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Abstract We examined social role functioning and depressive symptoms of young adults who were abused as children in data from a longitudinal community sample. Sexually abused women and men were more depressed during their senior year of high school, and this difference was more pronounced 2 years later. We then examined a mediational model to determine whether social functioning explained the course of depressive symptoms over this transitional period. Focusing only on young women, for whom the prevalence of abuse was much higher, results indicated that two-thirds of the effect of abuse on depressive symptoms was explained by experiences and choices in the domains of work, education and intimate relationships. Having less supportive intimate relationships and lower rates of attendance at 4-year colleges were particularly important. Findings reveal the key role played by early adult interpersonal and occupational development in perpetuating the mental health impact of childhood trauma. Keywords Sexual abuse  Depression  Transition to adulthood  Roles  Mediation  Development E. A. Schilling (&)  R. H. Aseltine Jr. (&) Division of Behavioral Sciences and Community Health, MC 3910, University of Connecticut Health Center, 263 Farmington Avenue, Farmington, CT 06030–3910, USA e-mail: [email protected] R. H. Aseltine Jr. e-mail: [email protected] E. A. Schilling  R. H. Aseltine Jr. Institute for Public Health Research, University of Connecticut, 99 Ash Street MC7160, East Hartford, CT 06108, USA S. Gore Department of Sociology, Center for Survey Research, University of Massachusetts at Boston, Boston, MA, USA



