Childhood Abuse Associated with High Cholesterol in Adulthood
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Risk factors for heart disease and stroke were higher for adults who endured childhood abuse, a
recent study found.
The study, published in the Journal of the American Heart Association, was led by Liliana
Aguayo, PhD, MPH, social epidemiologist, and research assistant professor at Emory
University’s Rollins School of Public Health in Atlanta. The researchers set out to investigate
four cardiovascular disease risk factors in adulthood, and how and if they relate experiences of
childhood abuse.
The study used data from a long-term study called Coronary Artery Risk Development in Young
Adults (CARDIA). The CARDIA study involved 5,115 Black and white adults who were
enrolled from 1985/1986 to 2015/2016. Participants received initial care evaluations and a total
of eight additional examinations over the course of 30 years. All participants filled out a survey
which asked questions about how often their guardian abused them, how often their guardian
nurtured them, and how organized their childhood households were.
The results of the study showed that approximately 30 percent of participants experienced
“occasional/frequent abuse,” 20 percent of participants reported abuse “little or some of the
time,” and 50 percent of participants reported no childhood abuse and described their family as
nurturing and well-managed.
The study found risk of high cholesterol was 26 percent higher among women, and 35 percent
higher among white men who described low levels of childhood abuse in the survey, than those
who reported no childhood abuse. White men who reported occasional/frequent levels of abuse
during their childhood, had an 81 percent higher risk of developing type 2 diabetes than adults
who experienced no childhood abuse. Black men and white women who described their homes
as dysfunctional and reported abuse were 3.5 times more likely to develop high cholesterol in
comparison to those who said they had a well-organized childhood household. Cardiovascular

disease risk factors were not higher among Black women who reported experiencing childhood
abuse, according to researchers.
The study suggests that childhood experiences may play a role in shaping the cardiovascular
health of adults.
“Further research is needed to better understand the potential mechanisms linking childhood
abuse and family environment to higher heart disease risk factors, as well as the impact of
structural racism and social determinants of health, which likely influenced the differences we
found by race and sex,” Aguayo said. “This information is critical to strengthening
cardiovascular disease prevention interventions and policies, particularly those that focus on
people who experienced abuse or other trauma during childhood.”
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