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ACEs can undo things that normally give children
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Relationship Instability

A second possible mechanism is relationship instability. Early research on the effects of

child maltreatment established that a history of child abuse and neglect is associated with poor

interpersonal skills in adulthood, including low levels of self-esteem and trust, higher rates of

aggressive behaviors, and lower levels of social support (Tuscic et al. 2013). Survivors of child

abuse and neglect also experience higher rates of divorce and separation in adulthood (Covey et

al. 2013; Currie & Widom 2010) and are more likely to never marry (Covey et al. 2013).

More recent research has broadened the lens of child adversities beyond maltreatment. In

a large population-based sample across five states, middle-aged adults with a history of ACEs are

more likely to be divorced or separated, compared to counterparts with no history of ACEs (Font

& Maguire-Jack 2016). Anda et al. (2004) established that ACEs are linked to an array of

relational problems, including marital instability (i.e., three or more marriages). Additionally,

ACEs are associated with higher levels of social isolation (Vederhus et al. 2022), interpersonal

violence victimization (Montalvo-Liendo et al. 2015; Thulin et al. 2021), and relational

aggression (Godbout et al. 2019; Herrenkohl et al. 2023). This study will carefully consider how

differences in marriage and divorce drive any differences in net worth.

Work and Earnings

Of the three proposed mechanisms explaining the influence of ACEs on financial health,

employment has been investigated in the largest number of studies. Anda et al. (2004) found that

ACE scores were positively related to poor employment outcomes such as absenteeism and other

job problems, and that this relationship followed a dose-response pattern, with those

experiencing more ACEs suffering worse outcomes.

Several subsequent studies have supported this initial finding. For example, Liu et al.

(2013) examined 2009 BRFSS data from a large sample of adults (N = 17,469; age range =

18-64 years) from five states. Results indicated that unemployment rates were higher for those

with any history of ACEs, and that these rates increased with each additional ACE. Similarly,

Metzler et al. (2017) analyzed data from 10 states within the BRFSS and found that compared to

participants who reported no history of ACE, those with three or more ACEs were 2.4 times

more likely to have been out of work in the past year. One study based on a small sample of

African-American men (N=199; age range= 16 – 63 years) not only confirmed that ACEs were

negatively related to current employment, but also explored possible reasons for this relationship,





8

section tries to offer evidence that the
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Family Alcohol Abuse. Family alcohol abuse was
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Parental divorce in the NLSY79 is identified from several sources within the survey. The

first is the same set of six questions used for parental death on the reason why an individual

stopped living with one of their biological or adoptive parents. If the individual stated this was

due to separation/divorce, then it was assumed that they had experienced this ACE. In addition to

these questions, other questions from the initial NLSY79 interviews were used. Sample members

were said to have experienced divorce if they reported having lived with a stepparent for at least

four months in the past, or if the “householder” currently was divorced or separated.

The final type of parental separation – residing with non-family – incorporates several

living arrangements between birth and age 18 including foster care, orphanages, juvenile

detention centers, group care, other institutional settings, friends, or living on one’s own (counted

as an ACE only at ages 16 and under).
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Family Background. One reason that individuals with ACEs may experience different

cumulative outcomes is a less advantaged starting point in life. To capture this possibility, several

variables related to family background were included: mother and father’s education, whether the

individual’s parents were ever married, and the household’s total family income in
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splitting of household net worth. The NLSY79 collects detailed data on marriages that allows the

identification of an individual’s status as ever married, the length of time that they have spent

married, and divorce. Table 1 shows that those without ACEs are only slightly more likely to

ever get married than those with them (85.8% versus 82.1%). But, those without ACEs are much

less likely to end those marriages in divorce (45.2% versus 57.1%). The end result is that those

without ACEs are married during 1.5 more NLSY survey years, and are nearly 10 percentage

points more likely to be married in their fifties relative to those with ACEs.

Work and Earnings. The final avenue that could lead those experiencing ACEs to accumulate

differential net worth is less employment and/or lower earnings, even conditional on education.

This could occur if, for example, ACEs lessen an individual’s ability to trust or otherwise work
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Methodology

This paper undertakes a Blinder-Oaxaca decomposition, exploring four mechanisms

through which ACEs may impact net worth: 1) family background; 2) cognitive

functioning/education; 3) relationship stability; and
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the sum represents the difference in net worth between those without and with ACEs due to any

difference in the relationship between net worth and lifetime earnings. For example, if those with

ACEs have more trouble planning for the future, then each dollar earned may equate to lower net

worth. This second quantity is often referred to as the “unexplained” portion of the difference,

because it is due to a difference in slopes with unclear origins (e.g., it could be an inability to

execute a savings plan, or a lack of access to quality banking, etc.). Finally, the third term is the

“interaction” effect, and reflects the fact that both the observed variable and its relationship to the

dependent variable may differ at the same time.