Introduction Although there is a well documented association between childhood sexual abuse (CSA) and adult mental health, less is known about the pathways through which adult mental health is compromised (Bryer et al. 1987; Horwitz et al. 2001; Jumper 1995; Mullen et al. 1996; Silverman et al. 1996; Zlotnick et al. 2001). From a prevention viewpoint, this is a serious omission because understanding these pathways is an important precursor in developing organized efforts to prevent the negative outcomes of CSA (Kellam et al. 1999; Kellam and Van Horn 1997). A key to understanding the mechanisms that underlie the link between CSA and later mental health may be found in the considerable developmental challenge posed by the young adult (or ‘‘emerging’’ adult) period (Arnett 2000; Levinson 1978). Although this developmental period has long been understood to be a critical normative life transition that is central to shaping the trajectory of mental health in later life, investigators have expressed concern that little research exists on the young adult developmental experiences that may mediate the effects of early adversity on mental health (Schulenberg et al. 2004). This paper examines young women’s educational, work, and intimate relationship involvements during the immediate post-secondary school years to understand the role played by these transitional experiences in shaping young adult mental health among abused and non-abused women and elucidating important points of intervention during this time of life. The normative nature of change during this watershed period offers young adults the opportunity to craft more constructive life pathways and display resilience, the ability to adapt in the face of hardships. In particular, the three domains of work, school and intimate relationships are social fields salient to successful young
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adult development that pose significant task demands; understanding the processes involved in successful adaptation to these challenges underlies fruitful intervention (Kellam and Van Horn 1997; Sandler 2001). Our study is the first, as far as we are aware, to investigate whether the interpersonal, career, and educational challenges unique to the transition to adulthood influence depressive symptoms among young women who have experienced CSA. Opportunity and Challenge in Young Adulthood The early adult years are a uniquely dynamic and influential developmental period. In seeking to encourage research on this population, Arnett (2004) has used the term ‘‘emerging adulthood’’ to characterize the lengthy and transitional quality of the developmental period subsequent to the high school years. Emerging adults have left earlier roles and dependencies; they have not yet, however, achieved the more stable life structure of young adulthood, where normative tasks involve ‘‘settling down’’ into employment, marriage and parenthood, and residential stability. According to Arnett, this period is uniquely characterized by five features: It is the most self-focused age; it is the age of identity exploration in love and work; it is the age of instability; it is the age of feeling in between adolescent and adult stages; and it is the age of possibilities, ‘‘when hopes flourish, when people have an unparalleled opportunity to transform their lives’’ (p. 8). Thus, emerging adulthood is a time both of extraordinary hope and risk; events and circumstances during this period offer the potential to shape a malleable identity and direct life paths in positive or negative ways. As a time of instability with minimal role structure, the individual’s poor choices and experiences during emerging adulthood can exacerbate pre-existing vulnerabilities and lead to maladaptation (Sampson and Laub 1993). Substantial vulnerabilities have been associated with CSA, for example, low self-esteem, difficulties in interpersonal relationships, maladaptive affect regulation and underdeveloped socioemotional competence in general (Nurcombe 2000; Tubman et al. 2004). According to attachment theory, CSA results in insecure and anxious attachment in interpersonal relations which has been associated with social and emotional problems (see Bacon and Richardson 2001; George 1996). More generally, CSA is thought to lead to deficits in the self (Wilcox et al. 2004), which is consistent with evidence of persistent feelings of shame (Feiring and Taska 2005) and shame-proneness that are longitudinal predictors of depression from early to late adolescence (Stuewig and McCloskey 2005). These vulnerabilities, which are well documented in research concerned with developmental psychopathology, detract from the sources of agency required for successful transition to
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adulthood. The task domains involved in finding employment and maintaining an adequate work-life require a strong sense of self and social-emotional maturity (Goleman 1995; Levine 2005). In addition, self-directedness, emotional independence, and self-reliance have been found to be very important to the successful development of romantic relationships in the transition to adulthood (Masten et al. 2004). Thus, in a general sense, persons with a history of childhood abuse confront the tasks of young adulthood with a considerable disadvantage compared to non-abused peers. However, research also indicates that young adults with adversity in their childhood can achieve resilient outcomes (Hines et al. 2005; Masten et al. 2004). With respect to the family, evidence indicates that ongoing family conflict becomes less troubling to adolescents as they mature through the high school years as long as strong peer ties (Aseltine e al. 1994) or romantic experiences offer more positive arenas of experience (Collins 2003). In fact, a body of evidence is accumulating on the importance of employment and supportive relationships in creating turning points in the lives of young men who as adolescents or earlier have been engaged in antisocial behavior (Moffitt et al. 2002; Sampson and Laub 1993). In a recent study, Roisman et al. (2004) found that positive work and romantic involvements were significantly associated with reducing antisocial conduct problems among young men who had evidenced problems since childhood. Findings of this nature are consistent with research on the potential for change in self esteem (Bohrnstedt and Fisher 1986) and suggest that maturity allows young people to alter troubled pathways by obtaining social support and drawing on sources of motivation beyond the troubled family environment. Based on the aforementioned research, we take a ‘‘transactional’’ perspective on the pathways to adulthood among young women who vary in the childhood experience of abuse. Transactional perspectives view mental health as shaped over time by a series of person-environment transactions through which the effects of harmful events and environments can be perpetuated or ameliorated (see Hammen 1991, 1992; Rutter et al. 1995). According to this perspective, individuals select and create their environments and are subsequently affected by conditions in those environments, suggesting a developmental dynamic that produces individual differences in environment-risk exposures. Although this research indicates an expected impact of CSA on young adult’s internal coping resources, accumulating research on resiliency among young adults indicates a potential for change in life direction at this time, as suggested by turning point theory, as noted above. The studies conducted by Elder and Rutter and their associates (Elder and Caspi 1988; Rutter and Rutter 1993) are well
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known and noteworthy due to their longitudinal character and emphasis on social contexts. Elder’s analysis of the adult lives of the children in the Oakland and Berkeley birth cohorts emphasized the role of the military during World War II as an environment and social context that removed young men from their economically stressed families and contributed to the greater resilience of the Oakland cohort over their adulthood. Similarly, although not focusing on a troubled family of origin, Sampson, Laub and Nagen have advanced a theory of ‘‘turning points’’ in the lives of young men who were able to recover from a pattern of antisocial behavior. Their theory points to the role of marriage and post-secondary schooling in offering attachment to positive social institutions and new arenas of functioning not associated with their previous developmental difficulties (Roisman et al. 2004). Finally, the research conducted by Rutter and colleagues is also noteworthy as it included young women. Although focusing on the after-effects of an institutional upbringing, as opposed to the aftermath of CSA, their findings pointed to the important role that education played in directing the paths of the young women. Those with positive academic and/or non-academic experiences at school were much more likely to choose non-deviant spouses which, in large part, explained their better life outcomes (Rutter and Rutter 1993). Those few studies that have examined the effect of CSA on young adult social functioning have tended to focus on one social domain. For example, regarding school performance, CSA has been associated with lower college completion rates (Duncan 2000) and lower grade point averages (Gibby-Smith 1995). In the relationship domain, which is especially pertinent to the goals and self-concept of women (McClelland 1990), sexually abused university women were more likely to report anxious and avoidant attachment styles in adult romantic relationships (Lewis et al. 2003), and reported greater fears of intimacy and poorer past relationship quality than those without a history of abuse (Davis et al. 2001). While these lines of research have been useful in supporting theory concerning the aftermath of CSA, these singular foci detract attention from the multifaceted developmental contexts of young adult development, which are increasingly of concern in both developmental theory and policy-oriented research on adolescence and young adulthood (Lerner et al. 1994; Trickett et al. 1996). The McArthur Foundation’s network on the transition to adulthood is one such initiative (Furstenberg et al. 2005). Taken together, these studies emphasize the importance of the choices and circumstances pertaining to the salient tasks of young adulthood, namely vocational preparation and intimacy. In this paper we take a similar approach. To understand the pathways through which childhood traumas
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influence young adult functioning, we focus our attention on three domains of particular relevance to the young adult transition. Specifically, our study examines the transactional process in which earlier CSA shapes experience and events in three social fields—interpersonal/intimate relations, post-secondary education, and occupational functioning. We expect that young women who were abused will evidence more difficulties in finding success within these domains. Guided by the transactional formulation, we further expect that these developmental circumstances will in turn influence the trajectory of mental health at this time and account for differences between young women who were and were not abused. Methodological Issues The body of knowledge on the adult effects of CSA derives from varying study designs, all having strengths and weaknesses. Findings from major data sets, such as the National Comorbidity Survey (NCS) (Kessler et al. 1997), indicate a strong association between abuse and later (adult) mental health, but these epidemiological data are not suited for a focus on young adult developmental processes. Alternatively, much of the research that focuses on young adults who experienced CSA has used non-representative clinical or college student samples (see Jumper 1995). College samples allow for a focus on young adulthood, but selection bias is likely in such non-representative samples (Kellam and Van Horn 1997). They are more likely to include resilient persons due to their exclusion of those with curtailed education (i.e., high school graduates who do not attend college and high school dropouts). Conversely, clinical samples are less likely to include the resilient. In this investigation, our objective is to study the quality of the transition to adulthood in the aftermath of CSA, and to identify potential points for intervention. The representativeness and diversity of young adults in our sample, as well as the cohort nature of the sample assessed at 2 waves, are key to meeting this aim. The participants in this study attended public high schools in communities with substantial socioeconomic and racial/ethnic diversity. At the time of the initial data collection, they were in their senior year or were high school dropouts from the same cohort. Of course, individuals in our sample can only be considered representative of young people attending public schools in their communities, or of those who once attended these schools and then dropped out. However, the sampling achieves some representation of young adults in working and middle class communities in an urban area, including young people with abuse in their backgrounds and a naturally occurring contrast group of those who do not. This is an advantage over most other approaches in research on
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trauma (Horwitz et al. 2001). In addition, the design of this study and its specific focus on the young adult transitional period allows us to more closely examine developmental processes as they are occurring. Specifically, using 2 waves of data—at baseline, before the transition from high school, and at follow-up, 2 years later—we will examine how the initial course of depressed mood in emerging adulthood is associated with the changes taking place during this period.



