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Adverse Childhood Experiences, Stress, and Intimate Partner 
Violence among Newlywed Couples Living with Low Incomes

Julia F. Hammett, Benjamin R. Karney, Thomas N. Bradbury
University of California, Los Angeles

Abstract

The stress-generation model, commonly applied in studies of psychopathology, purports that 

vulnerabilities to depression (e.g., rumination, doubt, self-blame, social withdrawal) increase the 

likelihood that stressful events will later occur, thus activating depressive vulnerabilities and 

worsening the course of depression. We adapt this model to examine whether adversities 

experienced early in life serve to channel individuals into stressful circumstances that then evoke 

situational Intimate Partner Violence (IPV) in adulthood. Cross-sectional self-report data on early 

adversity, stress, and IPV from 231 ethnically diverse newlywed couples living in low-income 

communities were analyzed with Structural Equation Modeling (SEM). Replicating prior research, 

reports of early adversity and current life stress covaried reliably with IPV, for husbands and 

wives. Among husbands, early adversity was linked to IPV via stress, whereas for wives, no such 

mediation emerged. Results remained robust against alternative models (e.g., controlling for 

relationship satisfaction, substituting relationship satisfaction for IPV, examining the interaction 

between adversity and stress as a predictor of IPV). These findings indicate that the situations that 

are a defining feature of situational IPV may themselves be a reflection of the adversities that men 

face early in life; in the absence of these stressors, the association between early adversity and 

later IPV falls to non-significance. Assisting men raised in risky environments to appreciate the 

effects of stress on their interpersonal exchanges in marriage could reduce rates of IPV.
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The interdependence that characterizes intimate relationships serves to promote partners’ 

emotional health and well-being, but also brings with it the possibility of hostility, abuse, 

and violence. Affecting millions of Americans each year (Breiding, 2015), Intimate Partner 

Violence (IPV) is associated with poor mental and physical health (Coker et al., 2002) and 

relationship distress and family disruption (Stith, Green, Smith, & Ward, 2008), imposing a 

profound burden upon society in general (e.g., Max, Rice, Finkelstein, Bardwell, & 

Leadbetter, 2004). Prevention and reduction of couples’ hostile acts, through identification 

of risk and protective factors, are high priorities for researchers and policy makers alike. The 
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present study aims to advance this agenda by examining whether adversity experienced 

during childhood predicts situational couple violence in newlywed marriages and, more 

critically, whether these early experiences of adversity foreshadow the stressful life 

circumstances that make IPV more likely.

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) have been identified as a long-range predictor of a 

variety of negative physical and mental health outcomes (for a recent meta-analytic review, 

see Hughes et al., 2017). IPV is among these negative outcomes (e.g., Capaldi, Knoble, 

Shortt, & Kim, 2012). To the extent that children are exposed to abuse, neglect, or inter-

parental violence, their likelihood of being in an aggressive or hostile relationship also 

increases, with meta-analyses estimating an effect size of r = .30 linking family adversity 

during childhood with IPV in adulthood (Stith et al., 2000). While there is now little doubt 

that early adversity increases emotionally dysregulated interpersonal exchanges later in life, 

the majority of people who are exposed to early adversity will not grow up to participate in 

aggressive relationships in adulthood (e.g., Heyman & Slep, 2002). One possible 

explanation for this disjunction is that early adversity must recruit or incur other forms of 

adversity in order for aggression to emerge later in life; thus, early adversity may lead to 

later secondary forms of adversity, which in turn make later aggression more likely. This 

explanation is in line with the more general concept of stress generation, which is familiar in 

the literature on psychopathology. Where it was once held that stress was a principle cause 

of depression, for example, depression and vulnerabilities to depression (e.g., rumination, 

doubt, self-blame, social withdrawal) are now known to increase the likelihood that stressful 

events will later occur, thus activating depressive vulnerabilities and worsening the course of 

depression (Hammen, 2005).

In a similar manner, recent theoretical approaches aimed at understanding violence towards 

intimate partners propose that behavior in couples can be conceptualized as “a dynamic 

developmental system in which behavior in the dyad is inherently interactive and also 

responsive to developmental characteristics of each of the partners and to both broader and 

more proximal contextual factors” (Capaldi & Kim, 2007, p. 7). The Dynamic 

Developmental Systems Model thus emphasizes not only characteristics that partners bring 

into the relationship but also the current risk context and contextual factors that affect 

aggression toward a partner. In line with this approach, we suggest that violence and 

adversity may be bidirectionally associated, contributing to the recurrence and chronicity of 

violence and continuing stressors. Specifically, we propose that individuals exposed to 

family adversity during childhood may encounter more stress as they move into adulthood 

than those exposed to less family adversity, and/or have a decreased ability to manage that 

stress effectively, thus increasing the likelihood that they will be in circumstances that evoke 

