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Childhood adversity stains the past of millions of working adults worldwide. The impact on health and well-
being is substantial—a now-acknowledged public health crisis. Yet, research in the organizational sciences
has failed to recognize the burden that individuals with this difficult history carry with them into the
workforce. By synthesizing an interdisciplinary body of scholarship into a cohesive theoretical framework,
we provide a foundation for emerging work in occupational health psychology. Empirically, across two
single-level multiwave studies, we demonstrate the importance of adversity in one’s childhood and its
impact on the workplace specifically showing that child adversity, directly and indirectly, impacts worker
attitudes and discretionary behaviors. Further, providing one of the few examinations of stress proliferation
theory in the workplace, we demonstrate adulthood adversity as an essential mediating mechanism that
leads to these work outcomes. From an applied perspective, our results highlight a need to focus on the
healing and recovery of adult survivors as they work toward breaking the chains of the past in their lives and
at work. In presenting this life course perspective on organizational attitudes and behaviors, our work offers

a unique and vital contribution to occupational health theory, practice, and research.
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It is widely accepted that early experiences shape who we
become, how we respond, and what opportunities we are afforded.
Whether the impact is positive or negative, research consistently
finds enduring effects of childhood experiences on future relation-
ships (Umberson et al., 2014), self-perceptions (Appleyard et al.,
2010), health (Hughes et al., 2017), and life opportunities such as
earnings, employment, education, and more (Crystal & Shea, 1990;
Metzler et al., 2017; Vergunst et al., 2019). Adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs) such as abuse and neglect represent a growing
public health crisis that necessitates the attention of scholars,
policymakers, and the public (Dube, 2018).

The prevalence of childhood adversity is astonishing, with
estimates revealing that 1 out of 7 children in the United States has
experienced child abuse and/or neglect in the past year, with
children in poverty being substantially more likely to have these
experiences (Finkelhor, 2020). These children begin life at a
disadvantage and experience long-term, negative effects on overall
health, well-being, and opportunities in life—with the costs
associated with child abuse and neglect (health care, child welfare,
criminal justice, etc.) reaching nearly $600 billion in the United
States annually (Klika et al., 2020). Abused children have higher

risks of injury, teen pregnancy, sexually transmitted infections, and
health problems (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention,
2022). ACEs alter the developing brain resulting in attention
deficits, difficulty making decisions, trouble learning, and dysre-
gulation of stress response systems (Evans & Kim, 2012; Shonkoff
et al., 2012). These experiences often proliferate into adulthood
producing relational problems, financial difficulties, and unstable
work histories, leading to challenges in multiple life domains that
accumulate over time (Anda et al., 2004; Nurius et al., 2015).
Building on this scholarship, we contend that it is time to recognize
that the workplace is not impervious to the effects of childhood
adversity. Yet, most work on childhood adversity exists outside of the
occupational sciences and often lacks the theoretical depth and
practical application that could be possible with more interdisciplinary
collaboration (French et al., 2022). Although research acknowledging
the impact of some childhood experiences on an individual’s work life
has slowly grown to a small handful of studies over the years (e.g.,
Anda et al., 2004; Barling & Weatherhead, 2016; French et al., 2022;
Graham, 2021; Liu et al., 2013; Roberts et al., 2007; Woods &
Hampson, 2010), the topic demands further attention. Neither research
nor theory has sufficiently illuminated the burden that a background of
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childhood adversity represents for the individual worker. Thus, our
central research question concerns the extent to which stressors from
childhood proliferate into adulthood leading to disadvantages and
ultimately influence attitudes and behaviors at work.

Extant evidence highlights how one’s childhood may impact
future unemployment (Liu et al., 2013), retention (Topitzes et al.,
2016), absenteeism, and poor health (Anda et al., 2004) but does
not address childhood adversity in relation to worker attitudes such
as commitment or discretionary behaviors (e.g., organizational
citizenship behaviors [OCBs]). The purpose of the present study is
to uncover the connection between these distal life experiences and
more proximal attitudes and behaviors at work. Understanding
how one’s history may detract from their ability to invest in work in
terms of organizational commitment and retention is important for
enhancing organizational performance, facilitating a positive work
environment, and promoting occupational health and well-being.
Similarly, understanding how these experiences may contribute to
engaging in either positive or negative discretionary behaviors is
important for providing insight into individual differences and
informing organizational policies and leadership practices that seek
to encourage beneficial forms of contextual performance.

By introducing childhood adversity as an important topic to
attend to in occupational health research, we answer a call from
Nurius et al. (2013) and others advocating for the integration of
more interdisciplinary work to help break down existing silos that
inhibit the advancement of scientific knowledge. Drawing on
literature from multiple disciplines such as sociology, neuroscience,
molecular biology, and psychology, we provide a basis for
occupational scientists to expand their work by looking at the
individual more holistically and accounting for factors that influence
work outcomes throughout the life course. Taking an occupational
health psychology perspective on this work also introduces the
opportunity to view work as a resource for enhancing the health of
workers with a difficult history.

Accordingly, the present study makes several theoretical and
practical contributions. Theories of occupational health and
organizational behavior have generally paid little attention to the
role of prior adverse experiences. Although a trauma perspective has
been adopted by some prior scholarship (e.g., Vogel & Bolino,
2020), the emphasis has almost exclusively been on the present
experience of trauma at work (e.g., abusive supervision) rather than
trauma associated with the more distant past (i.e., childhood). While
many stress theories do focus on an imbalance between situational
demands and available resources (e.g., Hobfoll, 1989; Lazarus &
Folkman, 1984; Siegrist, 1996), they often fail to sufficiently
address the role of time, human development, the adaptation
process, and the compilation of multiple stressors across the life
course. Our data span multiple years and consider childhood
experiences, past adulthood experiences, and current workplace
attitudes and behaviors. Expanding the focus from employees’
attitudinal and behavioral reactions to stressors to investigations of
the way employees interact with, appraise, and respond to childhood
experiences of stress and adversity allows for the possibility that,
over time, stress may proliferate (Pearlin et al., 2005) and result in a
cumulative disadvantage, leaving individuals trapped in a cycle of
stress. We contend that it is essential for current theory to adopt a
more holistic perspective—attending to past trauma and stress,
acknowledging the role that this history may play in one’s present
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experience of stress, and recognizing the implications of these life
events for attitudes and behaviors in the workplace.

Further, acknowledging the role of childhood adversity in
organizational attitudes and behaviors can allow researchers to view
the existing literature in these domains in a new light. Research on
individual differences in organizational attitudes and behaviors is
primarily limited to broad personality characteristics such as the
five-factor model (e.g., McCrae & John, 1992) and demographic
variables such as gender, age, and ethnicity. Considerably less
attention is paid to socioeconomic status (Weaver et al., 2016) and
one’s personal history, particularly dating back to childhood.
Nevertheless, individuals experiencing stress proliferation from
childhood into adulthood may be more vulnerable to poor
occupational health and well-being. These vulnerable workers
may have trouble investing in work and exhibit fewer positive
discretionary behaviors. Understanding precipitating factors such as
critical events in childhood and the accumulation of stress across the
life course can aid in broadening the theoretical rationale explaining
why each of these workplace phenomena occurs.

Finally, our study contributes to the broader interdisciplinary
scholarship focusing on adversity across the life course. Our study
focuses on organizational attitudes and behaviors and allows
researchers to extend beyond a rudimentary acknowledgment of
adversity having implications for the employment relationship to
more specific consequences. In doing so, our study highlights
occupational health and well-being as essential outcomes of interest.
Indeed, by viewing adversity through a workplace lens, occupa-
tional health psychologists can contribute to a better understanding
of how individuals navigate and cope with adversity throughout
their professional lives.