Method Sample and Procedures The data for these analyses come from the first two waves of a prospective study of childhood experiences, adolescent development, and mental health among young people who were first interviewed as public school students in seven communities/school districts in the Boston, Massachusetts metropolitan area. The communities represented were selected from the Boston Consolidated Metropolitan Statistical Area (CMSA), which defines a large, contiguous geographic area in eastern Massachusetts and includes major cities whose schools were selected to insure the sample would reflect diversity in family socioeconomic background and ethnicity, as well as diversity among the students in posthigh school educational and work pathways. A systematic probability sample of 1,578 high school seniors from nine public schools serving these communities was selected using official rosters obtained from each school. Students were sampled proportionate to the size of the high school they were attending. A total of 1,143 of these students were interviewed in the winter and spring of 1998, representing a 72% response rate (19% refused to participate). Interviews were also conducted with former students of these schools who would have been in the senior cohort but who dropped out. School systems provided initial lists of former students who met the criteria for dropping out: they had left school prior to graduation and had not transferred to another high school within 6 months, or had taken a temporary leave of absence. Interviews were completed with 182 individuals, resulting in an estimated response rate of 70% (14% refusals) in the dropout subsample. At Time 1, personal interviews, averaging 70 min in length, were conducted by trained professional interviewers from the University of Massachusetts Center for Survey Research in a private location. A total of 66 interviews were done over the phone for individuals who were not available for a personal interview. Passive parental consent was obtained from parents following a home mailing of study information including a letter from the school indicating their support. Students gave their consent for
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participation at the time of the interview and were given a gift of 2 movie tickets for their time. Although most of the interview concerned the participants’ current social and vocational life, sensitive information was gathered regarding lifetime experience of adversity including the experience of CSA. Interviewers came prepared to offer resources and respond to requests for help and concluded each interview by giving the participant an opportunity to raise any concerns. A copy of informed consent materials, including an information sheet with a phone number to call to discuss any concerns, was given to each participant.1 The second wave of interviews was conducted in 2000 and involved 1,093 members (83%) of the Time 1 sample, which included both the graduates and dropouts (3% of graduates and 4% of dropouts refused to participate). This interview was conducted over the telephone with all individuals, with verbal consent given at that time. Participants were given a check for $50 in appreciation for their time. Attrition from the sample was largely a result of an inability to trace respondents due to relocation; very few participants who were successfully re-contacted refused to participate in the follow-up. We examined variables associated with study retention by estimating a logistic regression model that included dummy variables for race/ ethnicity, gender, dropout status, parents’ highest education, family standard of living, and depressed mood. Significant predictors of attrition (all p < .001) included: being Black or Hispanic, dropout status, and having less educated parents (p < .001). Specifically, there was a 12% attrition rate among Whites, in contrast with a 31% rate among Hispanics, and from 18% to 22% among the other race/ethnic groups. The attrition rate for high school dropouts was 36.8% compared to 14.4% for non-dropouts. Participants whose parents had some education beyond high school had an attrition rate of 14.5% compared to 21.9% for those whose parents who had none. Importantly, CSA was not related to attrition. A demographic profile of the sample is presented in Table 1. As a whole the sample is quite diverse and contains large numbers of youths from disadvantaged backgrounds. Half of the sample is non-White, and 44% of participants have parents with a high school education or less. Although not shown in Table 1, there are significant differences in SES among the three racial/ethnic categories examined in this study (Gore and Aseltine 2003) and a quarter of respondents have participated in an English as a 1



The study as a whole did not focus on trauma, and we did not engage in a debriefing as is typically done in laboratory situations. However, the rapport established in the course of the interview did allow an opportunity for help-seeking. It is important to note that participants were not asked to discuss their experiences, though it is certainly possible that reporting on these events would elicit upsetting thoughts.
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Table 1 Demographic characteristics at Time 1 Characteristic



Total sample



Females



Females with CSA



n



%



n



%



n



%



Male



643



48.5



–



–



–



–



Female



682



51.5



–



–



–



–



16–17



396



29.9



224



32.8



24



30.4



18



601



45.4



299



43.8



34



43.0



19



218



16.5



111



16.3



14



17.7



20+



110



8.3



48



7.0



7



8.9



Gender



Age



Race White



648



48.9



320



46.9



33



41.8



Black Hispanic



279 145



21.1 10.9



147 82



21.6 12.0



13 17



16.5 21.5



93



7.0



48



7.0



4



5.1



71



5.4



40



5.9



9



11.4



89



6.7



45



6.6



3



3.8



Asian Multi



a



Other



Note: CSA = childhood sexual abuse a



Multi-ethnic



Second Language or bilingual educational program at any time in their schooling, and roughly a third report that they qualify for free or reduced-price school lunches. Respondent’s self-identified race and ethnic background was obtained in the Time 1 interview by using the twopronged approach used in the 2000 Census. We first asked respondents whether they considered themselves to be of Hispanic or Latino origin, followed by a question about race which allowed for the selection of one or more options. In coding a single measure of race/ethnic identity, we maintained as a group all individuals who said they were of Hispanic or Latino background, irrespective of their racial designation. From these variables, we were able to identify five racial/ethnic groups for analyses: Whites, Hispanics, Blacks, Asian Americans, and multi-ethnic youth. Measures All measures used in the analysis are derived from selfreport data. The dependent mental health variable used in this analysis is depressed mood which was measured with a modified 12-item version of the 20-item Center for Epidemiological Studies’ Depression (CESD) scale (Radloff 1977). The measure has an internal consistency of .81 at Time 1 and .82 at Time 2. Individuals with missing data on these variables were excluded from analyses, resulting in an effective sample size of 1087 (572 females and 515 males) for these analyses.



Childhood Sexual Abuse Conservative criteria were used to assess lifetime occurrence of CSA and assault while growing up. Participants answered three questions in the Time 1 interview about whether they had ever been: (a) raped (someone had sexual intercourse with you when you did not want to by threatening you or using some degree of force) (b) sexually molested (someone touched or felt your genitals when you did not want them to) and/or (c) sexually abused as a child. To prevent duplication in the reporting of sexual victimization, respondents were instructed to exclude previously reported events in answering the latter two questions (b and c). The content and structure of the first two questions are identical to those in the NCS (Kessler et al. 1997); the third question assesses participant’s own perception of being sexually abused. Because of the overlap among these items due to the way these questions were structured, and due also to the similarity in their effects on each outcome (as indicated in preliminary analyses), respondents who indicated that they had experienced at least one of these events before the age of 19 were coded ‘‘1’’ on a single dummy variable. A participant was coded ‘‘0’’ on the sexual abuse/ assault variable if they answered no to all three questions. Sixty-five girls (65/575 = 11.3%) and 7 boys (7/ 518 = 1.4%), 6.6% of the total sample with valid data at Time 2, reported experiencing CSA. These prevalence rates are close to those reported in the NCS, which is a
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Characteristic