This third term is necessary because the selection of the reference group in the first two

terms
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statistically significant at the five-percent level, while the portion due to interactions is not

significantly different from zero.

The first column of Table 2 presents the estimated portion of the explained difference due

to each of the observed variables.
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disparities between those with no versus any history of ACEs. While previous literature has

documented how child trauma or ACEs undermine educational achievement (Font &

Maguire-Jack, 2016; Hardcastle et al., 2018; Otero et al., 2021), our study further demonstrated

that this association is a significant pathway that later suppresses net worth in adulthood.

Similarly, empirical studies have found that ACEs increase the odds of social isolation

(Vederhus et al. 2022), relational volatility (Anda et al. 2004; Covey et al. 2013; Currie &

Widom 2010), and even interpersonal aggression (Goudbout et al. 2019; Herrenhokl et al. 2023;

Tuscic et al. 2013) in adulthood. Our results highlighted that the resultant marital instability is a

second mechanism that undermines net worth for individuals with ACE histories. ACEs increase

the odds of never marrying, which precludes pooling of resources with a spouse. For those that

do marry, ACEs also increase the odds of separation or divorce, which can be extremely costly

and undermine net worth.

Another pathway identified in this study was reduced lifetime earnings. The empirical

literature is well-established that ACEs are associated with employment problems in adulthood

(Anda et al. 2004; Liu et al. 2013; Metzler et al. 2017). Workers with histories of ACEs may

incur issues such as absenteeism, relational problems with co-workers, substance use, and mental

health problems (Anda et al. 2004; Topitzes et al. 2016). These factors often contribute to

disruptions in employment, career advancement, and, ultimately, lower earnings even when

employed.

Beyond these differences explained by observed characteristics, a remaining portion of

the difference is due to the fact that ACEs seem to limit the benefit of protective factors. For

example, an extra dollar of family income in an individual’s late
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single solution or “silver bullet” exists that could address the group disparities. Instead, a

broader, more holistic remedy is needed.

The most promising way of addressing the consequences of ACEs would likely combine

high-quality pre-school with some element of in-home visitation or parental training for at-risk

families. High-quality preschool has been shown to limit exactly the sorts of externalizing

behaviors – e.g., swearing, aggression towards others – that follows from ACEs and that

destabilizes relationships and employment (e.g., see Heckman et al. 2010). And while evidence

is slightly weaker, in-home visitation and parental training has been shown to make a difference

in rates of maltreatment (e.g., see Mersky et al. 2011).

Indeed, it is exactly the value of this solution that most merits future research. Little work

we are aware of has examined how early childhood interventions like high-quality preschool

alters the effect of ACEs on longer-term outcomes. While research has examined extensively the

benefits of these programs on average, less has been produced about their effect specifically for

those experiencing events like ACEs. The answer is not obvious. On the one hand, ACEs reduce

the benefits of family income, so they may also limit the benefit of these programs. Then again,

Kline and Walters (2016) find that Head Start programs may benefit children with the lowest

probability of attending in the first place – likely a group that overlaps those with ACEs.

Understanding whether or not high-quality preschools can have similar benefits to those

experiencing ACEs is a worthy topic – after all, these programs are likely the most concrete way

to address the multi-dimensional consequences of these experiences on children.
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Table 4. Analysis Sample and Reason for Exclusion
Number Share

Included in Analysis 5,103 40.2%
Not Included in Analysis
Attrition 4,833 38.1%
Missing ACE Information 751 5.9%
Missing Dependent Variable 934 7.4%
Missing Independent Variable 743 5.9%
Trimmed for Net Worth 322 2.5%

Total 12,686 100%
Source: Authors' analysis of National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 Cohort (1979-2018).
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Figure 1. Share of Workers with Significant Earnings and Median Earnings if Earning, by ACE
Status (2018 Dollars)

Note: Includes only individuals included in the Oaxaca Decomposition sample from Table 2.
Source: Authors’ calculations from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 Cohort (NLSY79), 1979-2018.
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Figure 2. Net Worth, by ACE
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Figure 3. Summary of Findings on ñExplainedò versus ñUnexplainedò Differences

Source: Authors’ calculations from the National Longitudinal Survey of Youth 1979 Cohort (NLSY79), 1985-2016.
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