The present study draws from life course stress models (Elder,
1998; Nurius et al., 2015) to create a theoretical framework that
describes the additive effects of multiple social, developmental, and
economic disadvantages as one enters adulthood and the workplace.
Although the role of developmental history is often overlooked in
psychological research and theory (Leong et al., 2014), we aim to
draw attention to this limitation both in our research design and by
integrating theory from outside the domain of occupational health
psychology. Specifically, we use the cumulative disadvantage
theory (Bask & Bask, 2015; Crystal & Shea, 1990) and take a life
course perspective (Elder, 1995) to understand the impact of early
life experiences on work-related outcomes—specifically attitudes
and behavior. This understanding can help to guide the development
of psychological theory, interventions, support systems, and job
design to create a healthier and more successful workplace.

Theory and Hypothesis Development

Elder’s (1995) Life Course Model provides a strong framework
for research in public health, developmental psychology, medicine,
and sociology (Elder et al., 2003; Leong et al., 2014; Wethington,
2005). This model is often conceptualized as a perspective rather
than a formal theory, as it facilitates an approach that spans multiple
disciplines (Wethington, 2005) and emphasizes the interplay of
time, context (e.g., historical, geographic), process, and meaning as
individuals develop and interact (Bengtson & Allen, 1993; Elder et
al., 2003). According to prior research, well-being throughout one’s
life course is heavily influenced by their initial endowment of
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resources and early experiences (Nurius et al., 2015; H. A. Turner &
Butler, 2003).

Beginning life with disadvantages often results in a cumulative
burden that proliferates as one disadvantage leads to another. For
example, in the case of financial disadvantages, one may begin life
in poverty, which impacts scholastic achievement and, in turn,
impacts adult earnings (Duncan et al., 2010; Hair et al., 2015).
However, while intergenerational cycles of poverty have been
heavily studied (Harper et al., 2003), the additive effects of multiple
early disadvantages have received much less attention (Nurius et al.,
2015). Further, though some scholarship has addressed the additive
burden of a multiple disadvantaged background (Seabrook &
Avison, 2012), very little research has examined workplace
outcomes. We propose that this additive burden of childhood
disadvantages leads to a proliferation of disadvantages as one
becomes an adult and, through this cumulative disadvantage
process, affects adults’ workplace experiences. Our conceptual
model summarizing these proposed relationships is presented in
Figure 1.

Stress Proliferation Theory

According to Thoits (2010), resources and deficits accumulate
over time and produce disparities in health, wealth, longevity, and
well-being. Not only do these deficits or early adversities compound,
one form of disadvantage tends to be related to a heightened
vulnerability to other forms of disadvantages. The processes through
which these disadvantages compile are referred to in the literature as
early adversity stress proliferation (Pearlin et al., 2005; Thoits, 2010).
Pearlin et al. (2005) coined the term stress proliferation to refer to
stressors that stem from other stressors. Stress proliferation can occur
in at least two ways. The first is the expansion of primary stressors
(e.g., financial losses leading to additional financial losses). This
process is often driven by the elevation of demands the initial stressor
elicits. The second way proliferation may occur is through the
emergence of secondary stressors (e.g., stress at work eliciting stress
at home). This occurs due to a spillover process in which stressors in
one area may spillover into another.

Thoits (2010) extended this initial work, stating that stress
proliferation is one of the mechanisms through which early adversities
result in additional adverse health outcomes for individuals as they
age. They suggested that childhood stressors can have negative
effects on adult mental health both directly and indirectly via stress
accumulation and by amplifying the effects of adversity that emerge in
adulthood. Current theories more widely adopted in Occupational
Health Psychology such as the conservation of resources theory

(Hobfoll, 1989) also support this general notion. These models explain
how trauma (e.g., in the form of loss spirals; Heath et al., 2012)
can then lead to secondary stressors or other traumatic events that
are accompanied by additional adverse health consequences.
Consistent with this theorizing, adults who have experienced one
or more traumatic events as a child tend to report higher instances of
both lifetime and recent stressful events (Turner et al., 1995). Stress
proliferation can apply in a variety of contexts, such as the
proliferation of stress across generations (e.g., intergenerational
continuity of poverty), proliferation across life domains (e.g.,
spillover from work to home), or proliferation across the life course
(Thoits, 2010). Focusing on the individual, stress proliferation
provides a strong theoretical and empirical backing to the
disadvantages that accumulate and inhibit optimal functioning.

Childhood Adversity

ACE:s can be defined as traumatic events and significant disruptions
within an individual’s family during childhood (0-17 years; Felitti et
al., 1998). These childhood experiences generally include three types
of childhood abuse, namely, psychological abuse, physical abuse, and
contact sexual abuse, as well as four types of household dysfunction in
childhood, namely, substance abuse, domestic abuse, mental illness,
and criminal behavior in the household. More recent work (e.g.,
Braveman et al., 2018; Crouch et al., 2019) has expanded the
conceptualization of childhood adversity to include other adverse
experiences such as parental divorce or separation, economic hardship,
food insecurity, homelessness, and bullying. In the present study, we
focus on abuse, neglect, and economic stressors, which we define as
encompassing unemployment, underemployment, job insecurity, and
financial stress (Sinclair et al., 2024; Voydanoff, 1990).

Based on prior work (e.g., Montez & Hayward, 2014; Suglia et al.,
2010), it is likely that, along with other ACEs, these economic
experiences exert a cumulative impact on children’s future develop-
ment. Indeed, numerous studies have examined the relationship
between income and child outcomes (Dahl & Lochner, 2012; Farah
et al., 2006; Guevremont & Kohen, 2013), finding that financially
stressed children are consistently at a disadvantage in terms of health,
educational opportunities, and more. Other economic stressors such as
parental job insecurity have also been found to influence attitudes,
emotions, and academic performance (Barling et al., 1998, 1999;
Stewart & Barling, 1996). Thus, though they have received less
attention compared with other types of ACEs such as abuse or neglect,
economic stressors are potentially more prevalent (Braveman et al.,
2018) and, like other types of ACEs, may be traumatic or worsen the
effects of trauma (Kiser & Black, 2005).

Figure 1
Conceptual Model
Adulthood Job
Childhood Disadvantages Attitudes
Disadvantages * Financial Strain
¢ Adverse Childhood » Job Insecurity
Experiences * Psychological Distress
¢ Childhood Economic * Poor Physical Health
Stress * Low Educational Discretionary
Attainment Behavior

Cumulative Disadvantage Over Time
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Not only are adverse experiences potentially traumatizing, but
they can also undermine a child’s sense of stability, safety, and
bonding having lasting effects into adulthood (Metzler et al., 2017).
Numerous studies have established that childhood adversity predicts
an array of poor mental health outcomes such as posttraumatic stress
disorder symptoms, polydrug use, depression, and attempted suicide
(Brockie et al., 2015). In addition, the more adverse experiences a
child has, the greater the effect on mental health, physical health, and
behavioral problems (Kalmakis & Chandler, 2015). A recent meta-
analysis revealed that individuals with at least four adverse
experiences are at an elevated risk of many health impairments
including physical inactivity, obesity, diabetes, increased heavy
alcohol use, heart disease, respiratory disease, smoking, cancer, and
poor self-rated health overall (Hughes et al., 2017).

Childhood adversity also significantly enhances the risk and
impact of numerous stressors in adulthood through various
mechanisms, such as the presence of diathesis (a consequence of
early exposure to adversity) that decreases the threshold for stress
prior to a depressive reaction (Hammen et al., 2000). The effects of
traumatic experiences in childhood may also initiate toxic stress
either during or after exposure, leading to disruptive effects on the
amygdala, hippocampus, and prefrontal cortex that begin as early as
in the prenatal period and, for the prefrontal cortex, continue far into
adulthood (Shonkoff, 2016; Shonkoff et al., 2012). Further evidence
from Danese and McEwen (2012) also links childhood adversity to
negative effects on the nervous, endocrine, and immune systems.

In the present study, we emphasize that negative childhood
experiences rarely occur in isolation and can have a cumulative
impact (Kessler et al., 2010; Sacks & Murphey, 2018). Indeed, some
research has found that simply the number of adverse experiences
one has is harmful to health and well-being in adulthood—without
considering their severity (Felitti et al., 1998; Finkelhor et al., 2007).
The interrelatedness of different types of childhood adversity has
thus prompted an increased interest in the cumulative influence of
multiple adverse experiences across domains (financial, scholastic,
etc.). Taking a broader approach allows for the inclusion of some
important types of childhood adversity that are often excluded (e.g.,
economic hardship; Braveman et al., 2018; Crouch et al., 2019).