IPV. This proposition addresses a question that is untested in the literature on situational 

couple violence: rather than ask what kinds of situations may trigger couple violence, we 

aim to explain why individuals vary in their exposure to situations that make later IPV more 

likely. We argue that these risky situations are not random but are themselves an outgrowth 

of individuals’ earlier adversity, such that vulnerable individuals are confronted with 

circumstances that challenge or erode their capacity to resolve rapidly escalating relationship 

disagreements.
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As examples of risky situations, we focus not only on individuals’ perceptions of general 

stress but also on their perceptions of financial stress and discrimination. Limited financial 

strain and experiences of discrimination are salient and severe stressors that have been 

shown to exert effects on IPV (e.g., Schwaab-Reese, Peek-Asa, & Parker, 2016; Trail, Goff, 

Bradbury, & Karney, 2012). We propose that individuals with a history of family adversity 

may be more susceptible to financial hardship and perceptions of financial strain, and more 

vulnerable to discrimination, as compared to individuals without a history of family 

adversity. Testing such stress-based mechanisms holds promise, first because it may help to 

identify a specific subgroup of individuals who are especially prone to IPV, and second 

because it could help to explain why early adversity is associated with a wide range of 

outcomes, including PTSD (Swopes, Simonet, Jaffe, Tett, & Davis, 2013) and substance use 

(Brown et al., 2015). On the other hand, if we discover that stress does not mediate the 

association between early adversity and IPV, then focus could appropriately turn to 

intrapersonal and interpersonal mediators more explicitly.

Although we are unaware of any efforts to test stress as a mediator of the robust early 

adversity to IPV association, evidence has been presented in support of the subsidiary paths. 

For example, individuals who experience high levels of adversity in childhood are more 

vulnerable to low educational achievement and economic productivity in adulthood (e.g., 

Shonkoff et al., 2012) and are more likely to experience their lives as stressful as a 

consequence (Evans & English, 2002). Stress itself is known to compromise dyadic 

exchanges in adulthood. Experimental manipulation of stress in a laboratory undermines the 

quality of support exchanged between partners (Bodenmann et al., 2015), for example, and 

the likelihood of IPV grows with increases in financial stress (Slep, Foran, Heyman, & 

Snarr, 2010), parenting stress (Probst et al., 2008), work stress (Jasinski, Asdigian, & 

Kantor, 1997), and acculturation stress (Caetano, Ramisetty-Mikler, Vaeth, & Harris, 2007). 

Thus, while the literature appears to support adversity-to-stress and stress-to-IPV links, 

missing from this literature is formal consideration of whether stress that appears to result 

from early adversity does in fact covary with IPV. The present study aims to fill this gap.

The Present Study

Aim 1 of the current study is to replicate prior findings showing associations between early 

adversity (including physical, psychological, and sexual abuse, neglect, and witnessing 

violence as well as mental illness in one’s family of origin) and IPV, and between current 

stress and IPV. Because little is known about which facets of stress matter the most, we 

examine multiple aspects, including perceived stress, financial strain, and experiences of 

discrimination, all of which may be particularly consequential among couples living with 

low incomes (Trail et al., 2012).

With Aim 2 we expand prior research by examining whether current stress mediates the 

association between early adversity and IPV. Although theorists have suggested that the 

intergenerational transmission of violence may operate differently for men and women, 

evidence for gender differences has been inconsistent. Generally, growing up in a violent 

home has been found to relate more strongly to IPV perpetration for male as compared to 

female offspring, suggesting that men are socialized to be aggressive and to use violence to 
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settle disputes (Stith et al., 2000). However, not all studies find this effect (e.g., Cappell & 

Heiner, 1990). Similarly, various dimensions of stress have been found to relate more 

consistently to men’s IPV as compared to women’s IPV (e.g., discrimination, Trail et al., 

2012; financial strain, Ulibarri et al., 2019). This difference might arise as a result of 

expectations that men will be the primary or sole breadwinner, potentially leading to 

increased strain when this expectation goes unmet (e.g., because of poor job prospects), 

increasing the likelihood of IPV perpetration in turn. However, again, other work fails to find 

such gender differences (e.g., Capaldi et al., 2012). In view of contradictory evidence 

regarding the etiology of IPV for men and women, we take no specific stand on this issue 

but instead examine effects of early adversity and current stress on couple IPV separately for 

husbands and wives, and we test for differences in the strength of husbands’ and wives’ 

effects.

In Aim 3, we examine the robustness of the early adversity-to-stress-to-IPV mediation 

model proposed in Aim 2 by testing three alternative models. First, given the importance of 

relationship satisfaction in determining a variety of dyadic outcomes, including IPV (e.g., 

Stith et al., 2008), we examine the mediational pathway from early adversity to stress to IPV 

while controlling for satisfaction. Second, to test whether mediational effects of early 

adversity to stress to negative outcomes would extend to outcomes besides IPV, we examine 

mediational pathways from early adversity to current stress to relationship satisfaction. 

Third, we test whether the combination of early and current life stress and trauma may be 

multiplicatively problematic, in that current stress may moderate – rather than mediate – the 

association between early adversity and IPV.

