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Abstract

This study aimed to analyze the life narratives of patients with paranoid
delusions and identify the core components of their lived experiences. This
qualitative study employed narrative analysis with a thematic analysis
approach. Data were collected through McAdams’ semi-structured interview
guide from patients diagnosed with paranoid disorder at Razi Psychiatric
Hospital in Tehran. Purposive sampling was used, and interviews continued
until theoretical saturation was reached with eight participants. Data were
transcribed and analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding using
MAXQDA software. Analysis revealed several overarching dimensions in
patients’ narratives. Family dynamics and interpersonal interactions played a
central role in shaping threat-related schemas. Early-life trauma, inconsistent
caregiving, and chronic exposure to conflict were strongly inferred as
precursors of persistent mistrust. Identity-related conflicts, negative self-
evaluation, and heightened interpersonal sensitivity emerged as stable
psychological  patterns.  Dysfunctional coping strategies—including
avoidance, suppression, and withdrawal—were shown to reinforce paranoid
ideation. Moreover, maladaptive defense mechanisms such as projection and
denial contributed to misinterpretation of social cues and the consolidation of
delusional beliefs. Thematic synthesis revealed shared structures such as
externalized negative attributions, hypervigilance to threat, fragile self-
coherence, and systematic misreading of ordinary interpersonal signals. The
findings indicate that paranoid delusions arise from an interplay of
developmental, emotional, cognitive, and social factors, reflected clearly in
patients’ life narratives. Understanding these dimensions provides a
foundation for therapeutic interventions targeting trauma processing, schema
reconstruction, emotion regulation, and the strengthening of secure
interpersonal functioning.
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EXTENDED ABSTRACT

Introduction

Paranoid delusions and paranoia-related cognitive patterns represent one of the most complex and
multidimensional phenomena within psychotic disorders, reflecting the convergence of biological
vulnerability, dysfunctional cognitive processing, emotional dysregulation, and early relational trauma. Recent
empirical work shows that individuals with psychotic disorders exhibit heightened stress reactivity in daily
life, and this vulnerability amplifies paranoid ideation when exposed to social stressors or ambiguous
interpersonal cues (van der Stouwe et al., 2024). Longitudinal frameworks similarly emphasize that
psychotic, bipolar, and major depressive disorders emerge from an interplay of genetic liability, chronic stress,
and early adversity, underscoring paranoia as a product of cumulative developmental risks rather than a discrete
symptom category (Uher etal., 2024). Case-based clinical data further reveal that individuals with schizotypal
or paranoid personality organization often exhibit entrenched maladaptive schemas rooted in trauma histories,
which shape rigid patterns of mistrust and hypervigilant threat appraisal (Moeller et al., 2024). These schema-
level disruptions correspond with recent findings indicating that alterations in intuitive processing and social
inference are central to paranoid personality disorder, making individuals more prone to interpreting
ambiguous information as threatening (Jacobs, 2024).

The clinical relevance of these mechanisms is further supported by qualitative and mixed-method studies
demonstrating that patients’ lived experiences frequently include repeated cycles of interpersonal conflict,
perceived betrayal, and patterns of cognitive distortion that reinforce delusional interpretations (Ekaputri &
Qurrota, 2024). Parallel clinical research documents that shifts in safety behaviors and cognitive biases are
strongly associated with fluctuations in paranoid ideation across time, revealing a dynamic and context-
dependent process underlying symptom severity (Berkhof et al., 2024). Broader psychopathological literature
in Iran similarly shows that severe emotional dysregulation, hopelessness, and developmental trauma increase
vulnerability to severe psychiatric outcomes, suggesting that paranoia may function as a maladaptive strategy
to navigate overwhelming internal states (Akbari et al., 2024). Social disconnection and diminished self-
esteem also constitute key psychosocial pathways that predispose individuals to extreme mistrust, thereby
facilitating paranoid thought patterns (Monsonet et al., 2023). Contemporary cognitive models argue that
paranoia reflects distorted belief updating, hypervigilance to social threat, and an exaggerated tendency to
attribute hostile intent to others (Freeman & Loe, 2023).

In personality disorders, a range of paranoid presentations have been documented, especially among
individuals with trauma-related developmental histories, showing that paranoid thinking is not restricted to
schizophrenia spectrum disorders (Fanti et al., 2023). Global systematic reviews indicate that delusional
themes such as persecution, reference, and control are among the most prevalent across psychotic populations
(Collin et al., 2023). Coping mechanisms further shape these outcomes; for example, avoidant coping and
emotional eating have been shown to mediate pathways leading to paranoia-like thoughts, demonstrating the
behavioral embedding of paranoia within emotion-regulation failures (Bagrowska & Gaweda, 2023).
Regarding cognitive mechanisms, insecure attachment is consistently associated with paranoid ideation, with
experiential avoidance acting as a key mediator linking developmental experiences to adult mistrust
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(Trucharte et al., 2022). Corroborating evidence highlights that adults with psychotic disorders display
distinct attachment profiles characterized by insecurity, hypervigilance, and distrust, amplifying susceptibility
to paranoid cognition (Stusinski et al., 2022). A comprehensive review of attachment-based mechanisms
further shows that cognitive, affective, and behavioral processes associated with insecure attachment—
including hyperactivation of threat schemas and maladaptive attributional styles—predict paranoia onset and
maintenance (Sood et al., 2022).