Childhood Adversity and the Workplace

Although work focusing on how childhood adversity influences
adult employment is uncommon, some connections have been made
between these domains. For example, childhood adversity and
poor health have been associated with increased work disability
(Laditka & Laditka, 2019; Shuey & Willson, 2019), having
significant implications for career advancement (Breslin et al.,
2007). Childhood adversity is also negatively related to an
individual’s likelihood of maintaining and obtaining employment
(Liu et al., 2013). According to Liu et al. (2013), ACEs impair
children’s cognitive ability, leading to unemployment through
decreased educational attainment and social isolation. Moreover,
they suggest that ACEs are associated with lowered resilience to
future adversity. Consistent with this idea, research has found that
those exposed to greater adversity in childhood experience more
frequent unemployment in adulthood (Metzler et al., 2017;
Zielinski, 2009) as well as employment difficulties such as being
fired (Sansone et al., 2012) or low job retention (Topitzes et al.,
2016). Thus, given the accumulating evidence linking childhood
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adversity to employment difficulties, the present study sought to
investigate the relationship between childhood adversity and worker
attitudes and discretionary behaviors.

A handful of existing studies provide insight into how childhood
adversity relates to job attitudes. Notably, French et al. (2022)
found that childhood psychological maltreatment is negatively
related to adult supervisor social support. Using attachment theory as
a framework (Ainsworth, 1989; Bartholomew, 1990), they argued
that schemas triggered by childhood adversity shape social relation-
ships and subsequent attachment, leading individuals with this
difficult history to struggle with receiving support and connecting
emotionally. A similar rationale could be applied to job attitudes. For
instance, individuals with a background of childhood adversity may
experience lower affective organizational commitment (Meyer &
Allen, 1991) due to difficulty forming attachments. Consistent with
this idea, prior work in leadership has related attachment styles to
work-related outcomes (Jiang et al., 2019). Another work by Jiang
(2017) has explored secure attachment orientation (Bowlby, 1982) as
a moderator of employee reactions to job insecurity and unemploy-
ment rates. This framework is consistent with cumulative disadvan-
tage theory in that as disadvantages proliferate, one becomes more
likely to experience negative stimuli, and positive emotions are less
common. Consequently, based on our theoretical foundation, it may
become difficult to invest emotional resources leading to weaker
organizational attachments (Arens et al., 2012).

With decreased attachment, attitudes regarding intentions to
remain with the organization are also important to consider.
Turnover intentions (TOI) are subjective evaluations of the
likelihood of an individual leaving their current job or organization
(Hom et al., 1984; Mobley, 1982). While prior work has established
that childhood adversity is associated with greater employment
instability (e.g., Sansone et al., 2012; Topitzes et al., 2016), no
existing research has examined intentions to turnover specifically.
Yet, this work is important because TOI are one of the best
predictors of turnover (Hom et al., 1992) as well as other negative
outcomes such as organizational withdrawal behaviors (e.g.,
absenteeism, presenteeism, tardiness) and counterproductive work
behavior (CWB; Carpenter & Berry, 2017; Cohen & Golan, 2007;
N. P. Podsakoff et al., 2007; Xiong & Wen, 2020). We theorize that
because individuals have fewer resources to invest, they may not be
committed to remaining with their organization for the long term.
They may readily seek new job opportunities that have promise of
providing any additional resources to aid in buffering the
proliferation of disadvantages and cascade of resource loss.

Hypothesis 1: Childhood disadvantages will be negatively
related to beneficial job attitudes and positively related to TOL

Individuals with a history of childhood adversity may also be less
likely to engage in positive discretionary behaviors such as OCBs.
Building from our theoretical foundation, as their stress proliferates,
they may expend their available resources on maintaining successful
performance at work rather than investing in workplace relation-
ships and going above and beyond for the organization. Prior work
supports this rationale finding a negative relationship between stress
and OCB (e.g., De Clercq & Belausteguigoitia, 2020). However,
individuals with a history of adversity may not only have a lesser
propensity to engage in OCB, but they may also be more likely to
engage in negative discretionary behaviors such as CWB. CWB is a
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voluntary behavior that violates organizational and social norms
(P. Spector et al., 2006); it includes overt acts of aggression, such as
theft, as well as more covert acts, like intentionally failing to adhere
to instructions or incorrectly doing the work (Fox et al., 2001).
Researchers discuss CWB as being an emotion-based reaction to
stressful organizational conditions (e.g., Fox et al., 2001; P. Spector
et al., 2006), emphasizing the critical interplay between individual
differences and the work environment that induces emotion and
elicits behavior.

Research has connected childhood adversity to job-related problems
overall but has not substantially developed beyond this general finding
(Anda et al., 2004). We extend this work by examining how childhood
adversity relates to CWB. Studies have established that childhood
adversity is related to an increased risk of antisocial personality
symptoms, conduct disorders, and to becoming a violent offender as
an adult (Caspi et al., 2002; Widom, 1989). This connection extends
beyond childhood adversity that is abusive in nature (e.g., physical or
sexual abuse) as individuals who were neglected as children
experience strong effects as well (Grogan-Kaylor & Otis, 2003).
Another work has found that a history of family aggression is related to
hostile affect, explicit hostile cognitions, and engaging in abusive
supervision (Garcia et al., 2014). This work is in line with stress
proliferation theory in that it demonstrates that aggression is a learned
behavior that proliferates from one generation to the next. However, it
is also possible that proliferation can occur due to limited resources,
thereby promoting maladaptive coping behaviors and perceptions of
scarcity at work. Utilizing this empirical and theoretical rationale as a
framework, we theorize that childhood disadvantages are associated
with increased CWB in adulthood.

Hypothesis 2: Childhood disadvantages will be positively
related to CWB and negatively related to OCB.

The Role of Adult Adversity

Cumulative disadvantage theory implies that childhood adversity
continues to proliferate and produce additional adversity in
adulthood. Adulthood adversity can be conceptualized as a
combination of both acute (e.g., divorce) and chronic events (e.g.,
health problems) that elicit stress. These stressors rarely occur in
isolation—individuals may experience multiple stressors simulta-
neously or sequentially, and their cumulative effects can be more
impactful than the sum of individual stressors (Evans & Kim, 2010;
Slopen et al., 2018). The accumulative nature of adulthood adversity
elicits compounding and long-term effects that reflect a lifetime of
negative experiences, challenges, and inequalities (Thoits, 2010).

Adulthood adversity can impact the workplace in several ways.
For instance, perceived underqualification resulting from decreased
educational attainment has been found to be negatively related to job
attitudes and commitment (Sim & Lee, 2018). Financial stress is also
related to poorer health and well-being (Pereira & Coelho, 2013;
Price et al., 2002), relational difficulties (Falconier & Jackson,
2020), job attitudes (Zhan et al., 2013), negative affect (Graham,
Sinclair, & Munc, 2024a), job performance (Brett et al., 1995), and
work—family conflict (Odle-Dusseau et al., 2018). Chronic health
conditions associated with adversity (e.g., heart problems; O’Rand
& Hamil-Luker, 2005) may also substantially impair work
performance as individuals struggle with the associated challenges
(Collins et al., 2005).
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From a resource perspective, adult adversity may be impactful
because it is related to increased demands and resource loss. For
example, poor health may elicit further resource loss in the form of
medical bills or lost time at work. Thus, multiple adverse events may
be interrelated and lead to a cascade of losses. In line with this,
prior work has found that distal stress is often the initial stimulus
(Dienes et al., 2006) and stress often continues exerting its impact as a
sum of disadvantages across the life course. Although the current
research acknowledges the cumulative effect of early adversity from a
theoretical perspective, substantially less work empirically accounts
for it (Bush et al., 2016). This misalignment has limited the
understanding of mechanisms that underlie the cumulative relation-
ship between childhood adversity and adult outcomes. Notably,
however, recent work has made progress in filling this gap, outlining
several domains of life through which childhood adversity may exert
its impact in adulthood (Slavich & Shields, 2018). Some of these
domains include mental and physical health, education, and economic
situation—all of which have received extensive attention in current
scholarship (Metzler et al., 2017). We focus on these specific domains
of adulthood adversity due to their well-documented relationships
with childhood adversity and their theorized relationship to work.