% reporting characteristic of females reporting CSA (n = 65)



of total sample (n = 575)



Isolated CSA



38



58.5



6.6



Continued CSA



27



41.5



4.7



Perpetrated by relative



23



35.4



4.0



Perpetrated by stranger



23



35.4



4.0



Age of first incident 


39



60.0



6.8



CSA included isolated rape



21



32.3



3.6



CSA included continued rape



8



12.3



1.4



CSA included isolated molestation



14



21.5



2.4



CSA included continued molestation



29



44.6



5.0



Most recent incident was within 5 years



32



49.2



5.6



large, national survey that used questions identical to ours to assess the occurrence of CSA among their participants (Kessler et al. 1997), and are substantially similar to those reported in the Adverse Childhood Experiences study which used a similar measurement approach (Edwards et al. 2001). When respondents indicated that CSA had occurred, they asked in a structured way about features of the situation and perpetrator. Table 2 presents numbers and percentages of sexually abused females who reported selected characteristics of CSA. The following group of social functioning mediators is referred to as ‘‘social role experiences’’ through the rest of the article. Work Status and Disruption Respondents’ employment status at Time 2 was designated by two dummy variables indicating (a) full-time work (35+ hours/week) and (b) part-time work, relative to unemployed (omitted). Work status prevalences are included in Table 3. A dichotomous measure of unwanted work disruption was based on participants’ reports of being fired, laid off, or unemployed for a month or more since high school graduation even though they wanted to be working (n = 349, 31.9%). School Status and Disruption Enrollment in post-secondary schools at Time 2 was designated by two dummy variables indicating (a) current enrollment in a 2-year school and (b) current enrollment in a 4-year school, relative to not in school (omitted). School status prevalences are included in Table 3. Unplanned school disruption was a dummy variable coded 1 for those who reported that they had left school for a reason other than that they had taken all the courses they were planning to take (n = 236, 21.6%).
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Table 3 School, work, and relationship status at Time 2 Characteristic



Total sample



Females



n



%



n



2-year



150



13.7



85



14.8



4-year



418



38.2



238



41.4



No school



525



48.0



252



43.8



387



35.4



232



40.3



%



School status



Work status Part-time Full-time



447



40.9



200



34.8



No work



259



23.7



143



24.9



Relationship status Married



92



8.4



57



9.9



Steady No serious relationship



253 747



23.1 68.4



149 369



25.9 64.2



Has child



129



11.8



91



15.8



Does not have child



964



88.2



1002



84.2



Relationship Status and Disruption The status of respondents’ intimate relationships at Time 2 was indicated by 2 dummy variables. Respondents who were (a) married or living with a partner, or (b) respondents who had a ‘‘very serious’’ relationship with a girlfriend or boyfriend, were contrasted with those not currently in a serious relationship (omitted). An additional dummy variable was used to capture parental status, with respondents who have children (either living with them or not) coded 1.2 Relationship status prevalences are included in Table 3. Relationship disruptions (break-ups) were measured with a dummy variable in which respondents who divorced, separated, or had a serious romantic relationship end between Times 1 and 2 were coded 1 (n = 454, 41.6%) 2 One respondent had a baby who could have been the product of rape, and this respondent was excluded from analyses.
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Work Experience Three scales assessing personal and interpersonal features of the work environment were constructed from items used in previous research (Mortimer et al. 1992b; Pearlin and Schooler 1978; Quinn and Staines 1979). Interpersonal conflict/support deficits at work is a four item measure assessing whether the respondent has had serious disagreements with people at work, whether he/she has had difficulty feeling at ease with people at work, whether people treated him/her in an unfriendly or mean way, and whether he/she was treated unfairly by a person he/she works with. Responses to the first two items in this scale range from 1 (very true) to 4 (not at all true), while responses to the second two items range from 1 (most of the time) to 4 (none of the time). Higher values reflect greater conflict. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale is .76. Work Enjoyment is a three item measure assessing how often the respondent really enjoys the work he/she does, really enjoys the time he/she spends there, and whether he/ she finds the work dull or monotonous. Responses range from 1 (most of the time) to 4 (none of the time), with higher values reflecting greater enjoyment. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale is .75. Work Assistance is a two-item measure assessing how much a respondent’s co-workers help him/her solve work-related problems and get his/her job done, and how much they were willing to talk with the respondent about his/her work-related concerns. Reponses ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true), with higher values reflecting greater assistance. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale is .64. Work opportunity is a five item measure assessing how much the respondent feels that there is a future for the respondent in the kind of work he/she is doing, that there are good opportunities for promotion and advancement at his/her job, that it requires education and training, that it gives him/her opportunities to develop new skills, and that it gives him/her the opportunity to meet people that could advance his/her career. Responses ranged from 1 (not at all true) to 4 (very true), with higher values reflecting greater opportunity. This series of questions is taken from the Michigan Quality of Employment Surveys (Bachman et al. 1996) and other research focusing more specifically on young adults (Mortimer et al. 1992a). Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale is .79. School Experience Measures of interpersonal conflict/support deficits, and enjoyment at school were taken from other investigations of young adults and are roughly parallel to those used to assess work experiences (see Gore et al. 1997) Interpersonal conflict/support deficits at school is a three item



