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Adverse Childhood Circumstances and the Dynamics 

of Disability throughout Adult Life  

Background, Contributions, and Hypotheses: 
 

• Childhood experiences may affect health in later life 

• We studied associations of childhood adversity with adult impairments 

in activities of daily living (ADLs) and instrumental ADLs (IADLs) 

• We provide separate estimates for Hispanic, African American, and 

non-Hispanic white women and men 

• Risks may accumulate throughout life to affect adult health 

• Hypothesis 1: people with high levels of childhood adversity will have 

significantly more impairment in functional status throughout adult life 

than people who reported that they experienced no childhood 

adversities 

• Hypothesis 2: associations between childhood adversity and adult 

functional status will differ among African Americans, Hispanics, and 

whites. 

Results, Women: 
 

We illustrate results with women, see table 

Asterisks indicate statistically significant comparisons 

between those with no childhood adversities and those with 

4+ adversities (p<0.01) 

First age of IADL impairment, ADL difficulty, ADL 

dependency, was much younger for women with 4+ 

adversities 

% of population and % of years with impairments was much 

greater for women with 4+ adversities   

We calculated ratios of results shown in table to examine 

race/ethnicity differences; selected results for women at age 

30: 

Increase in IADL limitations and childhood adversity was 

340% greater for Hispanics than for whites (p<0.01)   

Increase in ADL difficulty and childhood adversity was 6.7 

times greater for Hispanic women than for African American 

women; increase in ADL dependency was 1.8 times greater 

(both p<0.01). 

 

Discussion and Implications: 
 

• For women, and for most indicators for men, those with high childhood adversity had significantly more 

impairment throughout adult life than those who reported none 

• For women, the association of childhood adversity with adult functional status varied with race and 

ethnicity 

• Results suggest reducing childhood adversity may help to address adult health disparities 

• There is evidence characteristics of places we live are associated with health, disability, and mortality 

• Results highlight need to better understand associations of childhood adversity with functional status 

throughout life for Hispanics, given growth among Hispanics and evidence suggesting that they may live 

longer, more impaired lives 

Data and Methods: 
 

• Data were from the Panel Study of Income Dynamics and 2014 PSID Childhood 

Retrospective Circumstances Study (CRCS) (1992-2013; n=6,705; 30,949 

functional status transitions; 62,885 person-years) 

• Index of 8 childhood adversities reported in 2014 PSID CRCS 

– Mother and or father had a limited education 

– Parents had periods of unemployment 

– Parents “struggled financially” 

– Parents divorced when participant was <17 

– Participant was bullied in or out of school 

– Participant lived in neighborhood that was unsafe at night 

– Childhood neighbors were not “close knit” 

– Participant raised by a single parent 

• Outcome variables were three measures of functional status:  

– Inability to do 1 or more of 6 IADLs 

– Difficulty doing 1 or more of 7 ADLs, not having help (ADL difficulty) 

– Usually having help to do one or more ADLs (ADL dependency) 

• Multinomial logistic Markov models estimated probabilities of death and 

disability in activities of daily living adjusted for age, sex, race/ethnicity, 

education, fair or poor childhood health 

• Microsimulation created large populations to identify outcomes, with 

bootstrap confidence intervals 
For photos, we thank: The National Archives, Washington, DC. 

Results, Men: 
 

For most measures, men 

reporting high childhood adversity 

had more functional limitations in 

adult life than those who reported 

none 

Most comparisons among African 

American, Hispanic, and white 

men did not suggest differences 

Table. Associations of childhood adversity with adult impairments in activities of daily living 

(ADLs) and instrumental ADLs (IADLs), women.a 

 

African 

American 
 Hispanic  White 

Childhood Adversity Level: Low High   Low   High   Low High 
 

Mean age at first:            

IADL 47.3 39.3 *  46.5 36.5 *  50.2 45.0 * 

ADL difficulty 48.0 42.6 *  54.9 39.7 *  52.8 45.7 * 

ADL dependency 49.8 41.9 *  53.2 40.3 *  57.5 49.1 * 

% of population at age 30:            

IADL 2.5 7.1 *  3.2 9.1 *  2.1 3.7 * 

ADL difficulty 2.5 4.8 *  1.2 8.6 *  1.5 3.6 * 

ADL dependency 2.3 7.5 *  1.5 7.5 *  0.6 2.9 * 

% of population at age 50:            

IADL 5.0 11.6 *  6.6 14.4 *  4.5 7.6 * 

ADL difficulty 5.9 9.4   2.8 14.4 *  3.7 8.2 * 

ADL dependency 5.4 13.0   3.4 11.0 *  1.8 6.0 * 

% of population at age 70:            

IADL 8.8 16.2 *  12.5 19.7   9.2 13.6 * 

ADL difficulty 12.5 15.8   6.4 21.3 *  8.7 16.4 * 

ADL dependency 12.9 20.5   6.9 14.5 *  5.0 11.4 * 

% years from age 30 with:            

IADL 6.1 12.6 *  8.9 15.9 *  6.4 9.8 * 

ADL difficulty 8.1 11.2   4.4 16.6 *  5.9 11.4 * 

ADL dependency 8.1 15.1   4.9 11.9 *  3.3 8.1 * 

% years from age 50 with:            

IADL 7.7 14.7 *  11.4 18.3   8.3 12.3 * 

ADL difficulty 10.7 13.9   5.8 19.6 *  7.9 14.8 * 

ADL dependency 10.9 18.2   6.3 13.5 *  4.6 10.4 * 

% years from age 70 with:            

IADL 9.0 15.8 *  14.1 19.8   10.6 14.7  
ADL difficulty 13.5 16.1   7.7 22.0 *  10.6 18.5 * 

ADL dependency 14.6 20.8   8.0 14.4 *  6.6 12.9 * 
aData source: Panel Study of Income Dynamics with 2014 Childhood Retrospective 

Circumstances Study, n=6,705; results of multinomial Markov models and microsimulation 

adjusted for adverse childhood circumstances, sex, race/ethnicity, education, childhood health, 

age, age-squared; results shown for high school education; ADL=Activities of Daily Living; 

IADL=difficulty doing at least one instrumental ADL; ADL difficulty=difficulty doing one or 

more ADLs; ADL dependency=usually having help with one or more ADLs. 

*p<0.01, comparing people with no measured adversities (low) to those with 4 or more of 9 

measured adversities (high). 
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