previously 
given birth, having a history of miscarriage or abortion, and illiteracy.

Measurement
Demographic Information

Sociodemographic data, including age, marital status, education level, employment sta­
tus, and place of residence, were collected. These variables were considered relevant for 
understanding psychological responses during pregnancy and could influence fear of 
childbirth, thus enhancing the interpretability and replicability of the study.
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Women’s Childbirth Fear–Prior to Pregnancy Scale (WCF-PPS)

Stoll et al. (2016) created the Childbirth Fear–Prior to Pregnancy Scale to gauge young 
men’s and women’s fear of childbirth before becoming pregnant. In 2018, Uçar and 
Taşhan translated the scale into Turkish. The scale consists of ten items, scored on a 
six-point Likert scale ranging from 1 to 6. Total scores range from 10 to 60, with higher 
scores indicating higher levels of fear. The Cronbach’s alpha value in Stoll et al.’s (2016) 
study was .86. Similar validity and reliability studies were conducted independently for 
the male and female versions of the scale by Uçar and Taşhan (2018). In this study, the 
Cronbach's alpha value of the scale was determined as .86.

Childhood Trauma Questionnaire–Short Form (CTQ-SF)

The CTQ-SF is a 28-item short form of the original 70-item scale (Bernstein et al., 2003). 
It has a Turkish validity and reliability study and consists of 25 questions across five 
subscales measuring childhood emotional, physical, and sexual abuse, as well as physical 
and emotional neglect, along with three items assessing denial. Total and subscale scores 
are calculated. Cut-off points suggested by Şar et al. (2012) were applied: 5 for sexual and 
physical abuse, 7 for physical neglect and emotional abuse, and 12 for emotional neglect 
and these cut-off scores were used in the study.

Experiences in Close Relationships–Relationship Structures Questionnaire 
(ECR-RS)

The ECR-RS is a multidimensional scale developed to evaluate individuals’ attachment 
relationships with various people (e.g., mother, father, romantic partner, close friend). 
The scale measures attachment anxiety and attachment avoidance separately for each 
relationship type. It consists of seven items: three items assess attachment anxiety, and 
four items assess attachment avoidance, using a Likert-type format (Fraley et al., 2011). 
The Turkish version was validated and proven reliable in 2021 (Deveci Şirin & Şen 
Doğan, 2021).

Data Analysis
Data obtained in the study were analyzed using IBM SPSS Statistics Version 21.0. De­
scriptive statistics, including mean, standard deviation, minimum, and maximum values, 
were calculated for each variable. The Kolmogorov–Smirnov test was used to assess the 
normality of data distribution. Pearson correlation analysis was conducted to examine 
relationships between the independent variables and fear of childbirth. To test the pre­
dictive relationships between childhood trauma (CTQ-SF) and attachment dimensions 
(ECR-RS anxiety and avoidance) with fear of childbirth (WCF-PPS), multiple linear re­
gression analysis was performed. For all analyses, a significance level of p < .05 was 
considered statistically significant.
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Transparency and Openness
Data, SPSS syntax for data preparation and analysis, codebook, original item wordings 
with English translations, and all materials used in the study are available at OSF in a 
folder titled “Predictors of Fear of Childbirth in Nulliparous Women” (Kavak Sinanoğlu, 
2025). Data were analyzed using SPSS version 21 for this report. This study's design and 
its analyses were not preregistered.

Results
The sample consists of 496 individuals, with a mean age of 25.17 years (SD = 7.08), 
ranging from 18 to 42 years. Regarding educational status, the majority of participants 
have attained at least a high school diploma, with 61.7% having completed university, 
20.8% high school, 6.7% secondary school, and 5.8% primary school. A smaller proportion 
of participants, 5%, have completed postgraduate education. The sociodemographic char­
acteristics of the participants are presented in Table 1.