Childhood and adulthood experiences are interconnected and
exert cumulative effects in many critical areas of adult life. Those
who report a history of child neglect and abuse have reduced
educational attainment and are substantially less likely to be high
school graduates (Currie & Widom, 2010; Metzler et al., 2017).
Childhood adversity is related to a decreased probability of being
married, lower net worth, fewer assets, and lower earnings (Covey et
al., 2013; Currie & Widom, 2010; Metzler et al., 2017). In fact,
individuals with this history are three times more likely to find
themselves in poverty, have a reduced likelihood of having health
care coverage, and have an increased reliance on Medicaid
(Zielinski, 2009). Adult adversity is one of the mechanisms through
which childhood adversity explains workplace outcomes, and
ignoring events in adulthood is inconsistent with the cumulative
disadvantage theory and stress proliferation processes. Indeed,
disadvantages that continue into adulthood and span multiple
domains of life are more impactful than childhood disadvantages
alone (J. Turner et al., 1995; Wheaton, 1999). Thus, the present
study adopts a more holistic examination of adversity by examining
both childhood and adult disadvantages.

Hypothesis 3: Childhood disadvantage will be positively
related to adulthood disadvantage.

Hypothesis 4: Adulthood disadvantage will be negatively
related to beneficial job attitudes and OCB and positively
related to CWB and TOL

Hypothesis 5: Childhood disadvantage will have a negative
indirect effect on OCB and beneficial job attitudes through
adulthood disadvantage and a positive indirect effect on CWB
and TOI through adulthood disadvantages.

Study 1 Method
Procedure and Sample

We obtained institutional ethical approval to recruit participants
through Amazon’s Mechanical Turk (MTurk; see data transparency
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statement in Appendix). Using MTurk allowed us to obtain a diverse
sample from a variety of career fields (Buhrmester et al., 2011;
Michel et al., 2018) and to attract participants with a wide range of
childhood experiences. A Qualtrics survey link was posted on
MTurk, and participants were invited to complete a questionnaire
for which they were compensated with $4. We utilized data only
from U.S. citizens, checked for legitimate zip codes, screened for
duplicate MTurk IDs, and ensured that commonly misrepresented
items such as income and age (Aguinis et al., 2021) were within a
reasonable range. We also checked for long string patterns (e.g.,
answering a 7 for all items) and utilized reverse-coded items. Three
attention check items were embedded in the survey to screen out
careless responders. For example, one attention check item asked the
participants to “Please respond ‘neutral’ to this question.” If a
participant did not respond to the attention check item correctly, they
were deemed a careless responder and were excluded from the
analyses.

Data were collected at three time points, 6 weeks apart. For the
primary measures in this study, it was our aim to have the predictors
measured at Time 1, intervening variables at Time 2, and the
outcomes at Time 3 to minimize concerns about method variance.
Further, regarding temporal precedence, the childhood measures
represent events that took place long before the participants began
working. As quality control, childhood measures were checked for
consistency across the three time points, although no inconsistent
responses were identified.

We obtained 349 participants who responded to all three survey
waves and passed all three attention checks in each wave. Six
participants were omitted because they had missing data for several
items, leaving a final sample size of 343. On average, the
participants were 29 years of age (SD = 9), with men making up
56%, women making up 43.6%, and 0.4% who preferred not to say.
Regarding education, 10.7% had an associate’s degree, 40.4% a
bachelor’s degree, 9.5% a master’s degree, and 1.8% a doctoral
degree. In addition, the retained participants came from all the major
groups of standard occupational classification outlined by O*Net.
For instance, our sample included individuals in sales and related
occupations (14%), computer and mathematical occupations (13%),
management (11%), business and financial operations (9%), office
and administrative support (8%), and food preparation/serving-
related occupations (4%).

Measures
Cumulative Childhood Disadvantage

In line with prior work (e.g., Nurius et al., 2015; Schafer et al.,
2011; J. Turner et al., 1995), we sought to capture the cumulative
effects of a childhood with multiple adverse experiences or
disadvantages. Although cumulative indices of adversity have been
criticized for combining several distinct experiences (see Brumley
et al., 2019), this approach has demonstrated its usefulness in
various contexts (e.g., Nurius et al., 2015; Schafer et al., 2011; J.
Turner et al., 1995). In addition, while other approaches, such as
factor analyses, have been used (e.g., Brumley et al., 2019), these
approaches may have flaws theoretically. There is an ongoing debate
in the literature regarding whether childhood adversity experiences
should be conceptualized as formative or reflective indicators
(Brumley et al., 2019). However, while some aspects of childhood
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adversity may be reflective, the theoretical framework presented in
this article assumes that childhood cumulative disadvantage should
be measured in an additive or cumulative way. This approach is
consistent with prior work (e.g., Appleyard et al., 2005; Bauman
et al., 2006; Nurius et al., 2015; Walsemann et al., 2008), is
parsimonious, and conveys the view of a dose-response relationship
between childhood adversity and work-related outcomes. Thus, we
used both a measure of ACEs and a measure of childhood economic
stress to evaluate childhood disadvantage. For our analyses, we
utilized the childhood disadvantages measured at Time 1.

Adverse Childhood Experiences. To assess ACEs, indivi-
duals were given a modified version of the Behavioral Risk Factor
Surveillance System ACE questionnaire (Ege et al., 2015) that
included 12 questions that were adapted from the original ACE
study (Felitti et al., 1998). For example, “While I was a child (under
18), I felt unprotected by my family.” Response options were either
“yes” or “no.” This measure captures experiences of emotional
abuse, physical abuse, sexual abuse, emotional neglect, physical
neglect, bullying, growing up in an unsafe neighborhood and home,
household domestic violence, household substance abuse, house-
hold depression, and household incarceration. Prior work (Zanotti et
al., 2018) has demonstrated the test—retest reliability of this measure.

Childhood Economic Stress. To evaluate economic stress in
childhood, we asked the participants about parental unemployment,
underemployment, job insecurity, and their subjective perception of
income adequacy in childhood. Evaluating both objective (e.g.,
unemployment) and subjective (e.g., underemployment) economic
stress is in line with the current best practices (e.g., Sinclair &
Cheung, 2016) and economic stress models (e.g., Voydanoff, 1990).
Our questionnaire was comprised of five items (x = .90) that were
developed for this data collection and were based on the types of
economic stress outlined by Sinclair et al. (2024). We asked the
participants about how often the primary wage earner in their family
experienced job insecurity, unemployment, or underemployment
(one item relating to skills, education, and training and one item
relating to hours) and how often they were unable to afford basic
needs (housing, utilities, food, etc.). For example, “When you were
growing up, how often did the primary wage earner in your family
experience periods of job insecurity, where you/they were worried
about losing their job?”

Adulthood Cumulative Disadvantage

We focus on five types of adulthood cumulative disadvantages
that center around health and socioeconomic disadvantages.
Specifically, our adulthood cumulative disadvantage variable is
comprised of financial strain, job insecurity, ill health, psychological
distress, and low educational attainment. In line with our theoretical
framework, we assert that these stressors, although distinct, cannot
be fully understood in isolation, and we are interested in how they
work together to create a cumulative disadvantage effect. The
specific stressors that we emphasize in the present study were
drawn from prior work (Slavich & Shields, 2018) that explicitly
emphasized work, finances, education, and health as a few of several
key components that comprise cumulative life stress. We included
five measures of disadvantage that were modeled as reflective of
overall adulthood cumulative disadvantage (i.e., as a latent
variable). These include poor educational attainment, financial
strain, job insecurity, poor physical health, and poor psychological
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well-being. These disadvantages have been connected to ACEs
(Covey et al., 2013; Metzler et al., 2017) and represent the
proliferation of adversity as it impacts multiple domains of life.
Additional detail on each component is provided in the following
subsections, and all were measured in the second wave.