We situate our study within the population of first-time newlywed couples living with low 

incomes, for several reasons. First, IPV and its many correlates tend to be overrepresented 

among economically disadvantaged, minority group couples (Capaldi et al., 2012) and, 

despite their high rates of relationship distress and dissolution, these couples remain 

understudied (Manning, Brown, Payne, & Wu, 2014). We chose to focus on newlywed 

couples, as they are undergoing a major transition in their lives, one often marked by 

significant changes in work, finances, personal identities, household composition, and 

family development (e.g., Neff & Karney, 2005). Because newlyweds’ behaviors and 

changes in their union at the onset of marriage can foreshadow their long-term fate (Huston, 

Caughlin, Houts, Smith, & George, 2001; Karney & Bradbury, 1995, 1997), studying the 

effects of family adversity during childhood on IPV at this stage may shed light on how 

couples navigate the early transition to committed partnerships. Finally, younger individuals 

are more likely to engage in violent behavior, such as IPV, and pre-marital IPV is predictive 

of later relationship dysfunction (Lawrence & Bradbury, 2001), providing further support for 

sampling from a newlywed population.

Method

Sampling

Sampling was undertaken to yield newlywed different-sex couples in which partners were 

living in high-poverty neighborhoods in Harris County, Texas, the third most populous 

county in the United States and a region with a large and diverse population. Recently 
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married couples were identified through names and addresses on marriage license 

applications. License records were obtained from the Harris County Recorder’s Office 

between 2014 and 2015. Addresses were matched with census data to identify applicants 

living in high-poverty communities, defined as census block groups for which no less than 

30% of the households were categorized by the census as living below poverty, thereby 

oversampling an understudied and rarer population of couples living in high-poverty 

neighborhoods. These couples were screened on the telephone or in person to ensure that 

they were married, neither partner had been previously married, and were not same-sex 

partners. A total of 4,916 couples were identified through addresses listed on their marriage 

licenses. Among the couples contacted, 3,535 could not be reached and 1,157 agreed to be 

screened for eligibility. Of those, 506 couples were screened as eligible (i.e., they were 

married, neither partner had been previously married, and partners were of the same sex), 

and 401 of them agreed to participate in the study, with 231 couples actually participating 

before the close of the study window. The time window for assessment was March 2015 to 

March 2016.

Participants and Procedure

The sample was comprised of 231 couples in their first marriages identified with the above 

procedures. Husbands ranged in age from 18 to 53 years (M = 29.51, SD = 7.46) and wives 

ranged in age from 18 to 56 years (M = 28.07, SD = 7.41). Fifty-two percent of husbands 

and 53% of wives were Hispanic. Of the remaining participants, husbands and wives were 

either Black (32% and 35%, respectively), White (10% and 9%), or Other/Multiracial (6% 

and 3%). Average relationship length was 4.7 years. Approximately 60% of couples had 

children, and household income averaged $40,885 (SD = $29,146). The majority of 

husbands (60%) and wives (54%) had less than/equal to a high school diploma / GED. 

Couples were visited in their homes by two interviewers who took spouses to separate areas 

to obtain informed consent and to orally administer self-report measures. Couples were 

compensated $100 ($50 per partner) for their participation in the study. The RAND 

Corporation Institutional Review Board approved all procedures.

Measures

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE).—Mirroring the ACE Study (Felitti et al., 

2019), husbands’ and wives’ ACE were measured with eight items assessing direct physical, 

psychological, and sexual abuse [including a parent or adult in the household (1) swearing 

insulting, putting down, or humiliating; (2) inducing fear of being physically hurt; (3) 

pushing, grabbing, slapping; (4) hitting so hard that it left marks; and (5) trying or 

succeeding in doing something sexual; as well as (6) not feeling loved; (7) feeling that the 

family did not look out for each other; and (8) feeling that there was not enough to eat, 

having to wear dirty clothes, and having no one for protection]; three items assessing 

observed violence in one’s family of origin [including (9) witnessing someone in the family 

being pushed, grabbed, or slapped; (10) witnessing someone in the family being kicked, 

bitten, hit with a fist, or hit with something hard; and (11) witnessing someone in the family 

being beaten up or threatened with a gun or knife]; and three additional items assessing (12) 

substance use, (13) mental illness such as depression or suicidality, and (14) incarceration in 

one’s family of origin. Items elicited a binary response (0 = no, 1 = yes). The 14 observed 
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ACE items were used as indicators of husband and wife ACE latent variables, respectively. 

Coefficient alpha was 0.83 for husbands and 0.86 for wives.

Financial strain.—Using items from the Welfare, Children, and Families: Three-City 

Study questionnaire (Angel, Burton, Chase-Lansdale, Cherlin, & Moffitt, 2012) husbands’ 

and wives’ financial strain were measured with five items assessing the degree of difficulty 

the couple had fulfilling financial obligations and purchasing necessary items (e.g., “How 

much difficulty did your household have paying bills?”). Items were scored on a 4-point 

scale (1 = no difficulty at all or never, 2 = a little difficulty or rarely, 3 = some difficulty or 

sometimes, 4 = a great deal of difficulty or often). The five observed financial strain items 

were used as indicators of husband and wife financial strain latent variables, respectively. 

Coefficient alpha was 0.73 for husbands and 0.79 for wives.