Table 1

Sociodemographic Characteristics of Participants

Variable n % M (SID) Min–Max

Age 496 100 25.17 (7.08) 18–42

Education status

Primary school 29 5.8

Secondary school 33 6.7

High school 103 20.8

University 306 61.7

Postgraduate 25 5.0

Marital status

Married 159 32.1

Single 337 67.9

Place of residence

Urban 29 5.8

Semi-urban 457 92.1

Rural 10 2.0

Note. N = number, SID = Standard Deviation.

Pearson correlation analyses were conducted to examine the relationships between child­
birth fear (WCF-PPS) and various psychosocial variables including childhood trauma 
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and attachment styles. The results revealed a significant positive correlation between 
WCF-PPS and anxious attachment (r = .257, p < .001), suggesting that individuals with 
higher levels of anxious attachment tend to report greater fear of childbirth.

In addition, childhood trauma total score (r = .090, p = .049) and emotional abuse (r 
= .094, p = .039) were also weakly but significantly correlated with childbirth fear. Other 
trauma subtypes, such as physical and sexual abuse, emotional and physical neglect, and 
avoidant attachment, did not show statistically significant associations with WCF-PPS 
(all p > .05). The Pearson correlations between WCF-PPS and CTQ-SF, ECR-RS are 
presented in Table 2.

Table 2

Pearson Correlations Between WCF-PPS and CTQ-SF, ECR-RS

Variable r p
CTQ-SF total .090 .049 *

Emotional abuse .094 .039 *

Physical abuse .067 .140

Sexual abuse .077 .091

Emotional neglect .070 .124

Physical neglect .050 .264

ECR-RS avoidant .004 .931

ECR-RS anxious .257 < .001 **

Note. WCF-PPS = Women’s Childbirth Fear – Prior to Pregnancy Scale; CTQ-SF = Childhood Trauma Question­
naire–Short Form; ECR-RS = Experiences in Close Relationships–Revised–Short Form.
*p < .05. **p < .001.

These findings indicate that anxious attachment and specific dimensions of childhood 
trauma, particularly emotional abuse, may play a modest role in influencing fear of 
childbirth among nulliparous women.

A multiple linear regression analysis was conducted to examine the predictive effects 
of childhood trauma (CTQ-SF total and subscales), attachment styles (ECR-RS_avoidant 
and ECR-RS_anxious), and age on birth fear (WCF-PPS). The regression model was 
found to be significant (F (9, 435) = 2.977, p = .002), and the model's variables explained 
approximately 5.8% of the variance in WCF-PPS scores (R 2 = .058, adjusted R 2 = .039).

Upon examining the regression coefficients, it was found that only the anxious 
attachment style (ECR-RS_anxious) significantly predicted birth fear (β = .172, t = 3.652, 
p < .001). This result indicates that as an individual’s attachment anxiety increases, 
their level of birth fear also significantly rises. On the other hand, the total score and 
subscales of childhood trauma (emotional abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional 
neglect, physical neglect), avoidant attachment style (ECR-RS_avoidant), and age did not 
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contribute significantly to the model (p > .05). Results of Multiple Linear Regression 
Analysis Predicting Birth Fear (WCF-PPS) are presented in Table 3.

Table 3

Regression coefficients for Predictors of Childbirth Fear (WCF-PPS)

Predictor B SE B β t p
CTQ-SF total 0.197 0.518 0.108 0.380 .704

Emotional abuse 0.046 0.645 0.007 0.071 .943

Physical abuse 0.434 0.620 0.065 0.700 .484

Sexual abuse –0.437 0.595 –0.092 –0.735 .463

Emotional neglect 0.249 0.663 0.034 0.375 .708

Physical neglect –0.626 0.718 –0.109 –0.872 .383

Avoidant attachment –0.049 0.074 –0.032 –0.667 .505

Anxious attachment 0.407 0.111 0.172 3.652 < .001 **

Age –0.073 0.073 –0.047 –1.003 .316

Note. Dependent variable = WCF-PPS (Women’s Childbirth Fear – Prior to Pregnancy Scale).
*p < .05. **p < .001.