115



measure assessing whether people at school treat the respondent in an unfriendly or mean way, whether he/she has been treated unfairly, and whether he/she has had difficulty feeling at ease with people at school. Responses to the first two items in this scale range from 1 (often) to 4 (never), while responses to the final item range from 1 (very true) to 4 (not at all true). Higher values reflect greater conflict and/or lesser support. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale is .59. School enjoyment is a three item measure assessing how often the respondent really enjoys the work he/she does at school, really enjoys the time he/she spends there, and feels uninterested or bored with school. Responses range from 1 (often) to 4 (never), with higher values reflecting greater enjoyment. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale is .66. Relationships The experience of respondents in their intimate relationships (husband/wife/boyfriend/girlfriend) was assessed with two variables. Intimate support is a six item scale used previously in large surveys of married couples (e.g., McLeod et al. 1992). It assesses the degree to which the respondent can depend on his/her partner to be there when he/she really needs the partner, the partner shows concern for his/her feelings and problems, he/she can open up to the partner about things that are really important to him/her, the partner makes him/her feel important, the partner understands the way he/she feels about things, and he/she does not avoid talking about certain things to the partner because of how the partner might react. Responses range from 1 (not at all) to 4 (a lot), with higher values reflecting higher perceived support. Cronbach’s alpha coefficient for this scale is .75. Argument frequency was assessed by one item asking how often the respondent has an unpleasant disagreement with his/her partner. Responses ranged from 1 (several times a week) to 6 (never). For this domain we also included a third variable, partner life events occurring within the past year, as an indication of poor choice in the selection of a romantic partner, analogous to the concept of partner deviance in the work of Rutter (see Rutter and Rutter 1993). This variable consists of a count of the following events experienced by a respondent’s partner: (a) a serious illness or injury, (b) a drinking or drug problem, (c) got physically assaulted or raped, (d) got burglarized, robbed or mugged, (e) got in trouble with the law, (f) got fired or laid off, (g) had serious financial problems, (h) failed school or a training problem, (i) quit or dropped out of school, (j) had a nervous breakdown or bad emotional illness, (k) attempted suicide. Although items (a), (c), and (d) do not directly indicate partner deviance, they are included in the partner life events measure because each item has been associated with delinquent behavior in male
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adolescents and young adults in prior research (e.g., Farrington 1995; Lauritsen et al. 1991; Woodward and Fergusson 2000).



Missing Values Imputation Because respondents in our study chose different pathways in work, school, and relationships following high school, many questions assessing experiences in a post-high school role domain were answered only by a subset of the sample. In other words, most respondents did not occupy all three roles and thus could not answer questions regarding role experience in a role not occupied. For example, only 413 of 1,093 respondents were simultaneously working, in school, and in a serious relationship at Time 2. If our analyses were performed only on these participants, the results would only generalize to young women who were working, in school, and in a romantic relationship. This is a common situation in survey data, however, and because these data are missing due to the design of the interview rather than selective non-response, the missing role experience questions, unanswered because on non-membership in that domain, can be considered to be missing at random (MAR) (Schafer and Graham 2002). As Schafer and Graham (2002) discuss, missing information concerning experiences in unoccupied roles (e.g., conflict at work in those not working) are MAR because their missingness depends on a known status value in the dataset (e.g., respondent is not currently working). MAR data can be imputed using maximum likelihood procedures (Schafer and Graham 2002), enabling all of the data to be used. Thus, we imputed missing experience data using SPSS 11.5 Missing Values Analysis and followed imputation guidelines developed for this software (SPSS 1997). The amount of missing data due to selective nonresponse in this sample is extremely small. Among all variables used in this analysis, there were no missing values on any single-item measure. The number of cases with missing data due to selective non-response (on any of the items in a scale) did not exceed 5% of the sample for any multi-item measure. Among multi-item variables used in this analysis, the MVA procedure described above was implemented to impute missing values among variables with cases that had more than two-thirds of items missing. However, for cases in which valid data existed on at least two-thirds of the items, we chose a more parsimonious method of missing value imputation because of the computational complexity of the MVA method described above. Among these cases, values for multi-item scales were assigned the value of the mean of the valid items, a method found to be reasonably unbiased in simulations by Schaefer and Graham (2002).
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Overview of Analysis The analysis entails the estimation of a series of multiple regression equations to examine the effects of CSA on relative change in depressed mood of men and women from Time 1 to Time 2, an interval of roughly 2 years. Two waves of data were used in order to assess the role of social fields in mediating the impact of CSA on depressive symptoms in the context of baseline levels of mood. Previous research has shown that improved psychological functioning occurs in the immediate years following high school graduation (Aseltine and Gore 1993; Schulenberg et al. 2000), consistent with the view that this is a time when change is possible and suggesting that new role involvements may be implicated in this change. By controlling for the effect of Time 1 depressed mood on Time 2 depressed mood, we interpret the coefficients of predictor variables as the effects of these measures on change in depressed mood over time (Kessler and Greenberg 1981). It should be noted that this is a conservative approach to estimating the emotional impact of CSA in later life, since the effects of abuse that are manifested in the Time 1 measure of depressed mood would be partialled out of these equations. After establishing the overall association between abuse status and change in depressed mood, we then add the social functioning variables to the regression equation to determine whether these experiences mediate this association, as indicated by the procedures outlined by Baron and Kenny (1986). The importance of each domain of role variables and specific features of experience within each domain will then be further examined in a series of analyses decomposing the total, direct, and indirect effects of CSA on change in depressed mood. This involves estimating a series of equations to partition the total effect of CSA on depressed mood into the direct and indirect effects, where the indirect effects quantify the influence of CSA on depressed mood through the three role domains (Aseltine 1996; Duncan 1975). Thus, after establishing the total effect of CSA on Time 2 depressed mood net of Time 1 depressed mood and demographic controls, analyses focus on the extent to which the indirect effect of CSA on depressed mood is mediated or explained by measures of role status and experience in school, work, and relationships. We note that we can only conduct these analyses on the women in the sample due to the fact that only 7 of the young men report having been sexually abused.



Results The degree to which CSA was associated with change in depressed mood from Time 1 to Time 2 in women is
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presented in Table 4. For the sample as a whole, CSA was significantly related to higher levels of depressed mood from Time 2 net of Time 1 depressed mood (B = .276, SE = .057, p < .001) controlling for gender, parent’s education, and race (not shown). This corresponds to an effect size of more than half a standard deviation using the standard deviation for the total sample at time 2 (SD = .55) to enable comparison across subsamples.3 Although of lesser magnitude than for boys, Table 4 reveals that the CSA coefficient for young women is strong and statistically significant (B = .255, SE = .064, p < .001), indicating that young women who report CSA are significantly more depressed at Time 2, net of Time 1 depressed mood and demographic controls, than young women who did not report abuse experiences. Analyses were performed to determine whether this effect differed by characteristics of the abuse experience—continued versus isolated abuse and known versus unknown perpetrator. They suggested slightly greater impact of continued abuse and abuse by known perpetrators, but none of the subgroup contrasts achieved statistical significance due to the small numbers of abused women in each category. Further analysis of the trends observed in Table 4 indicates that the CSA coefficient does indeed represent increased levels of depressed mood over time among young women reporting abuse experiences during childhood. Mean levels of depressed mood for this group were 2.04 at Time 2 and 1.95 at Time 1, in contrast to the slight decreases in depressed mood during this time observed among those who did not report an abuse experience (Time 2 CESD = 1.70; Time 1 CESD = 1.76). Because of the small number of young men (n = 7) reporting a history of CSA, the remaining analyses presented in this article include young women only. To determine the extent to which the effect of CSA on depressed mood may be mediated by emerging adult role transitions, we first examined the bivariate associations among these clusters of variables. Here, we would expect to see significant associations involving first, CSA and these potential mediators, and second, the mediators and depressed mood (Baron and Kenny 1986). Table 5 includes descriptive data for all social role experience variables, as well as bivariate correlations of these variables with Time 2 depressed mood and CSA. The type of correlation reported is appropriate for the variables examined (i.e., Pearson for two continuous variables, tetrachoric for two dichotomous variables, and biserial for a continuous and dichotomous



