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Background

Experiencing childhood adversity has been shown to have profound consequences
throughout development.!> While research has shown normative threat sensitivity
to be heightened during adolescence, it is unclear whether different aspects of
childhood adversity (amount, type, timing) have an impact on the trajectory of
threat sensitivity across adolescence.

Thus, the current study examined the impact of the amount, type, and timing

of childhood adversity on threat sensitivity in adolescence.

* Hpypothesis 1: Higher exposure to childhood adversity will result in higher threat
sensitivity during adolescence, as this has been previously linked with negative
mental health outcomes. 3-

* Hpypothesis 2: Adversity type leads to different consequences, as deprivation-
related adversity 1s associated with cognitive difficulties, while threat-related
adversity is related to increased threat-detection.®’ Threat-related adversity will
be more strongly linked to threat sensitivity during adolescence than
deprivation-related adversity.

* Hpypothesis 3: Studies have found mixed results as to whether early or late
adversity relates to problems across development.® Theoretically, work suggests
that early adversity, in particular, may relate to changes in brain development.”-1°
Thus, 1t 1s expected that early life adversity would relate to high threat
sensitivity.

Methods
Participants: N =733 (baseline age range = 7-14, M., = 10.7, 47.7% female).

Procedure: Participants were recruited from elementary schools and high schools
in Ontario. Participants filled out annual surveys across 7 years.

Measures:

Parent-Report Childhood Adversity: Parent-reported Adverse Life Events survey, a
modified version of the Early Trauma Inventory (ETI; e.g., death of parent, being
bullied), filled out by parents at Year 1 of the study for early childhood adversity
(i.e., 0-6 years) and late childhood adversity (i.e., 7-present years).!!

Threat Sensitivity: Participants rated their agreement to statements on the
Behavioural Inhibition System scale (e.g., “Criticism hurts me quite a bit”).!?

Analyses

Generalized Additive Mixed-Effects Modelling (GAMM): Statistical modeling
approach that assesses non-linear relationships between variables, by using smooth
functions, instead of assuming a linear relationship while accounting for repeated
measures. !

GAMMs were used to identify the non-linear trajectory in threat sensitivity
across age based on the amount, type, and timing of childhood adversity.
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Results

Impact of High versus Low Adversity on Threat Sensitivity

High levels of adversity was linked to higher threat sensitivity in late childhood, which
continued to increase across adolescence. Those with lower levels of adversity started lower
and showed a non-linear increase in threat sensitivity across adolescence.
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Figure 1: The impact of adversity levels on threat sensitivity across age. The solid lines represent the spline of age across the range of threat sensitivity. The

shaded regions denote the 95% confidence intervals (CI) around the predicted values. Age in years 1s plotted along the x-axis, and threat sensitivity is presented

along the y-axis.

Impact of Threat-Related Adversity on Threat Sensitivity

Higher threat-related adversity was related to higher threat sensitivity compared to low threat-

related adversity. Age-related trends indicated that individuals with high threat-related

adversity started with a higher threat sensitivity, persisting across adolescence. Individuals with

low threat-related adversity started lower on threat sensitivity but displayed a non-linear
increase across adolescence.

Impact of Deprivation-Related Adversity on Threat Sensitivity

There was no difference 1n threat sensitivity between those high versus low on
deprivation-related adversity. For low levels of deprivation, there was a non-linear
increase 1n threat sensitivity across age, but a linear increase for high levels of deprivation.
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Figure 4: The impact of deprivation-related adversity levels on threat sensitivity across age. The solid lines represent the spline of age across
the range of threat sensitivity. The shaded regions denote the 95% confidence intervals (Cl) around the predicted values. Age in years is
plotted along the x-axis, and threat sensitivity is presented along the y-axis.

Impact of Early and Late Childhood Adversity on Threat Sensitivity

Compared to Low adversity, only those with Late adversity had a higher threat sensitivity.
Age-related trends indicated that there was a linear increase 1n threat sensitivity across age
for the Early and Late adversity groups, while the Low adversity group showed a more
complex non-linear curve, and the High adversity group showed a trend that was
approximately quadratic.
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Figure 2: The impact of adversity timing on sensitivity to threat across age for (A) Low Adversity (low levels of adversity in early and late
childhood), (B) Early Adversity (high levels of adversity in early childhood and low levels of adversity in late childhood), (C) Late Adversity (low
Figure 3: The impact of threat-related adversity levels on threat sensitivity across age. The solid lines represent the spline of age across the range of lev.els of adversity i’? e?rly childhood and high levels of adversity in late childhood), (D_) {-Ifgh Adversity (high {evels of adversity in early.and late
threat sensitivity. The shaded regions denote the 95% confidence intervals (Cl) around the predicted values. Age in years is plotted along the x-axis, childhood). The solid lines represent the spline of age across the range of threat sensitivity. The shaded regions denote the 95% confidence
and threat sensitivity is presented along the y-axis. intervals (Cl) around the predicted values. Age in years is plotted along the x-axis, and threat sensitivity is presented along the y-axis.
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Discussion

Using a longitudinal sample, this study showed that the trajectory of threat sensitivity was impacted by the amount, type and timing of childhood adversity.

* High levels of childhood adversity associated with increased threat sensitivity.
* Threat-related adversity was related to a higher threat sensitivity, while deprivation-related

adversity had no impact.

* Late adversity was associated with a higher threat sensitivity compared to Low adversity, while Early and High adversity did not impact threat sensitivity over time.

Understanding the different ways that childhood adversity can impact adolescent development

1s important for fostering resiliency and promoting positive youth development.
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