Discussion
This study aimed to quantitatively examine the influence of individuals’ early traumatic 
experiences and attachment dynamics in close relationships on their levels of fear related 
to childbirth. Our findings revealed that anxious attachment was the strongest predictor 
of childbirth fear, whereas childhood trauma, particularly emotional abuse, exhibited a 
modest but significant association. These results underscore the importance of psychoso­
cial factors in understanding fear of childbirth.

Consistent with our findings, a Finnish birth cohort study including 2,556 women 
reported that emotional abuse and emotional neglect significantly increased the risk 
of childbirth fear, whereas physical abuse, physical neglect, and sexual abuse were not 
statistically significant predictors (Porthan et al., 2023). Similarly, a study conducted 
in Norway with 2,365 pregnant women revealed that 18% of those with a history of 
childhood abuse experienced severe fear of childbirth, compared to 10% among those 
without such a history. This association was particularly evident among primiparous 
women (adjusted OR: 2.00; 95% CI: 1.30–3.08) (Lukasse et al., 2010). These findings 
support our results, suggesting that emotional abuse, in particular, may contribute to 
increased childbirth fear.

From the perspective of Bowlby’s attachment theory, attachment patterns appear to 
play a pivotal role in childbirth-related anxiety. In a study by Reisz et al. (2019), it was 
found that mothers with secure attachment styles reported higher levels of perceived 
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support during childbirth and greater satisfaction with their birth experiences. The theo­
retical constructs of a “secure base” and a “safe haven” were emphasized as protective 
factors during the childbirth process.

Conversely, women with avoidant attachment styles have been reported to be at 
greater risk for experiencing postnatal trauma symptoms. In a recent study by Yıldırım et 
al. (2025), pregnant women with avoidant attachment styles were shown to have higher 
levels of childbirth fear compared to those with secure attachment styles. Furthermore, 
elevated anxiety levels and previous negative birth experiences were also cited as factors 
contributing to fear of childbirth. In our current study, while no statistically significant 
relationship was found between avoidant attachment and fear of childbirth, a significant 
association was observed specifically with anxious attachment. Bowlby defined anxious 
attachment as a pattern characterized by an intense need for closeness and a fear of 
abandonment, which develops as a result of inconsistent responses from caregivers 
(Bowlby, 1988). In adulthood, individuals with this attachment style tend to display 
excessive reassurance seeking, emotional fluctuations, and heightened separation anxiety 
in their relationships (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2016). These characteristics may increase 
anxiety and the need for support during childbirth — a process marked by uncertainty 
and loss of control — and thereby contribute to greater fear of childbirth. Golmakani 
et al. (2020) also reported that fear can increase attachment anxiety. This situation can 
create a cycle that feeds anxiety during the birth process.

Limitations
This study has several limitations. Its cross-sectional design limits causal interpretations, 
as temporal relationships cannot be established. However, this design was chosen to 
provide an initial understanding of predictors of fear of childbirth in nulliparous wom­
en within a feasible timeframe. The use of self-report measures may have introduced 
response biases; nonetheless, validated instruments were employed to minimize this risk. 
The sample, drawn from a single center and limited to nulliparous women, restricts 
generalizability. Focusing on nulliparous women was intentional, as this group typically 
experiences fear of childbirth differently compared to multiparous women, making them 
a unique population of interest. Recruiting from a single center ensured homogeneity 
in procedures but reduced sample diversity. Additionally, some potentially influential 
factors such as current mental health status and social support were not assessed, 
partly to reduce participant burden and keep the questionnaire length manageable. De­
spite these limitations, the use of validated instruments and face-to-face data collection 
strengthened the reliability of the results.
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Conclusion
In conclusion, this research demonstrates that fear of childbirth is not solely related to 
biological or experiential factors but is also closely linked to early relational experiences 
and attachment patterns. Accordingly, considering women’s attachment styles and past 
traumatic experiences during prenatal care may contribute to the development of a 
more holistic and psychologically supportive care model. In particular, identifying the 
psychosocial support needs of individuals with anxious attachment styles may serve as a 
critical step toward reducing fears associated with childbirth.
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