Table 4 Tracing the impact of young adult pathways in mediating the effect of childhood sexual abuse on the course of depressed mood in emerging adult women
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variable). All correlations were calculated using PRELIS 2.30 (Joreskog and Sorbom 1993). As demonstrated by the correlations in Table 5 and in the following percentage differences for dichotomous variables, women with a history of CSA reported deficits in



Further analysis revealed that this overall effect masked dramatic differences between sexes, with the effect for boys (B = .519, SE = .173) twice that for girls (B = .246, SE = .061), and amounting to an effect size of almost a standard deviation. However, the small number of boys reporting CSA (n = 7) renders this result speculative at best.
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Note: CESD = Center for Epidemiological Studies’ Depression scale *p < .05
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Table 5 Descriptive statistics and bivariate associations for measures of childhood sexual abuse (CSA), depressed mood, and experiences in work, school, and intimate relationships M



SD



Correlation with Time 2 CESD



Time 1 CESD



1.78



.49



.384*



.15



.35



.007a



CSA .205*a



School status Attend 2-year school Attend 4-year school



.42



School disruption
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.49



.023b
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094*
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a
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School conflict



1.7
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School enjoyment Romantic characteristics
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.1
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.043b



a
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Work conflict
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Work disruption



a



Note: CESD = Center for Epidemiological Studies’ Depression scale. n = 571 a



Biserial correlation;



b



Tetrachoric correlation; non-labeled correlations are Pearson correlations



*p < .05



all social role experiences compared to non-sexually abused women. Far fewer sexually abused women attended 4-year colleges (20.0% vs. 44.1%), although their representation at 2-year colleges was comparable (16.9% vs. 14.6%). They also reported less enjoyment of school (r = – .152) and slightly more conflict at school (r = .099). Sexually abused women were more likely to work full-time (35.4% vs. 18.5%), and report more conflict (r = .228) and slightly less enjoyment (r = –.104) at work. There were also indicators that the personal lives of some sexually abused women may be more troubled. Although the proportion of women in serious romantic relationships did not differ by CSA history, sexually abused women were substantially more likely to have experienced breakups between Time 1 and Time 2 (60.0% vs. 41.3%) and to have had babies by Time 2 (27.7% vs. 14.2%). They reported lower levels of intimate support (r = –.209) and greater argument frequency (r = .172). In addition, among those who had serious partners or were married or living with their partner, women who reported an abuse experience
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were more likely to have partners with a drinking or drug problem, or who were recently fired or laid off. Thus, in both their personal and occupational lives, sexually abused women have embarked on pathways characterized by greater hardship and risk during the first years following high school. Moreover, the bivariate correlations presented in Table 5 demonstrate that, except for full-time work participation, all measures in these role domains that were significantly associated with CSA were also significantly associated with depressed mood at Time 2, in the expected direction. These results are consistent with the hypothesis that the impact of CSA on young adult mental health is mediated by challenges and difficulties in work, school, and romantic relationships during this transitional period. Thus, after determining the total effect of CSA on depressed mood in Model 1, we calculated the direct effect of CSA on depressed mood by adding all social role experiences in the 3 domains to Model 1 in Table 4; results are presented in Model 2. Social role experiences in all three domains were
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significantly related to depressed mood at Time 2, net of baseline levels of depressed mood. In the school domain, attendance at post-secondary schools, both 2-year (B = – .143, SE = .055) and 4-year (B = –.220, SE = .050) colleges, and school enjoyment (B = –.177, SE = .036), were significantly related to a decrease in depressed mood. Greater conflict at school was also related to an increase in depressed mood (B = .178, SE = .036). In the work domain, being employed full-time was related to lower levels of depressed mood (B = –.108, SE = .049). Work disruption (B = .113, SE = .041) and conflict at work (B = .128, SE = .034) were related to higher levels of depressed mood. Finally, in the relationship domain, intimate support from a romantic partner (B = –.172, SE = .155) was related to lower levels of depressed mood. To determine whether the social role experiences of sexually abused females mediated the impact of CSA on depressed mood, we needed to determine the size and significance of the indirect effects, i.e., those effects of CSA on depressed mood that were mediated by the effects of CSA on the three social role domains, which are themselves associated with depressed mood. The indirect effect of CSA on depressed mood for females was calculated as the difference between the coefficient of .255 in Model 1 and the coefficient of .109 in Model 2, where it was no longer statistically significant. This difference (.146) represented a reduction of nearly 60% and was statistically significant, z = 4.09, p < .05; (see Clogg et al. 1995), indicating that the reduction in the effect of CSA was not a chance fluctuation. This significant decrease in the total effect indicates that much of the association between CSA and later depressed mood among females is mediated by status and experience in the domains of school, work, and intimate relationships during this period of life. To determine the relative importance of the three role domains in mediating the effect of CSA on depressed mood, we calculated the indirect effects of CSA on depressed mood separately through each role domain (i.e., school, work, and intimate relationships). Using the same logic and method described above for determining the total indirect effect, the three indirect effects were calculated by subtracting the direct effect of CSA from the CSA coefficient obtained in a series of models dropping each set of mediators (see Aseltine 1996). Results from this analysis are presented in Table 6 and indicate that only participation and experiences in the school and relationship domains accounted for statistically significant reductions in the impact of CSA on depressed mood (see Clogg et al. (1995). School status and experiences at school accounted for 31% (i.e., .045/[.255 – .109]) of the reduction in the CSA coefficient in the full model, and intimate relationships accounted for 19% of the reduction in this coefficient.