Experiences of discrimination.—Using items from the MacArthur Foundation Midlife 

Development in the United States survey (MIDUS; Kessler, Mickelson, & Williams, 1999), 

husbands’ and wives’ experiences of discrimination were measured with six items assessing 

the degree of discrimination partners experienced for any reason on a day-to-day basis (e.g., 

“Do people act as if you are inferior?”). Items were scored on a 4-point scale (0 = never, 1 = 

rarely, 2 = sometimes, 3 = often). The six observed discrimination items were used as 

indicators of husband and wife experiences of discrimination latent variables, respectively. 

Coefficient alpha was 0.79 for husbands and 0.76 for wives.

Perceived stress.—Using an adapted version of the Life Stress Interview (LSI; Hammen, 

1991), husband and wife perceived stress was measured with twelve items assessing 

partners’ perceptions of the stressfulness of a number of situations (e.g., participants’ living 

situation, financial status) during the past nine months. Items were scored on a 3-point scale 

(0 = not at all stressful, 1 = somewhat stressful, 2 = extremely stressful). The twelve 

observed perceived stress items were used as indicators of husband and wife perceived stress 

latent variables. Coefficient alpha was 0.80 for husbands and 0.71 for wives.

Intimate partner violence.—Couples’ IPV was assessed using an adapted version of the 

revised Conflict Tactics Scales (CTS-R; Straus & Douglas, 2004), asking each partner to 

report on seven acts of perpetration (e.g., “Did you ever …?”) and on seven corresponding 

acts of victimization (e.g., “Did your partner ever …?”) during the past nine months (the 

current data were drawn from a larger study with multiple assessments at nine-month 

intervals). The seven acts assessed included (1) insulting or swearing, (2) stomping out of 

the room, or leaving the house during an argument, (3) threatening to hit, (4) throwing 

something, (5) pushing, grabbing, or shoving, (6) slapping, hitting, biting, or punching, and 

(7) beating up. For each item, participants were asked if they had engaged in the act 

described (i.e., perpetration) and if their spouse had engaged in the act described (i.e., 

victimization). If they responded positively to the item, participants were asked to indicate 

the number of times each event had occurred, with the response options being 1 (Once or 

twice), 2 (Several times), and 3 (Often). Due to the small number of psychological and 

physical IPV items, all items were combined into one measure.
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Previous research (e.g., Copp, Giordano, Manning, & Longmore, 2016) indicates that 

situational IPV among community couples may be more appropriately captured through the 

use of a measure tapping “any” reports of relationship violence versus separate measures of 

perpetration or victimization. Therefore, in line with these recommendations and because of 

the high correlations between husbands and wives’ perpetration and victimization scores (all 

ps < .001), husbands and wives’ self-reports of perpetration and victimization were 

combined into one overall couple-level measure of IPV. Specifically, we calculated a couple 

IPV latent variable, indicated by four summed scores for husband perpetration, husband 

victimization, wife perpetration, and wife victimization. Statistical evidence in the current 

sample further supported this decision, showing that a large majority of respondents in our 

sample (70.6%) reported mutual violence, thus preventing a nuanced analysis of various 

forms of violence. Furthermore, there was a high correlation of male-to-female and female-

to-male IPV (r = .74, p < .001). Coefficient for the individual summed scores for husband 

and wife perpetration and husband and wife victimization were 0.67, 0.73, 0.75, and 0.59, 

respectively. Coefficient alpha for the combined index of 28 items was 0.88.

Relationship satisfaction.—Husband and wife relationship satisfaction, conceptualized 

as spouses’ global sentiment towards the relationship, was an adapted measure using ten 

items from the Couple Satisfaction Index (CSI-16; Funk & Rogge, 2007), with higher scores 

indicating higher levels of satisfaction. The items assessed global satisfaction (e.g., “My 

relationship with my partner makes me happy”) and were rated on a 6-point scale. The ten 

observed relationship satisfaction items were used as indicators of husband and wife 

relationship satisfaction latent variables, respectively. Coefficient alpha was 0.91 for 

husbands and 0.94 for wives.

Analytic Plan

Structural equation modeling (SEM) analyses were conducted in Mplus Version 8 with 

Maximum Likelihood Robust (MLR) as the estimator. MLR accommodates for non-normal 

distribution of the data and for missing data (i.e., all models were estimated using all N = 

231 observations). Partners in intimate relationships do not operate independently of one 

another. Rather, their behaviors and perceptions tend to be inter-related. For example, if a 

husband experiences high levels of stress, the likelihood that his wife will also feel stressed 

is higher. Similarly, partners may select themselves into relationships based on similarity in 

certain historical variables, so that, for example, a woman with a history of family adversity 

is drawn to a partner with similar background. In order to statistically account for the effects 

that a partner has on an individual’s outcome, Kenny, Kashy, and Cook (2006) proposed 

dyadic approaches using the couple as the unit of analysis, rather than the individual. 

Following this approach, in the present study, husband and wife variables were allowed to 

correlate in all models, thereby accounting for the non-independence of partners’ data.