Trauma studies also confirm that re-traumatization, neurotic threat processing, and unresolved emotional
injuries reinforce paranoid orientations (Sasa & Abu Jweid, 2022). In borderline personality disorder, transient
psychotic symptoms and paranoia-like experiences have also been observed, indicating overlapping
mechanisms across diagnostic categories (Minarikova et al., 2022). Childhood interpersonal trauma,
especially disorganized attachment and negative self-schemata, strongly predicts paranoia in psychosis,
aligning closely with the themes identified in the present study’s narrative data (Humphrey et al., 2022).
Furthermore, paranoia has been identified as a significant predictor of suicidality in general populations,
suggesting that hopelessness and fear-based cognitions pose substantial public health concerns (Carrillo de
Albornoz et al., 2022). Neurodevelopmental research similarly illustrates that cannabis-induced dysphoria
and paranoia mediate the relationship between childhood trauma and psychotic-like experiences, illuminating
a neurobiological pathway linking early adversity to later psychopathology (Carlyle et al., 2021).
Emotion-regulation research also supports these findings, demonstrating that attachment orientations
significantly influence regulatory capacities, fostering vulnerability to maladaptive defensive structures that
strengthen paranoid beliefs (Mikulincer & Shaver, 2019). Studies on defense mechanisms reveal strong
correlations between pathological personality features and defenses such as projection, denial, and splitting—
all processes prominently visible in paranoid ideation (Carvalho et al., 2018). Additional developmental
research confirms that stress reactivity connects childhood trauma exposure with blended symptom profiles of
depression, anxiety, and psychosis (van Nierop et al., 2017). Gene—environment interaction studies further
demonstrate that FKBP5 moderates the impact of childhood trauma on psychotic and affective symptoms,
highlighting the layered complexity of paranoia’s roots (de Castro-Catala et al., 2017). Attachment studies
also illustrate that avoidance of emotional experiences mediates the connection between insecure attachment
and paranoid ideation (Castilho etal., 2017). Developmental trauma research confirms that parental aggression
contributes directly to heightened anxiety and vulnerability to maladaptive threat processing in adulthood
(Wang et al., 2016).

Together, these findings highlight the importance of examining the lived experiences of individuals with
paranoid delusions from a narrative and thematic perspective. This study contributes to the growing literature
by analyzing patients’ life narratives to uncover the psychological, relational, and developmental mechanisms
shaping paranoid ideation.

Methods and Materials

This qualitative study employed a narrative analysis approach with thematic analysis to explore the life stories
of patients diagnosed with paranoid delusions. Data were collected through in-depth semi-structured interviews
following McAdams’ life-story interview format. Participants were selected using purposive sampling from a
psychiatric hospital and included eight individuals diagnosed with paranoid-type delusional disorder.
Interviews continued until theoretical saturation was achieved. All interviews were transcribed verbatim and
analyzed through open, axial, and selective coding. MAXQDA software was used to assist with data
organization and theme development.

Findings

Analysis revealed a set of core themes capturing the lived experiences of patients with paranoid delusions. The
first major theme concerned interpersonal influences, including the roles of parents, siblings, spouses, peers,
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and significant others. Narratives consistently reflected environments characterized by instability, emotional
neglect, hostility, or inconsistent caregiving. Patients frequently described relational patterns marked by
mistrust, conflict, betrayal, and perceived hostility from others.

A second theme consisted of impactful life events, including early childhood trauma, physical or emotional
abuse, rejection experiences in adolescence, marital conflict, job failure, and migration. Patients framed these
events as turning points that solidified their sense of threat and vulnerability.

The third theme focused on self-perception. Patients tended to describe themselves as inferior, unworthy,
unlucky, or targeted by others. Some oscillated between feelings of fragility and grandiosity. They showed
pervasive doubt about their identity and expressed internal conflicts regarding their value, morality, or social
role.

Another theme encompassed health-related difficulties, including chronic anxiety, depressive episodes, sleep
disorders, somatic complaints, suicidal thoughts, and emotional numbness. These conditions appeared both as
precursors to and consequences of paranoid belief structures.

Themes related to marriage and sexuality also emerged prominently. Patients reported jealousy, suspicion of
infidelity, sexual anxiety, and relational insecurity. These experiences were often triggers for the intensification
of paranoid episodes.

Coping strategies were dominated by emotional avoidance, withdrawal, suppression, rumination, and anger.
Problem-focused coping appeared sporadically and usually ineffectively. Defense mechanisms such as
projection, denial, splitting, and rationalization were frequently embedded in patient narratives.

Religious interpretations also played arole, functioning either as a source of comfort oras a framework through
which paranoid meanings were constructed. Attributional patterns were heavily skewed toward external blame,
overgeneralization, and misinterpretation of neutral cues as threatening.

Discussion and Conclusion

The findings illustrate that paranoid delusions emerge within a complex web of developmental adversity,
insecure relational patterns, emotional dysregulation, maladaptive coping strategies, and deeply embedded
cognitive biases. Patients’ narratives consistently revealed environments in which interpersonal safety was
compromised, leading to the internalization of mistrust and the adoption of hypervigilant orientations toward
others. Traumatic events throughout their lifespan reinforced these early templates, shaping rigid schemas of
threat, betrayal, and vulnerability.

The oscillation between negative self-evaluations and compensatory grandiosity observed in some patients
aligns with broader models of fragile identity structures. Defensive processes such as projection served not
only to protect the self from overwhelming negative affect but also to sustain paranoid meaning-making
systems. The predominance of avoidance-based coping strategies further limited opportunities for corrective
interpersonal experiences, leaving patients trapped in cycles of alienation and mistrust.

The findings underscore the necessity of therapeutic approaches that address narrative reconstruction, schema
modification, emotional regulation, and the integration of traumatic experiences. A trauma-informed,
relational, and schema-focused perspective may offer the most promising framework for reducing paranoid
ideation and improving psychological functioning.
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