119 Table 6 Decomposition of direct and indirect effects of CSA on depressed mood Effect



B (SE)



Totala Direct



BR – BF (SE)



.255* (.064) b



.109 (.057)



Indirect throughc School



.045* (.021)



Workc



.016 (.016)



Intimate relationshipsc



.028* (.012)



a The total effect is the coefficient for CSA from the reduced model presented in Table 5 (Model 1) b



The direct effect is the coefficient for each variable from the full model presented in Table 5 (Model 2) c



The indirect effects are the arithmetic differences (BR – BF) between the coefficient for each variable from reduced equations omitting each domain of mediators (BR) and the coefficient from the full model (BF)



Further decomposition analyses were performed in order to determine the particular measures in each of these domains that were most important in mediating the effect of CSA on depressed mood. To do this, the indirect effect for a particular measure was determined by subtracting the direct effect of CSA from the CSA coefficient in the full model with the measure of interest excluded. The indirect effect of CSA through school was explained mainly by lower levels of enrollment in 4-year college (56% of the school effect; z = 11.8, p < .05) and school enjoyment (36% of the school effect; z = 2.3, p < .05. The indirect effect of CSA through intimate relationships was explained mainly by lower levels of intimate support from one’s romantic partner (57% of the relationship effect; z = 5.2, p < .05).