To determine overall model fit, we assessed the root mean square error of approximation 

(RMSEA), an absolute index of overall model fit with values less than .08 indicative 

acceptable model fit (Steiger, 1990), and the Standardized Root Mean Residual (SRMR), an 

absolute index of overall model fit with values less than .08 indicative acceptable model fit 

(Hu & Bentler, 1999). To determine whether mediation effects were statistically significant, 
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we calculated confidence intervals for indirect effects using unstandardized regression 

coefficients (see Soper, 2018). A mediated effect is supported if the 95% confidence interval 

does not contain 0, which would suggest that ACE influences the trajectory of the mediator 

(financial strain, experiences of discrimination, or perceived stress), which, in turn, is 

associated with couple IPV.

Results

Descriptive Statistics

As can be seen in Table 1, husbands and wives reported about three ACE. With regards to 

adult stress, husbands reported slightly lower levels of perceived stress compared to wives, 

but reported similar levels of financial strain and discrimination. Descriptive statistics 

derived from the four summed scores that served as indicators for the couple IPV latent 

variable showed that husbands self-reported lower levels of IPV perpetration than wives and 

reported higher levels of IPV victimization than wives. These results are in line with 

previous findings about IPV frequencies among community couples. As would be expected 

among a sample of newlywed couples, levels of relationship satisfaction were relatively high 

for husbands and for wives. We report means, standard deviations, and mean comparisons (t-

values) based on descriptive statistics of summed scores in the table.

Bivariate correlations among study variables are shown in Table 1. Consistent with 

predictions, husbands and wife ACE were significantly associated with husband and wife 

current stress (with the exception of wives’ ACE and their financial strain, r = .09, ns) and 

couple IPV such that individuals reporting more ACE also reported more financial strain, 

experiences of discrimination, perceived stress, and couple IPV. In addition, current stress 

was significantly associated with IPV in that more husband and wife financial strain, 

experiences of discrimination, and perceived stress were associated with more couple IPV.

Aim 1: Associations Among ACE, Stress, and IPV

To replicate and extend prior findings linking adverse experiences during childhood and 

current stress in adulthood, to IPV in adulthood, we tested four separate structural equation 

models with direct paths from husband and wife ACE (Model 1), husband and wife financial 

strain (Model 1a), experiences of discrimination (Model 1b), and perceived stress (Model 

1c) to couple IPV. These analyses were distinct from the correlational analyses described 

above as husband and wife predictors were included in the same model and were allowed to 

correlate, thereby controlling for a given husband’s predictor when assessing the effect of 

the wife’s predictor on couple IPV and vice versa. All predictors were significantly related 

to couple IPV ß = .25 and .26 for husband and wife ACE; ß = .45 for husband financial 

strain, ß = .32 for husband discrimination, ßs = .34 and .23 for husband and wife perceived 

stress, all ps < .05), except for wives’ financial strain (ß = −.16, ns) and wives’ experiences 

of discrimination (ß = .13, ns), thereby providing a strong set-up for the mediational models 

examined below. Wald tests comparing the strength of the effects of husbands’ and wives’ 

stressors on IPV indicated that husbands’ financial strain was more strongly related to 

couple IPV than wives’ financial strain (Wald = 5.58, p = .02). All other husband and wife 
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effects were of similar strength. For values of all standardized coefficients, standard errors, 

indirect effects and CIs, and overall model fit indices, see Table 2.

Aim 2: Mediation Analyses from ACE to Stress to IPV

For Aims 2 and 3, we used the Holm alpha correction method (Holm, 1979) to account for 

multiple comparisons (i.e., 3 paths for the husband mediation and 3 paths for the wife 

mediation).

Addressing Aim 2, we tested three separate structural equation models examining whether 

the effect of husband and wife ACE to couple IPV would operate through husband and wife 

financial strain (Model 2a), experiences of discrimination (Model 2b), and perceived stress 

(Model 2c). For values of all standardized coefficients, standard errors, indirect effects and 

CIs, and overall model fit indices, see Table 3. A visual depiction of Model 2a is shown in 

Figure 1.

Financial strain.—For husbands, results indicated that there was a full mediation: ACE 

were a significantly related to financial strain (ß = .19, p = .02) and financial strain was 

significantly related to couple IPV (ß = .39, p < .01). ACE were no longer significantly 

related to couple IPV after controlling for the mediator, financial strain (ß = .17, ns). The 

indirect effect was significant (b = 3.16, 95% CI = 0.52, 5.81).

For wives, results indicated that there was no mediation: ACE were not significantly related 

to financial strain (ß = .05, ns) and financial strain was not significantly related to couple 

IPV (ß = −.16, ns). ACE remained significantly related to couple IPV after controlling for 

the mediator, financial strain (ß = .25, p < .01). The indirect effect was not significant (b = 

−0.32, 95% CI = −1.84, 1.21). Wald tests indicated that husbands’ financial strain was more 

strongly related to couple IPV than wives’ financial strain (Wald = 4.91, p = .02). The other 

two husband and wife effects were of similar strength.