Financial Strain. For financial strain, we used a 12-item
measure asking the participants about their current financial
situation (Sears, 2008; Graham, Sears, et al., 2024; o = .97).
Items were rated on a 7-point agreement scale from strongly
disagree to strongly agree. A sample item is, “My financial situation
is more stressful than I'd like.” Higher scores indicate greater
financial strain.

Job Insecurity. Job insecurity was measured in the second
wave of data collection using 10 items (« = .93; Oldham et al.,
1986). Items were rated on a 7-point agreement scale from strongly
disagree to strongly agree. A sample item is, “My job is not a secure
one.” Higher scores indicate greater job insecurity.

Educational Attainment. Educational attainment was measured
with a single item asking the participants, “What is the highest level of
education you have completed?” They were given six response
options ranging from less than high school to a doctoral degree (PhD,
MD, JD, etc.). Responses were coded such that higher values indicated
greater educational disadvantage (i.e., lower attainment).

Health Status. Health status was measured using a single item
that asked the participants, “In general, would you say your health
is...7?” with responses ranging from 1 (excellent) to 5 (poor).
Responses were coded such that higher values indicated greater
disadvantage (i.e., poorer health).

Psychological Well-Being. Psychological well-being was
measured using an 18-item measure (Ryff, 1989; o = .92) that
asked the participants to indicate their level of agreement with each
statement over the past 30 days. Items were rated on a 7-point
agreement scale from strongly disagree to strongly agree. A sample
item is, “I often feel lonely because I have few close friends with
whom to share my concerns.” Responses were coded such that
higher scores indicated poorer psychological well-being.

QOutcomes

Turnover Intentions. To measure TOI, we used measures of
both job and organizational TOI in the third wave of data collection.
This was done using a six-item measure adapted from Hom et al.
(1984) that included three items pertaining to job turnover and three
items pertaining to organizational turnover (o« = .93). A sample job
turnover item is “I am planning to search for a new job outside my
job during the next 12 months.” A sample organizational turnover
item is, “If I have my own way, I will be working for some other
organization one year from now.” The items were rated on a 7-point
Likert scale with response options ranging from 1 (strongly
disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher scores on this measure
indicate stronger intentions to turnover.

Affective Organizational Commitment. Based on a measure
(Sinclair et al., 2009) adapted from Meyer et al. (1993), affective
organizational commitment was assessed using four items (o = .98)
from the third wave of data collection. Response options ranged
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). A sample item for
affective organizational commitment is “I feel a strong sense of
belonging to my organization.” Higher scores on this measure
represent more commitment to the organization.

Counterproductive Work Behavior. CWB was measured
using an eight-item scale (a0 = .90) by Dalal et al. (2009) in the third
wave of data collection. The participants were asked to indicate the
extent to which they agreed or disagreed with the statements about
their behavior at work in the past month. A sample statement is
“I did not fully comply with a supervisor’s instructions.” The items
were rated on a 7-point Likert scale with response options ranging
from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly agree). Higher scores on
this measure indicate more CWB.

Organizational Citizenship Behavior. OCB was measured
using an eight-item scale (a0 = .89; Dalal et al., 2009) from the third
wave of data collection that asked about their behavior at work over
the past month. The items were rated on a 7-point Likert scale with
response options ranging from 1 (strongly disagree) to 7 (strongly
agree). Higher scores on this measure indicate greater OCB.
A sample item is “I volunteered to do something that was not
required.”

Organizational Tenure

Because prior work has found that organizational tenure is related
to feeling a sense of belonging, OCB (Hafidz et al., 2012), CWB
(Ng & Feldman, 2010), and TOI (Jung et al., 2012), we chose to
examine it as a control variable. Indeed, as shown in Table 1, while
tenure was unrelated to childhood adversity, it was significantly
related to TOI (r = —.15), CWB (r = —.17), and OCB (r = .16).
However, because our results were essentially identical with and
without tenure in our model, consistent with Becker (2005), we
report the results without tenure for simplicity.

Study 1 Results

We began by calculating reliabilities, means, standard deviations,
and bivariate correlations among all study variables in R Version
4.3.2 (R Core Team, 2022; Table 1). Next, we tested our hypotheses
using the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012). We began by creating
a measurement model for all latent variables. Due to model
complexity, OCB and CWB were modeled as observed, while latent
variables were created for affective commitment, TOI, and
childhood disadvantage. For adulthood disadvantage, we created
a latent variable with the five indicators (i.e., health, well-being, job
insecurity, financial strain, educational attainment). Using maxi-
mum likelihood estimation, we found that our model demonstrated
acceptable fit, Yuan-Bentler x*(91) = 271.96, p < .001, comparative
fit index (CFI) = .96, root-mean-square error of approximation
(RMSEA) = .07, 90% CI [.066, .087], SRMR = .058.

Then, to test Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, we specified the path model
with childhood disadvantage relating directly to the outcomes
(TOI, affective commitment, CWB, and OCB) and to adulthood
disadvantage. Overall, using maximum likelihood estimation, we
found that the model demonstrated an acceptable fit, Yuan—Bentler
x*(91) =271.96, p < .001, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .07, 90% CI [.066,
.087], standardized root-mean-square residual (SRMR) = .055.
Childhood disadvantage was not significantly negatively related to
affective commitment (p = —.15, p = .08) but was significantly
negatively related to OCB (p = —.26, p < .01). Childhood
disadvantage was positively related to TOI (f = .31, p < .01) and
CWB (= .27, p < .01). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was partially supported,
and Hypothesis 2 was supported. Finally, childhood disadvantage
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Table 1
Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations for Study 1
Variable M SD 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 112
1. ACEs 2.21 2.78 —
2. Child economic stress 1528  8.23 29"  (.90)
3. Financial strain 3948 15.25 20 19%%(97)
4. Job insecurity 2951 1279  .12* 8% 39%* (.93)
5. Poor well-being 53.66 19.75  24%%  28%F 5% 48%F  (92)
6. Poor health 251 1.00  .30™* 13% A2 25%* 43 —
7. Education 343 171 A1% 0 —02 -.09 .08 .04 -.03 —
8. OCB 4440 813 -.07 —19™F 7% —40™F 57 19" —12%  (.89)
9. CWB 1867 928 .11* J9FE g 3R 45 1 02 —48%F  (.90)
10. TOI 1042  6.03 A2 19%* A45%* AT 437 A8 03 —.38%* 40 (93)
11. Affective commitment 1729  7.83 —.11% —-.07 —32%F _51FF 4™ 20" —02 S0FE L —24%F 67 (98)
12. Tenure 8.06 6.00 -.00 -.03 -.08 -.05 —11*"  -01 -.03 A6 — 17 —15%F 10% —
Note. N = 343. ACEs = adverse childhood experience; OCB = organizational citizenship behavior; CWB = counterproductive work behavior; TOI =
turnover intentions.
*p <05 *Fp< .0l

was positively related to adulthood disadvantage (§ = .57, p < .001)
providing support for Hypothesis 3.

Next, we specified the path model with childhood disadvantage
relating both directly and indirectly via adult disadvantage to the
outcomes (TOI, affective commitment, CWB, and OCB). Overall,
using maximum likelihood estimation, we found that the model
demonstrated an acceptable fit, Yuan—Bentler x*(91) = 271.96, p <
.001, CFI= .96, RMSEA = .07, 90% CI [.066, .087], SRMR = .058.
We compared this model to a model with no direct effects between
childhood disadvantage and our outcomes, Yuan—Bentler X2(95) =
279.71, p < .001, CFI = .95, RMSEA = .07, 90% CI [.065, .086],
SRMR = .061. Because the y> difference was not statistically
significant (p = .09), we retained the simpler model without direct
effects.