Discussion Our findings concerning the impact of CSA on young adults’ work, schooling, and intimate relationships reveal the widespread reverberations of these experiences in multiple role domains and suggest the potential for longterm and compounding mental heath effects. Regarding relationships, our results suggest a process in which nonsupportive intimate relationships exacerbate depressed mood among sexually abused women, over and above the influence of work and school experiences. The importance of the intimate relationship domain in mediating the effect of CSA on depressed mood is mainly the result of lower levels of perceived emotional support from the partners of sexually abused women, a result consistent with prior research documenting several links in this chain: research linking CSA to depression (Brown et al. 1999; Lewis et al. 2003), CSA to interpersonal functioning (Mullen et al.
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1996), and depression to interpersonal functioning (Daley and Hammen 2002; Kandel and Davies 1986). Thus, it appears that depressive symptoms are affected mainly by the perceived caring and concern of the partner. Other research indicates that a supportive intimate relationship contributes to the resilience of sexually abused women and conversely that they are more vulnerable to a lack of support (Whiffen et al. 1999), so confirmation of this mediating mechanism in our data is particularly troublesome. If the ability to forge supportive ties is compromised in sexually abused women, as our data indicate, they may be deprived of an important coping resource. Furthermore, regarding educational and career pathways, our results indicate that lower attendance at 4-year colleges by sexually abused women explains some of their elevated levels of depressed mood, as it does for young adults in general (Gore and Aseltine 2003). In addition, sexually abused women report less enjoyment at school, which also contributes to this mediating process. Because career pathways involving college education lead to employment in better paying and more prestigious occupations in adulthood (Arnett 2000) and because social competence at work is an important key to success (Goleman 1995), these results bode relatively poorly for their future career prospects. Moreover, these results complement previous research showing that the student role is the key transitional role into successful adult statuses, delaying premature entry into marriage and preventing divorce (Chassin et al. 1992). Thus, post-secondary education may synergistically foster success in multiple aspects of adult role functioning by helping high-risk women to increase employment opportunities and delay entry into marriage, and by providing a context for developing positive emotional resources to succeed in those roles. Further research is necessary to determine whether sexually abused women who attend college have more successful adult role attainment and psychosocial strengths in later adult years. The low representation of sexually abused women in higher education is a clear target for intervention. Future research also needs to determine whether elements of the college experience may promote strengthening of the self, thus improving protective factors that promote resilience such as greater self-esteem and less selfblame (Coffey et al. 1996; Dufour and Nadeau 2001). Although these traits may also influence initial selection into college, the fact that we controlled for Time 1 depressive symptoms diminishes the possibility that this self-selection might have affected the conclusions in our study. Prior research comparing women with similar histories of CSA found that higher levels of education differentiated resilient from non-resilient women in terms of drug addiction (Dufour and Nadeau 2001). College may be a uniquely therapeutic social field, providing a
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semi-structured bridge environment that includes a new set of peers as well as caring, competent adults who are important to promoting resilience in young adults with disadvantaged childhoods (e.g., Masten et al. 2004). One of the strengths of our study is its longitudinal design, which allows us to assess the impact of CSA during this fluid developmental period. Results not only reveal elevated levels of depressed mood among abused relative to non-abused women, but that levels of depressed mood among abused women increase following the transition. In contrast with the general reduction in depressed mood documented for their non-abused counterparts, this is an important though tentative finding given the shortness of the follow-up period. Whether this divergence constitutes a temporary exacerbation for abused women or a more persistent phenomenon may depend upon their ability to establish a life course involving positive career and relationship experiences. Previous research with this sample revealed CSA to be the most potent predictor of depression among 10 traumatic childhood experiences (Schilling et al. 2007). The effect sizes for both young women and men observed in this study were substantially larger than those typically found for the vast majority of more proximate negative life events occurring in adulthood (Aseltine and Kessler 1993; Kessler and McLeod 1984; McLeod and Kessler 1990), which range between a quarter and a third of a standard deviation. Consequently our research informs the debate over the controversial findings of Rind et al. (1998) who concluded in a recent meta-analysis that the effect of CSA on young adults’ adjustment is actually quite small (e.g., Dallam et al. 2001; Ondersma et al. 2001; Rind et al. 2001). Our study is particularly relevant to this debate because we address two of the principal criticisms of Rind et al.’s research: that studies using college samples may include only the highest functioning youths experiencing CSA, and that the wide range of abuse definitions found in the metaanalyses have diluted calculations of the impact of traumatic sexual victimization. Our study, with a conservative definition of CSA and involving a diverse sample of youth, revealed the substantial effect of childhood sexual victimization on depressed mood in young adult women and men. These findings support the contention that findings from CSA studies using college samples are not generalizable to the broader population of young adults (e.g., Jumper 1995; Ondersma et al. 2001). Limitations Despite its strengths, our study has several limitations. The first limitation involves our conservative definition of CSA, and the resulting low prevalence of CSA endorsed by participants in our study. The definition of CSA in this
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study comprises rape that involved threats or use of force, ‘‘sexual molestation,’’ and/or ‘‘sexual abuse;’’ thus, some participants with sexually abusive experiences in their childhood were almost certainly defined as non-abused. It is also possible that participants of the study who experienced serious forms of CSA other than rape would not be included in our CSA group unless they endorsed being ‘‘sexually abused’’ or ‘‘sexually molested.’’ Our questions are those used in the NCS (Kessler et al. 1997), as well as other major community studies, and although not comprehensive, have strengths due to validation studies that have also examined the issue of reporting bias (Turner et al. 1995). In addition, Gorey and Leslie (1997) showed that CSA prevalence estimates are inversely related to response rates; our study had a higher response rate (72%) than the average (69%) of those in their ‘‘good’’ surveys. Finally, although under-identification of CSA is clearly a problem, because some women who experience CSA would have been included in the non-abused group, the result would probably be a downward bias in the effect of CSA on depression. Whether work, school, and relationships mediate the effect of other non-identified types of CSA on depressed mood is unanswerable given our data, however. A second related limitation involves our inability to perform a more fine-tuned examination of variability in the experience of CSA. Because of sample size limitations, we were unable to differentiate between factors potentially relevant to the long-term impact of CSA on depressed mood, such as duration, perpetrator, and age of onset (see Jumper 1995). Also, by controlling for Time 1 depressed mood, we have controlled for the differential effects of CSA characteristics on initial depressed mood. However, again, this is clearly a limitation that we hope will be remediated in future studies. Two additional limitations are related to measurement issues. First, some of our school and work scales have relatively low reliability. These scales generally include only 2 or 3 items; this accounts for their low reliability because Cronbach’s alpha is positively associated with the number of items in the scale (Carmines and Zeller 1979). However, it would increase confidence in the results if the reliabilities were higher, and this would be an important component of future research. Second, the assessment of negative interactions and conflict in romantic relationships is one-dimensional. We were only able to include a measure of argument frequency and this measure did not include any assessment of argument severity regarding issues or process (i.e., whether any violence was involved, whether couples were able to resolve problems discussed). These are very important aspects of relationship quality that reasonably could be expected to relate to CSA history, but that go beyond our data. Again, we hope that future
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research will further investigate the role of romantic relationships in the emotional development of young sexually abused women in more depth. The final limitation involves our reliance on self-report data and consequent potential for recall bias. In general, the research on this issue indicates that retrospective selfreport data show some validity problems pertaining to recall of event details; however, the central features of the experiences themselves are accurately reported (Brewin et al. 1993). In addition, structured interview is the methodology least likely to elicit false memories among respondents (Hardt and Rutter 2004). However, previous research has found that the assessment of trauma is subject to recall errors based on a respondent’s depression status at the time of the assessment (Schraedley et al. 2002). Several features of our study may have served to minimize this problem, though. First, as Schraedley et al. discuss, interview methods, such as those used in our study, are likely more reliable than the checklists used in their study. Second, by controlling for Time 1 depressive status as Schraedley et al. recommend, we have controlled for any bias in recall that might exist due to depressive status at the time traumas are reported. Third, only one of the sexually abused respondents was clinically depressed at Time 1 according to the Composite International Diagnostic Interview (CIDI), and results remained the same (not presented here) when she was excluded from the analysis. Implications for Intervention Our results provide information about the malleability of the effects of CSA in emerging adulthood that can be used in the development of preventive trials (Kellam and Van Horn 1997). This study has identified college as being an especially important social field for emerging adult sexually abused women. An important implication of viewing the adult consequences of CSA as a transactional process is that intervention earlier in the life course, before personal and vocational choices are entrenched and the cycle of depression becomes intractable, is optimal. One entre´e into the lives of these young women is the mental health system: 58% of the sexually abused women in our study reported contact with a mental health professional during high school. Evidence from our study that pursuit of a 4-year college education carries both shortterm mental health benefits as well as the potential for long-term economic gain should lead counselors to encourage sexually abused clients to pursue higher education. However, because a significant proportion of sexually abused women do not seek professional help, and because brief counseling is the rule, not the exception, prevention/intervention programs to which counselors can refer their clients, and to which young women can
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self-refer, are warranted. High school prevention programs that develop competency related skills, such as those comprising emotional intelligence (Cherniss 2002), would likely meet the needs of those girls with a CSA history as well as other high risk youth. Indeed, because a large percentage of sexually abused youth did not attend college, opportunities for referral can become much more difficult following high school. Existing programs already developed, such as the Children’s Aid Society-Carrera program, could be adapted or expanded to include girls generally at risk. Carrera not only seeks to discourage risky sexual behavior but also seeks to foster positive youth development by improving academic performance and work preparation, engaging students in other ennobling pursuits (e.g., arts, sports), and providing access to comprehensive health care (Philliber et al. 2001). Particularly relevant, given our results, is the evidence from Carrera that 66% of their study participants enrolled in college (Carrera 2005). Our research suggests that the addition of a module emphasizing education in the components of healthy intimate relationships, including constructive communication and conflict resolution skills, would also be beneficial. Summary In sum, this study provides evidence that CSA has substantial long-term effects on an important indicator of mental health, depressive symptoms, as adolescent girls enter the adult world. In addition, salient social fields of early adulthood—work, school, and intimate relationships—play a significant role in explaining the elevated levels of depressive symptoms in sexually abused women at this time of life. These results point to several targets of intervention which have the potential to equip young women with the means and support to make promising choices in the domains of work, school, and relationships, and to flourish in these, and other, adult roles. Acknowledgment This research is supported by grants from the National Institute of Mental Health (R01-MH55626) and from the William T. Grant Foundation. The authors gratefully acknowledges the support of Karen Bourdon, NIMH Project Office and the Center for Survey Research which conducted the data collection. We thank Mary Ellen Colten, Dorothy Cerankowski, Phyllis Doucette, Stacey Kadish, Michelle Poulin, and Karen Verrochi for their contributions to the project.
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