Experiences of discrimination.—For husbands, results indicated that there was a full 

mediation: ACE were significantly related to discrimination (ß = .43, p < .01) and 

discrimination was significantly related to couple IPV (ß = .23, p = .02). ACE were no 

longer significantly related to couple IPV after controlling for the mediator, discrimination 

(ß = .15, ns). The indirect effect was significant (b = 4.17, 95% CI = 1.25, 7.10).

For wives, results indicated that there was no mediation: Although ACE were significantly 

related to discrimination (ß = .28, p < 0.01), discrimination was not significantly related to 

couple IPV (ß = .07, ns). ACE remained significantly related to couple IPV after controlling 

for the mediator, discrimination (β = .21, p = .01). The indirect effect was not significant (b 
= 0.87, 95% CI = −1.47, 3.21). Wald tests indicated that all three effects were of similar 

strength.

Perceived stress.—For husbands, results indicated that there was a full mediation: ACE 

were significantly related to perceived stress (ß = .24, p = .02) and perceived stress was 

significantly related to couple IPV (ß = .27, p = .02). ACE were no longer significantly 

Hammett et al. Page 9

J Fam Psychol. Author manuscript; available in PMC 2021 June 01.

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript

A
uthor M

anuscript
A

uthor M
anuscript



related to couple IPV after controlling for the mediator, perceived stress (ß = .16, ns). The 

indirect effect was significant (b = 2.84, 95% CI = 0.32, 5.35).

For wives, results indicated that there was no mediation: ACE were not significantly related 

to perceived stress (ß = .22, ns), perceived stress was not significantly related to couple IPV 

(ß = .19, ns), and ACE were not significantly related to couple IPV after controlling for the 

mediator, perceived stress (ß = .15, ns). The indirect effect was not significant (b = 1.84, 

95% CI = −0.43, 4.11). Wald tests comparing effects for husbands and wives indicated that 

all three effects were of similar strength.

Supplemental, exploratory analyses indicated that when including all mediators (i.e., 

husband and wife financial strain, discrimination, and perceived stress) simultaneously in 

one model, the only mediation effect that remains statistically significant is the effect routed 

through husbands’ financial strain (b = 2.74, 95% CI = 0.18, 5.30).

Aim 3.1: Mediation Analyses from ACE to Stress to IPV Controlling for Satisfaction

Next, we examined whether the pattern of results from Models 2a – 2c would remain after 

controlling for relationship satisfaction. Therefore, in Models 3.1a – 3.1c, we added 

husbands and wives’ satisfaction scores to the three separate structural equation models 

described above. Results of Models 3.1a and 3.1c were consistent with Models 2a and 2c, 

indicating that for husbands, the association between ACE and partner aggression was 

mediated by financial strain and perceived stress, respectively, whereas for wives, no support 

for mediational pathways was found. For Model 3.1b, we found support for neither husbands 

nor wives’ experiences of discrimination in mediating the association between ACE and 

partner aggression. Wald tests comparing husbands’ and wives’ effects indicated that 

husbands’ financial strain was more strongly related to couple IPV than wives’ financial 

strain (Wald = 5.37, p = .02). All other husband and wife effects in the three models were of 

similar strength. For values of all standardized coefficients, standard errors, indirect effects 

and CIs, and overall model fit indices, see Table 3.

Aim 3.2: Mediation Analyses from ACE to Stress to Satisfaction

To test whether ACE and stress would also covary with other relationship outcomes, we first 

tested a model including husband ACE as a predictor of husband relationship satisfaction 

and wife ACE as a predictor of wife relationship satisfaction. Husbands who reported more 

ACE were less satisfied with their relationships (ß = −.17, p = .02). For wives, the 

association between ACE and relationship satisfaction was marginally significant (ß = −.14, 

p = .06). Then, three separate structural equation models examined the effects of husband 

and wife ACE on husband and wife relationship satisfaction through husband and wife 

financial strain (Model 3.2a), experiences of discrimination (Model 3.2b), and perceived 

stress (Model 3.2c). Results did not support the mediation hypothesis: Although husband 

and wife ACE were significantly positively associated with stress (with the exception of wife 

financial strain), stress was significantly negatively associated with relationship satisfaction 

(with the exception of husband experiences of discrimination), and the association between 

ACE and relationship satisfaction was not significant after controlling for stress, none of the 

six indirect effects examined were statistically significant. Wald tests comparing husbands’ 
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and wives’ effects indicated that all effects across the four models were of similar strength. 

For values of all standardized coefficients, standard errors, indirect effects and CIs, and 

overall model fit indices, see Table 3.

Aim 3.3: Moderation Analyses from ACE-by-Stress to IPV

Lastly, we tested alternative models examining whether stress would moderate the 

association between ACE and IPV. Therefore, we included interactions between husband 

ACE and husband financial strain and wife ACE and wife financial strain (Model 3.3a), 

husband ACE and husband experiences of discrimination and wife ACE and wife 

experiences of discrimination (Models 3.3b), and husband ACE and husband perceived 

stress and wife ACE and wife perceived stress (Model 3.3c) in our models. None of the six 

interaction effects examined across the three models were statistically significant, thereby 

lending no support for a multiplicative effect of ACE and stress on IPV. Wald tests 

comparing husbands’ and wives’ effects indicated that husbands’ financial strain was more 

strongly related to couple IPV than wives’ financial strain (Wald = 4.70, p = .03). The other 

two husband and wife effects were of similar strength. For values of all standardized 

coefficients, standard errors, and overall model fit indices, see Table 4.