Adulthood disadvantage was positively related to TOI (B = .59,
p < .001) and CWB (f = .50, p < .001). Adulthood disadvantage
was negatively related to affective organizational commitment
(B =—-.54, p <.001) and OCBs (p = —.59, p < .001) providing
support for Hypothesis 4. In addition, we found a significant
indirect effect for TOI (B = .32, p < .001), CWB (f = .28, p < .001),
affective organizational commitment (f = —.30, p < .001), and

Table 2
Unstandardized Estimates of Indirect Effects From Structural
Equation Models

Variable Estimate ~ SE z p

Study 1: N = 343

Child dis.—adult dis.—TOI 0.129  0.033 3.958 <.001

Child dis. —adult dis—-commitment —0.123 0.031 -3.930 <.001

Child dis. —adult dis. -CWB 0.545  0.140 3.884 <.001

Child dis. —adult dis. -OCB —0.555 0.139 -3.997 <.001
Study 2: N = 622

Child dis. —adult dis. —job -0.191 0.050 -3.811 <.001

attitudes
Child dis. —adult dis. -OCB -0.119 0.059 -2.017 .044

Note. SE = standard error; Child dis. = childhood disadvantages; adult
dis. = adulthood disadvantages; TOI = turnover intentions; CWB =
counterproductive  work behavior; OCB = organizational citizenship
behavior.

OCBs (p = —=.32, p < .001). For the unstandardized indirect
estimates of childhood disadvantage through adulthood disadvan-
tage, see Table 2. All indirect paths were significant (p < .001), and
Hypothesis 5 was supported.

Study 2 Method

In Study 2, we replicated the findings from Study 1 to provide
more robust support for our hypotheses. Study 2 addressed
methodological concerns with Study 1, such as the temporal
separation of only 6 weeks between waves and the use of an MTurk
sample. These two studies complement each other in that Study 2
spans a much longer time period and may be more representative of
the general working population, but Study 1 has much stronger
measurement validity and extends beyond the outcomes examined
in Study 2 (i.e., by also considering TOI and CWB).

Participants and Procedure

Study 2 used longitudinal data that spanned approximately
10 years from the National Survey of Midlife Development in
the United States (MIDUS; Brim et al., 2004) I, MIDUS 11, and
MIDUS II Biomarker Project. The original purpose of this study was
to investigate how behavioral, psychological, and social factors
contribute to variations in health and well-being related to age in
a nationwide sample of Americans. The MIDUS data have
demonstrated their utility in applied psychology research (e.g.,
Allen et al., 2023; Gonzalez-Mulé & Cockburn, 2021). However, to
the best of our knowledge, the relationships examined in the present
study have not been examined in prior work.

Data collection began between 1995 and 1996 with MIDUS I and
was conducted by the MacArthur Foundation’s Network on
Successful Midlife Development. This first wave of the MIDUS
study collected survey data from a total of 7,108 participants. All
eligible participants were noninstitutionalized, English-speaking
adults in the coterminous United States, aged 25-74. For the
MIDUS I, these respondents were contacted 10 years later, in 2005,
to participate in a second wave of data collection. Of the 7,108
participants in MIDUS 1, 4,963 successfully completed the
MIDUS II. The participants were contacted to participate in a
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phone interview that lasted approximately 30 min and were given
two self-administered questionnaires, each of about 55 pages in
length, which were mailed to the participants and, when completed,
were returned by mail.

Those who completed both the phone interview and questionnaire
were then eligible to participate in the Biomarker Project as a
supplement to the MIDUS 1II (Dienberg Love et al., 2010). Of those
who completed MIDUS 1I, 1,255 respondents also completed the
Biomarker Project supplement. Out of these participants, we filtered
the data to include only those who were employed in all waves,
completed all three data collections, and provided complete answers
to our items. Our final sample size was 622 participants. Of these
participants, 55% were women, and 45% were men. The majority
(71%) were married, and 13% had been divorced. In addition, 91%
identified as White, 3% as Black, 2% as other, less than 1% as Asian,
and less than 1% as multiracial. Regarding educational attainment,
5% had some high school, 23% graduated high school, 28% had
some college, 24% had a bachelor’s degree, and 20% had some
graduate school or higher. The average hours worked was 40.6 in the
MIDUS I and 37.7 in the MIDUS II.

Measures
Childhood Disadvantage

As in Study 1, we assessed both ACEs and childhood economic
stress as reflective of childhood disadvantage. Childhood economic
stress was drawn from MIDUS I and was a single item asking the
participants to rate their financial situation growing up. This item
ranged from 1 to 7 with higher values indicating that the participants
were “worse off financially than others.” ACEs were measured
using the Childhood Trauma Questionnaire (Bernstein & Fink,
1998) during the MIDUS II Biomarker Project. Although this was
not measured at the first time point, regarding temporal precedence,
this was not a cause for concern as these ACEs were retrospective
reports and would have occurred well before the Wave I data
collection. For each of the 25 items from the Childhood Trauma
Questionnaire, respondents were prompted to think of their
experiences growing up as a child and a teenager and indicate
how true each statement was, from 1 (never true) to 5 (very often
true). This questionnaire assesses five types of childhood adversity,
each comprised of five items: physical abuse, physical neglect,
emotional abuse, emotional neglect, and sexual abuse. We summed
all items together to create a composite ACE score.

Adulthood Cumulative Disadvantage

Adulthood cumulative disadvantage was measured using multi-
ple measures representing adversity in adulthood drawn from the
MIDUS 1. These measures aligned with the five adulthood
disadvantages measured in Study 1 and were coded such that
higher values indicated greater disadvantage. Based on prior work,
each of these adulthood disadvantages was assumed to be reflective
of adulthood cumulative disadvantage and was modeled as such in
our analyses.

Financial Strain. Financial strain was assessed using a single
item that asked the participants to “rate your current financial
situation.” Responses ranged from 1 (best possible financial
situation) to 10 (worst possible financial situation).

Job Insecurity. Job insecurity was measured using a single
item asking the participants to rate their job security. Specifically,
this item asks, “If you wanted to stay in your present job, what are
the chances that you could keep it for the next two years?”
Responses were coded such that higher values indicated more job
insecurity (i.e., less likely to keep the job).

Health. Respondents’ general health was evaluated using a
single item that asked, “Using a scale from 0 to 10 where 0 means
‘the worst possible health’ and 10 means ‘the best possible health,’
how would you rate your health these days?”

Mental Health. Mental health was evaluated using a single
item that asked respondents “In general, would you say that your
mental or emotional health is poor, fair, good, very good, or
excellent?”

Educational Attainment. Educational attainment was evalu-
ated by asking respondents “What is the highest grade of school or
year of college you completed?” Higher levels of education
indicated greater educational attainment. Responses ranged from no
school/some grade school to PhD, EDD, MD, DDS, LLB, LLD, JD,
or other professional degree.

QOutcomes

We used selected outcomes from the MIDUS data that most
closely aligned with Study 1 and fit into our categories of outcomes
(i.e., worker attitudes and discretionary behaviors). These items
were all taken from the MIDUS II. For our job attitudes measure, we
used a one-item measure that reflected feeling job pride and one item
that reflected feeling respected for the job. The job pride item was
“When I think about the work I do on my job, I feel a good deal of
pride,” and the job respect item was “I feel that others respect the
work I do on my job.” These items were correlated (r = .59, p <
.001) and modeled as both reflecting positive job attitudes.

To capture discretionary behavior, we utilized two items
that related to volunteering to doing unwanted tasks at work and
helping coworkers. The volunteering item asked to what extent the
respondents agreed that they “volunteer do unwanted tasks at work,”
and the helping item asked to what extent they agreed that they “help
out colleagues at work.” These items were correlated (r = .32, p <
.001) and were modeled as both reflecting positive discretionary
behavior at work.

