
Child hood trauma can elev ate the risk of devel op ing 20 major dis eases in adult hood, espe cially for
women, a new study indic ates.

The study, led by UCLA Health, with fund ing from the National Insti tute on Aging, was pub lished
Tues day in the journal Brain, Beha vior, and Immunity.
While con sid er able sci enti�c evid ence has demon strated long-last ing con sequences of child hood
adversity, few stud ies have explored the impact of di� er ent stressors on par tic u lar bio lo gical
func tions and health risks.
The risk for mul tiple health prob lems var ied depend ing on sex and the type of child hood adversity,
such as �n an cial dis tress, abuse and neg lect, the research ers noted.
People who had encountered intense stress in child hood faced a much greater risk for almost all
health prob lems as adults, the study’s senior author, George Slavich, a clin ical psy cho lo gist and
dir ector of the Labor at ory for Stress Assess ment and Research at the Uni versity of Cali for nia-Los
Angeles told UPI.
Such people had higher levels of in�am ma tion and worse meta bolic health — a meas ure of how
well the body con verts food into energy. Meta bolic health is based on optimal levels of blood sugar
levels, trigly cerides, high-dens ity lipo pro tein cho les terol, blood pres sure and waist cir cum fer -
ence.
Stress in child hood also cor rel ated with more heart dis ease, can cer, meta bolic dis orders, thyroid
dys func tion, arth ritis, alco hol ism, depres sion, and other men tal and beha vi oral health prob lems
many years later.
“Although stress is implic ated in nine of the 10 lead ing causes of death in the United States today,
most people who have exper i enced sig ni �c ant early-life trauma or ongo ing stress never get
assessed,” said Slavich, who also is a pro fessor of psy chi atry and beha vi oral sci ences.
The study cat egor ized stressors into two classes for men (high and low stress) and three classes
for women (high, mod er ate and low stress). Over all, low-stress par ti cipants had the least major
health issues, with the risk rising as stressor expos ure increased.
Both men and women in the high-stress classes exhib ited the worst meta bolic health and highest
in�am ma tion.
However, research ers observed di� er ences between the sexes.
In�u ences of adverse child hood exper i ences on meta bolic health were more sig ni �c ant for women
than men. Yet, emo tional abuse and neg lect were likely to have more pro found e�ects on men for
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sev eral health indic at ors and con di tions, such as blood dis orders, men tal and beha vi oral health
prob lems, and thyroid dis eases.
These �nd ings high light the import ance of incor por at ing eval u ations of stress bio logy and expos -
ure into med ical care, Slavich said.
“The res ults are reli able in the sense that they are based on a rel at ively large sample that is
nation ally rep res ent at ive,” he said. “At the same time, more research is needed to invest ig ate how
these neg at ive e�ects of stress on health can be mit ig ated.”
Slavich said sev eral evid ence-based strategies can min im ize harm — cog nit ive beha vior ther apy,
mind ful ness medi ation, yoga, eat ing well, reg u lar exer cise and spend ing time in nature and with
friends.
People who integ rate any of these prac tices into daily liv ing can reduce the det ri mental impact of
stress on well-being, he said.
“If they are exper i en cing sig ni �c ant men tal or phys ical health prob lems, those health issues could
be driven in part by stress,” Slavich added. “If so, they may want to have a health care pro vider
assess their stress levels.”
Slavich’s team ana lyzed data from more than 2,100 par ti cipants in the “Mid life in the United
States: A National Lon git ud inal Study of Health and Well being” study, identi fy ing clusters of
adults who had exper i enced numer ous child hood stressors.
They linked child hood trauma to 25 di� er ent bio mark ers of in�am ma tion, meta bol ism and stress,
as well as 20 major health con di tions.
The assess ments included res ults from par ti cipants’ blood tests, which meas ured 25 dis ease
mark ers, and doc u mented if they had ever been dia gnosed with any of these con di tions.
Par ti cipants also recoun ted the types and sever ity of adverse child hood exper i ences. They repor ted
how fre quently they relo cated, whether they resided sep ar ately from their bio lo gical par ents and if
they had received wel fare sup port.
Other experts said they found value in the research.
Dr. Lane Strat hearn, dir ector of the Cen ter for Dis ab il it ies and Devel op ment at Uni versity of Iowa
Health Care in Iowa City, said “an extens ive body of research, includ ing our own, has shown that
child abuse, neg lect and other forms of early adversity are asso ci ated with a wide range of neg at ive
phys ical and men tal health out comes.” He was not involved in the study.
“Boys and girls who exper i ence stress early in life may be at higher risk for mul tiple phys ical and
men tal health chal lenges in adult hood. Early inter ven tion pro grams that sup port high-risk fam il -
ies to limit stress may enhance healthy out comes and poten tially pre vent some of these con di -
tions,” said Strat hearn, who also is a pro fessor of pedi at rics.
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