Discussion

Early family adversity foreshadows a variety of negative consequences, increasing the 

likelihood of physical and mental health problems and risk-promoting behaviors later in life 

(Capaldi et al., 2012). Although there is little doubt that IPV in adulthood is among these 

negative consequences, this cycle of violence is not a sealed fate and most individuals 

exposed to early adversity do not grow up to participate in aggressive relationships in 

adulthood (Heyman & Slep, 2002). Thus, it is important to examine specific pathways that 

may explain how early adversity covaries with IPV later in life. Drawing from the concept of 

stress generation and the Dynamic Developmental Systems approach to understanding IPV, 

we examined mediational models testing whether individuals exposed to adversity early in 

life would encounter more stress as they move into adulthood as compared to those 

individuals exposed to less family adversity, thus increasing their risk of IPV.

Replicating previous research (e.g., Stith et al., 2000), we found that early family adversity 

correlated with adversity in adulthood. We also discovered that the way in which early 

adversity and IPV co-varied differed for husbands and wives. For husbands, early adversity 

was related to IPV through current financial strain, experiences of discrimination, and 

perceived stress. For wives, in contrast, we found no support for such mediation. These 

findings are consistent with the possibility that the more adversity husbands experience early 

in life, the more stress they may encounter in adulthood, which in turn may undermine their 

capacity to manage problems or conflicts effectively, thereby predisposing them to 

experience IPV. That is, for husbands, but not for wives, the situations that may promote 

situational couple violence may be rooted in early adversity. Although a history of family 

adversity was also related to IPV for wives, this association could not be explained by 

current stress. One possible explanation is that there is a direct pathway linking wives’ early 

adversity to later IPV. This proposition would align with social learning accounts suggesting 
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that wives’ IPV may be initially acquired through modeling during childhood and may then 

be maintained through acts of reinforcement (Bell & Naugle, 2008), independent of other, 

environmental factors. Alternatively, other mediators not examined in the current research 

may help explain the association between early adversity and IPV for wives. These 

differential gender effects are in line with prior research showing, for example, a lack of 

significant association between women’s discrimination and IPV (Trail et al., 2012) or 

between women’s financial strain and IPV (Ulibarri et al., 2019), hinting at the possibility 

that such stressors are more likely to influence risk for violence among men than among 

women. Furthermore, when including all three mediators simultaneously in a single model, 

only the mediational path for husbands’ financial strain remained statistically significant. 

Thus, although various facets of stress during adulthood appear to emanate from early 

adversity, finance-related stress may be the factor that positions newlywed husbands to be 

most likely to engage in IPV. We emphasize, however, that the current findings are 

correlational in nature and therefore cannot support causal inferences.

Thus, in keeping with the concept of stress generation and the Dynamic Developmental 

Systems perspective, the present findings are not inconsistent with the view that the 

situations that make couple violence more likely are a reflection of men’s childhood 

upbringing, rendering men vulnerable to higher levels of stress in adulthood. These findings 

should not be interpreted to suggest that men with risky backgrounds are in any way 

blameworthy for these backgrounds or for their increased tendency to engage in IPV. Rather, 

similar to stress generation in the course of depression, whereby individuals are in no 

manner made responsible for their depressive symptoms, we intend to underscore the added 

vulnerability to later adversity that may be brought about by adverse experiences in 

childhood. Tests of alternative models enhance confidence in the present findings. Our 

results remained intact when controlling for relationship satisfaction, a consistent correlate 

of IPV (e.g., Stith et al., 2008), and we found no evidence that our main mediational 

configuration extended to dyadic outcomes other than IPV, as there were no mediational 

pathways from early adversity to stress to relationship satisfaction, for husbands or for 

wives. Lastly, we found no evidence that the association between early adversity and later 

IPV was stronger for those people exposed to greater levels of stress in adulthood, ruling out 

the idea that early and later forms of adversity combine in a multiplicative manner to predict 

IPV.

Limitations

Several factors limit interpretation of these findings. The use of subjective measures (i.e., 

self-report data) may have introduced bias across multiple domains: First, retrospective self-

reporting of childhood experiences may introduce bias due to inaccuracies in reporters’ 

memory (Baldwin, Reuben, Newbury, & Danese, 2019). Although our models assume that 

adverse childhood experiences temporally precede adult stress and IPV, these data were 

actually collected concurrently. Second, partners may have underreported their experiences 

with IPV. The argument might also be made, however, that finding significant effects despite 

such underreporting may make findings more conservative, thereby increasing our 

confidence in the current results. Third, there may also be a reporting bias inflating the 

association between early adversity and IPV as individuals more willing to disclose violence 
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experienced during childhood may be more willing to disclose violence experienced in 

adulthood. In addition, perhaps the greatest limitation of this work is our reliance on cross-

sectional data to test mediational models. At best our findings provide ‘proof of concept’ 

that the stress generation model can be extended to IPV, but longitudinal data are needed to 

properly address this proposition. The use of a low-income, predominantly ethnic minority 

sample of newlyweds is a strength of this study, providing insight into relationship 

functioning among an understudied group that is at higher risk for stress and IPV. 