Study 2 Results

As with Study 1, we began by calculating means, standard
deviations, and bivariate correlations among all study variables in
R Version 4.3.2 (R Core Team, 2022; Table 3). Next, we tested our
hypotheses using the lavaan package (Rosseel, 2012). We began by
creating a measurement model for all latent variables. For adulthood
disadvantage, we created a latent variable with the five indicators
(i.e., health, well-being, job insecurity, financial strain, educational
attainment). In addition, rather than modeling them as individual
outcomes, we created a latent variable to reflect both OCBs and
a latent variable to reflect both job attitudes. Using maximum
likelihood estimation, we found that our model demonstrated
acceptable fit, Yuan—Bentler X2(38) = 65.21, p < .001, CFI = .96,
RMSEA = .03, 90% CI [.019, .048], SRMR = .037.

Then, to test Hypotheses 1, 2, and 3, we specified the path model
with childhood disadvantage relating directly to the outcomes



publishers.

gical Association or one of its allied

This document is copyrighted by the American Psycholo

ed broadly.

dual user

ded solely for the persc

»
2
o
E=!
»
=
=

164

GRAHAM AND SINCLAIR

Table 3
Means, Standard Deviations, and Bivariate Correlations for Study 2
Variable M SD 1 2 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11

1. ACEs 3734  12.88 —

2. Childhood economic stress 397 125 27 —

3. Poor mental health 206  0.87 247 16™*

4. Poor physical health 3.37 1.28 207 .06 35 —

5. Poor educational attainment 520  2.28 .10* A7 A7 .06 —

6. Financial stress 3.87  2.04 157 A1% A7 25%* 137 —

7. Job insecurity 255  1.79 .07 .05 . .06 .08* .08* —

8. Helping coworkers 6.06  0.81 .00 .06 -.06 -.09*  —-08% -.05 —.04 —

9. Volunteering for tasks 4.94 1.27 .05 .03 -.01 -.03 .02 .02 -.02 I —

10. Job pride 3.57 0.65 —.12*% 03 —13%F 12" _07 -.07 —18%* 13 09* —
11. Job respected 353 066 —.14F  —04 —18%% 14" —06 — 12" 21 18%* 06 .61%F
Note. N = 622. ACEs = adverse childhood experience.
*p < .05, *p<0l

(job attitudes and OCB) and to adulthood disadvantage. Overall,
using maximum likelihood estimation, we found that the model
demonstrated an acceptable fit, Yuan-Bentler x*(38) = 65.21, p <
.001, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .034, 90% CI [.019, .048], SRMR =
.037. Childhood disadvantage was significantly negatively related to
job attitudes (p = —.22, p = .003) but was not significantly negatively
related to OCB ( = .05, p = .48). Thus, Hypothesis 1 was supported,
and Hypothesis 2 was not supported. Finally, childhood disadvan-
tage was positively related to adulthood disadvantage (p = .61,
p < .001) providing support for Hypothesis 3.

Next, we specified the path model with childhood disadvantage
relating both directly and indirectly via adult disadvantage to the
outcomes (job attitudes and OCB). Using maximum likelihood
estimation, we found that the model demonstrated an acceptable fit,
Yuan—Bentler X2(38) =65.21, p < .01, CFI = .96, RMSEA = .034,
90% CI [.019, .048], SRMR = .037. We compared this model to a
model with no direct effects between childhood disadvantage and
our outcomes, Yuan—Bentler ¥*(40) = 70.19, p < .01, CFI = .96,
RMSEA = .035,90% CI [.021, .048], SRMR = .040. Because the x*
difference was not statistically significant (p = .08), we retained the
simpler model without direct effects.

In this model, adulthood disadvantage was negatively related to
job attitudes (p = —.36, p < .001) and OCBs (f = —.12, p = .03)
providing support for Hypothesis 4. In addition, we found a
significant indirect effect for both job attitudes (fp = —.21, p < .001)
and OCB (B = —.07, p = .04). For the unstandardized indirect
estimates of childhood disadvantage through adulthood disadvan-
tage, see Table 2. All indirect paths were significant (p < .001), and
Hypothesis 5 was supported.

Discussion

It is essential to prioritize the study of occupational health
disparities among individuals who have diverse backgrounds
reflecting child abuse, neglect, and economic stress. The present
study connects the more distal cumulative disadvantage theory to
proximal outcomes, arguing that disadvantaged individuals who
have undergone significant childhood adversity may have smaller
resource pools and be at a resource deficit upon entering the
workforce. The losses that they have already experienced make
them more vulnerable to subsequent losses and heightened levels of
stress. As a result, they are more likely to experience poor job

attitudes and behavior. Overall, in both Studies 1 and 2, we found
support for the direct effect of childhood disadvantage on our
outcomes and support for an indirect effect through adulthood
adversity.

Theoretical Contributions

Introducing the life course perspective and, specifically, cumulative
disadvantage theory to the organizational sciences allows researchers
to identify additional relationships impacting the workplace and
advance current knowledge. According to Shonkoff et al. (2009), it is
important to expand the existing scholarship to include frameworks
that emphasize the study of stress and disparities among individuals
who come from a variety of backgrounds. These expanded
frameworks provide a broader foundation for exploring individual
variability as it occurs throughout the life course. Unfortunately, as it
pertains to stress, many frameworks used in the organizational
sciences fail to account for individual history and the cumulative
impact of stress. For example, Lazarus’ cognitive—transactional model
of stress (Lazarus & Folkman, 1984) emphasizes an appraisal process
that occurs as one determines whether each stimulus should be
considered a stressor. However, stress is unlikely to occur based on an
isolated event. Rather, it is more likely that sequences of events occur
and are appraised collectively. Focusing only on isolated events at
work neglects the accumulation of factors that likely co-occur and
produce future disadvantages and stress not only throughout life but
specific to work experiences as well.

In addition, our findings highlight the need for organizational
stress research to go beyond consideration of recent or current
events. This limited perspective neglects the distant past of the
employee, such as their childhood, despite the immense body of
existing scholarship that documents not only associations between
childhood events and adulthood outcomes but causal mechanisms
that ultimately lead to stress, poor mental and physical health, and a
variety of additional poor life outcomes (Anda et al., 2004; Duncan
et al., 2010; Metzler et al., 2017; Shonkoff et al., 2009). To capture
the individual experience of stress more adequately, one must
account for the entire life course rather than simply the present
situation. Further, while many events can be considered disadvan-
tages, there are several disadvantages that could lead to stress that
would not be considered events. For example, environmental factors
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such as living in a poor neighborhood could certainly elicit stress
and be considered a disadvantage, but not an isolated event. Such
contextual factors are important but understudied in organizational
stress research (e.g., Jiang et al., 2013). In addition, it may be
important to consider not only the impact of childhood adversity on
workplace experiences but also the cumulative impact of other
experiences such as racial discrimination. Indeed, individuals with a
history of adversity are often disproportionately poor and members
of minority groups (Sacks & Murphey, 2018; Wade et al., 2014).
Considering childhood adversity in conjunction with discrimination
could shed light on the unique workplace experiences common to
many members of marginalized groups.

Finally, although the present study is rooted in cumulative
disadvantage theory and the biological theories of human
development that had a substantial role in developing it, it is not
our objective to be overly deterministic regarding the extent to
which one’s past influences reactions to current work experiences.
Some people face major disadvantages but fare rather well by
mobilizing resources, choosing wisely, and/or expending extraor-
dinary effort (Thoits, 2006). As several articles have demonstrated,
how people interpret their experience of adverse events is critical for
either the maintenance of well-being or the optimization of life
chances (Reynolds & Turner, 2008; Surtees & Wainwright, 2007).
However, in current scholarship, there is a considerable variability
in perspectives on the extent to which early adversity determines
one’s life trajectory. While some work has noted that adversity
creates opportunities for resilience (e.g., Bethell et al., 2019), other
works emphasized the chronic biological effects that lead to lifelong
impairment (e.g., Shonkoff et al., 2009). Our findings indicate that
early disadvantage and the proliferation of disadvantage in
adulthood limit one’s ability to lead an optimal work life. While
we recognize the vital role that human agency plays in facing
adversity, we also aim to highlight the influence of structural
disadvantages that place a heavy burden on many workers. Future
theorizing should continue to address these issues accounting for
both positive and negative implications.

