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Childhood trauma influences the course of an 
individual’s life and has numerous long-term 
implications, including issues in mental and cognitive 
health. The goal of the current study was the examine 
the relationship between childhood trauma and 
cognitive functioning in older adults. The current study 
is a secondary data analysis of the second Midlife in the 
United States Study (MIDUS 2), a national longitudinal 
study of health and well-being (2004-2006). This study 
has implications for professionals who work with 
individuals that have experienced trauma to address the 
life-long impact of traumatic childhood events on 
cognitive functioning. 
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Introduction

Conceptual Framework: The life course theory is utilized 
to understand how biological, psychological, and social 
elements independently and collaboratively influence 
processes and outcomes in an individual’s life.

Childhood Trauma and the Life Course: Individuals who 
experienced an adverse or traumatic event during childhood 
are more likely to suffer from a chronic disease (Danese et 
al., 2009; Gilbert et al., 2015; Kelly-Irving, Mabile, 
Grosclaude, Lang, & Delpierre, 2013), develop a 
psychopathology (Bale et al., 2010; Danese et al., 2009), 
and are at a greater risk of premature death during 
adulthood (Brown et al., 2009). 

Child Abuse and Cognitive Functioning: Child abuse has 
been linked to more inferior overall executive function 
(Dannehl, Rief, & Euteneuer, 2017; DePrincea, Weinzierl, & 
Combs, 2009; Mark, Polavski, Petros, & King, 2019) and 
decreased cognitive flexibility (Spann et al., 2012). 

Neuropsychological Changes in Victims of Childhood 
Trauma: Experiences of childhood trauma impact the 
structure and function of the hippocampus, amygdala, and 
frontal lobe (McCrory, De Brito, Viding, 2011). 

Gaps in Research
• The quantity and type of assessment tools varied from 

study to study. 
• Many of the studies focused on a people with a mental 

health diagnosis or children and adolescents 
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Significance of Study: 
• The National Institute on Aging (2019) reports that 

Alzheimer’s disease is the sixth leading cause of death 
in the United States, which affects 5.5 million people 
aged 65 years and older. 

• 10.6% of victims experienced emotional abuse during 
childhood, 28.3% experienced physical abuse, 20.7% 
experienced sexual abuse, 14.8% experienced 
emotional neglect, and 9.9% experienced physical 
neglect (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2019). 

• Exposure to traumatic life events early in life are 
detrimental stressors that affect the life course, 
leading to risky behavior, chronic physical and mental 
health conditions, decreased life potential, and early 
death (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 
2019). 

Purpose of Study:
The purpose of the current study is to create knowledge 
related to older adults with cognitive impairment. The 
present study will aim to understand the relationship 
between traumatic childhood events such as emotional 
abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional neglect, 
and physical neglect, and cognitive functioning in older 
adults. 

Research Question:
What is the relationship between childhood trauma and 
cognitive functioning in older adults? 

Hypothesis:
The hypothesis for this study is that individuals who have 
experienced traumatic events during childhood are more 
likely to have poorer cognitive functioning later in life. 
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Methods
Research Design: The current study is a secondary 
analysis of the Midlife in the United States (MIDUS) 2 
national longitudinal study of health and wellbeing, 
2004-2006.In the original study, adults between the ages 
of 35 and 86 were interviewed over the phone and 
responded to an extensive self-administered 
questionnaire regarding behavioral, psychological, and 
social factors. 

Sampling Method: A total of 496 participants, aged 55 
to 88 years old, were included in the current study. 
Participants who did not answer all of the measures 
relating to their demographic variables, cognitive 
function, and childhood adversity were excluded from 
the current study. 

Measures: The survey for the original study of MIDUS 2 
was a questionnaire that was conducted over the 
telephone. The current study utilizes specific questions 
from MIDUS 2, including the cognitive assessment and 
the biomarker project.
Childhood Trauma: defined as a negative event that 
caused adverse psychological or physical harm to an 
individual and impacted them throughout their life.
Cognitive Functioning: Cognitive functioning was 
operationalized into three categories: (1) episodic 
memory,  (2) executive functioning, and (3) composite 
scores of Brief Test of Adult Cognition by Telephone 
(BTACT). 

- Higher levels of childhood sexual abuse were 
associated with lower levels of total adult cognitive 
functioning and lower levels of executive functioning.

- Higher levels of childhood physical abuse were 
associated with lower levels of episodic memory.

- Higher levels of childhood physical neglect were 
associated with lower levels of total adult cognitive 
functioning. 

- By recognizing the impact of early traumatic 
experiences on brain function, future interventions 
can target specific modalities of the brain that are 
impacted by various kinds of adverse childhood 
experiences, thus rendering the opportunity to avoid 
or limit impairment. 

- Social workers that work with children can reduce or 
eliminate the detrimental effects of childhood trauma 
on cognitive functioning later in life. Social workers 
working with older adults with cognitive issues can 
benefit from understanding the impact of early 
traumatic experiences on brain function and structure

Pearson’s Correlation Coefficient
Statistically significant and positive relationships were found 
(with weak correlations) between:
- Childhood sexual abuse and total adult cognitive functioning 
- Childhood sexual abuse and executive functioning
- Childhood physical abuse and episodic memory
- Childhood sexual abuse and total adult cognitive functioning

Multiple Linear Regression
Multiple linear regressions were used to predict a study 
participant’s total cognitive functioning based on their age, 
gender, marital status, education, and childhood abuse.
- Older male study participants who were sexually abused 

scored lower on cognitive functioning than other study 
participants; college graduates also had significantly better 
cognitive functioning than non-college graduates 

- Marital status, physical neglect, emotional neglect, physical 
abuse, and emotional abuse were not significant predictors 
of cognitive functioning (p > .05).  