Nevertheless, we cannot say whether these results generalize to other kinds of samples, 

including dating couples or couples in more established relationships, same-sex couples, 

higher income couples, or clinical samples. It should be noted that rates of physical 
aggression, assessed by asking about only three different acts of physical IPV, were 

relatively low in our sample of newlywed couples, who predominantly experienced 

psychological forms of IPV. Thus, it is unclear whether our findings will generalize to 

couples with higher rates of physical violence. Finally, it is important to acknowledge that 

effect sizes of significant effects in our mediation models (effect sizes ranging from .15 

to .43) and our moderation models (effect sizes ranging from .14 to .39) were relatively 

small. Future research, possibly using larger samples, is needed to validate the current 

findings.

Implications

Future research could consider examining other facets of adult adversity that may serve as 

mediators in the association between childhood family adversity and IPV, particularly for 

women. For example, support from family and friends has been shown to be particularly 

important for women (Nelson & Burke, 2018). Social support, or, more broadly, the 

structure and composition of social networks, may act as a more consistent mediator (or 

moderator) for women. For example, a wife who is confronted with early adversity may 

experience a higher chance of social isolation in adulthood, which may in turn increase her 

risk for IPV. On the one hand, this could occur because a limited availability of mates may 

result in more destructive, potentially violence-prone romantic relationships, and on the 

other hand because once in a destructive relationship, there may be fewer people available to 

support, warn, or protect her. Similarly, it is possible that childhood family adversity and 

adult stress are both due to a third variable (e.g., poverty) that is present throughout 

participants lives. This hypothesis could be explored by future studies. In addition, future 

research could examine protective factors, including interactions between partner variables. 

For example, it is possible that one partner’s early adversity interacts with the other partner’s 

capacity to offset stress experienced in everyday life. As such, although individuals who 

experienced early adversity are generally at higher risk for adversity in adulthood, such 

adulthood adversity may be lower if individuals are in a particularly supportive relationship. 

Therefore, the presence of an emotionally warm and understanding partner, who can calm 

their partner when faced with stressful situations, has the potential to decrease the risk that 

arguments escalate into violence. Lastly, examining other facets of early family adversity, 

such as community violence and exposure to crime, will be important points of study in 

future research. Such variables may be difficult to assess using retrospective reporting due to 

participants’ difficulties in remembering and accurately judging their surroundings at an 

early age. Thus, collecting concurrent reports of adversity is recommended. Similarly, 
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teasing apart the differential effects of different facets of ACEs (e.g., directly experienced 

versus observed abuse) would be an important future research direction.

Bearing the aforementioned limitations in mind, the current study advances understanding of 

the interplay between adversity experienced during childhood and adulthood in predicting 

risk for IPV and may thereby elucidate how intimate relationships that are commonly 

thought of as sources of joy and pleasure also may bring about the possibility of hostility, 

abuse, and violence. According to the present results, IPV is not necessarily a reflection of 

problems that lie within a couple or within an individual but might be, at least in part, a 

reflection of the difficult circumstances that partners face. These difficult circumstances may 

include the risk that partners bring to the relationship, including experiences encountered 

early in life, as well as the circumstances they currently face, including financial strain, 

perceived discrimination, and stress. Clinicians, policy makers, and advocates may make use 

of this knowledge to identify couples at risk for IPV, namely those couples who have a 

history of early life adversity and who are currently exposed to high amounts of stress, 

especially financial stress for men. Furthermore, intervention strategies that alleviate stress, 

for example in the form of financial assistance, may prove particularly beneficial for these 

couples, perhaps in combination with communication skills training, potentially breaking the 

link between early adversity and IPV.

In sum, retrospective reports of early adversity covary with emotionally dysregulated 

interpersonal exchanges later in life and may, for a minority of affected men and women, 

lead to IPV in adulthood. However, the pathway by which early- and later-life violence are 

interconnected may differ for men and women. The present study shows that for men, early 

adversity is linked to IPV via stress, whereas for women, no such mediation emerges. Future 

research may benefit from exploring how other features of the early childhood environment 

accumulate to guide individuals into circumstances that render hostile behavior more likely, 

inadvertently perpetuating the cycle of violence.
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Figure 1. 
Mediation Analyses from ACE to Financial Strain to Intimate Partner Violence (Model 2a). 

ACE = Adverse Childhood Experiences. IPV = Intimate Partner Violence. FinStr = Financial 

Strain. H = Husband. W = Wife. Straight lines indicate regression paths, dotted lines indicate 

correlations. Models 2b and 2c are similar to Model 2a, replacing the Husband and Wife 

Financial Strain latent variables with latent variables for Husband and Wife Discrimination 

and Perceived Stress, respectively.
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