Practical Implications

Because CWB and TOI represent substantial costs to organiza-
tions, understanding their antecedents is a priority to help guide the
development of interventions, support systems, and job design to
create healthier workplaces. In general, while one might argue that
our findings imply that organizations should not hire individuals
with disadvantages in their backgrounds, given the prevalence of
adversity, this is likely neither feasible nor ethical. Rather, we
contend that organizations should acknowledge the implications of
this background to the workplace and provide appropriate forms of
support (mental and physical health benefits, stress interventions,
financial support, etc.). Evidence-based interventions seeking to
decrease stress at work may also be particularly beneficial for this
population as a background of childhood adversity is associated
with increased sensitivity to stress (Heim & Nemeroff, 2001). In
doing so, work can be a resource for these individuals and
potentially aid in altering their life trajectories for the better.

Addressing the cycle of ACEs necessitates a shift in the current
paradigm to focus on the healing and recovery of adult survivors
(i.e., tertiary prevention; Dube, 2018). For example, clinicians may
be encouraged to consider the implications of childhood adversity

on work-related attitudes and behaviors to enhance the work-related
well-being of their patients. Organizations also have the potential to
play a vital role in this process with their ability to intervene and
target mediating mechanisms that facilitate a proliferation of
adversity such as job insecurity or financial strain. This also makes
the case for providing increased psychological care that aids in
minimizing the impact of childhood adversity and facilitates
posttraumatic growth and resilience (Little et al., 2011). In
organizations whose workforces are comprised of many individuals
who are likely to have undergone significant childhood adversity,
such as low-wage workers or members of other marginalized groups
(Rosemberg et al., 2018; Sacks & Murphey, 2018), extra attention
should be given to investing in resources to support their
occupational health.

Establishing the connection between poor work outcomes and
childhood adversity could be an extra push that is needed to increase
the number of trauma-informed and trauma-focused programs in the
workplace. For a workplace to be trauma informed, leaders must be
aware of the long-term impact that traumatic experiences can have
on employees (Harris & Fallot, 2001). Training all employees to be
supportive and trauma sensitive may also provide a resource that
could aid in improving health and well-being as individuals with a
difficult history are less likely to have preexisting support structures
(Vranceanu et al., 2007).

Researchers have also suggested that trauma-informed/trauma-
focused programs be added to traditional employee assistance
programs, yet little has been done to fill this need (Rosemberg et al.,
2018). Although employment assistance programs are already
serving individuals with high levels of childhood adversity, they
likely do so without the consideration of their histories or the
associated developmental and health implications. As a result,
important factors that can impinge on successful employment are
being ignored, and the programs are subsequently unable to
maximize their efficacy. However, it is important that these programs
be implemented in a way that minimizes barriers to utilizing them.
Those who have experienced the most adversity also may be the least
likely to take advantage of these programs. Thus, program designs
should be carefully considered ensuring flexibility and adaptability to
individual needs in order to minimize this potential issue.

At the societal level, thriving economies require thriving
populations. Childhood adversity is an established indicator of
population health (Shonkoff, 2016). Social policy changes and
interdisciplinary collaboration are imperative. Encouraging federal
policies that support working families and that ensure fair wages
may help to mitigate some of the negative consequences of
adversity. Prioritizing strong social safety nets has also demon-
strated efficacy in reducing economic stress (Debus et al., 2012) and
may help to buffer the stress proliferation process. Organizational
intervention can also extend beyond impacting current employees
and incorporate the community holistically. As organizations come
to realize the gravity of childhood adversity and its impact on the
population, they may be encouraged to engage in outreach efforts to
reduce experiences of childhood adversity in local communities
and to encourage recovery within their own organizations. These
programs are not only beneficial for improving population health but
also provide an opportunity for talent to flourish, bringing benefit
back to the organization. As organizations play an important role in
the future of the economy, investing in these outreach programs
could provide benefits for years to come.
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Limitations and Future Directions

While the present study provided strong support for the
relationship between a history of adversity and organizational
attitudes and behaviors, there are a variety of limitations worth
noting. First, we did not evaluate childhood adversity when the
participants were children. As a result, loss spirals and cumulative
disadvantages were inferred rather than directly observed as would
be preferable (Halbesleben et al., 2014). However, assuming that the
measures are valid and without recollection error, it is only
theoretically plausible for the causal effect to have one direction:
Childhood adversity must lead to adult outcomes; adult outcomes
cannot influence childhood adversity.

In addition, our study used self-report measures that could have
potential issues with faking, social desirability, or common method
variance (Paulhus, 2017; P. M. Podsakoff et al., 2003). Despite this,
for psychological constructs, self-report is often the most
appropriate and feasible option, and the common method variance
is often not very problematic (P. E. Spector, 2006). Another
limitation specific to Study 1 could be the use of MTurk to collect
data. Although it has been found that the participants on MTurk are
generally representative of the U.S. population (Michel et al., 2018),
the results may not generalize to other populations of workers.
However, the addition of Study 2 addresses this potential limitation
in part by examining a nationally representative sample of workers
who vary more widely in age, education, and socioeconomic status.

Furthermore, it is also important to note that the ACE variables
used in both Studies 1 and 2 likely included false negatives (i.e.,
individuals who experienced adversity before age 18 but failed to
report it). These false negatives could be attributed to inaccurate
recall, reevaluations of the past based on present views, or memory
repression. Moreover, it is likely that there are other childhood
experiences not examined in this study that could impact workplace
outcomes, such as racial discrimination. Such possibilities may lead
our findings to be underestimates of the effects of childhood
adversity. Future research should expand on the childhood
adversities that are studied in relation to work outcomes. Beyond
ACEs, it would also be interesting for future work to examine
positive childhood experiences. In the present study, we primarily
focus on studying disadvantages, not advantages, and one could
argue that they may or may not have symmetrical effects. Prior
research (e.g., Baumeister et al., 2001) suggests that disadvantage
should have stronger effects than advantage, but to our knowledge,
there is no research on this, particularly in the workplace.

It is also important to mention that while most research is
conducted using the cumulative risk scoring approach (i.e., adding
the number of ACEs experienced), some researchers have proposed
alternative scoring methods (Brumley et al., 2019). However, as
previously mentioned, there are several theoretical and methodo-
logical limitations that accompany these other approaches that made
them not ideal for the present study. We also took different
approaches in Studies 1 and 2. Study 1 used the sum of binary items
(i.e., have you experienced this? [yes or no]) while Study 2
accounted for how often each adversity was experienced. Thus, the
measure used in Study 2 is more sensitive to variations in frequency.
Overall, the cumulative risk scoring approach was used because our
focus was largely on cumulative experiences compounding to create
additional disadvantages. Nevertheless, it would be interesting for
future work to continue to explore these relationships and any

differences that may emerge that are specific to a particular type of
adversity (e.g., sexual abuse). Relatedly, there are also methodo-
logical limitations with our adulthood adversity latent variable.
Namely, the factor loadings for adult adversity were rather low—
especially for education in Study 1 (see Supplemental Material for
detailed information). As such, it would be preferable to use a
validated measure of adulthood adversity such as the Stress and
Adversity Inventory for Adults (Slavich & Shields, 2018). Further,
future work may also consider a formative approach as opposed to
the reflective approach we took in the present study.

As it relates to the outcomes examined in the present study, future
research could also examine each outcome in more detail. For
example, although CWB overall was related to childhood adversity,
future research could investigate the types of CWBs that are most
likely to occur and if this relationship differs depending on the type
of childhood adversity experienced. From a measurement perspec-
tive, it may be useful to create more contextualized measures that
account for the causes of poor workplace outcomes. For example,
the nature of affective commitment may be quite different for low-
income workers compared with others. It could also be useful to
create measures that are more specific to the occupation to gain
additional insight. Accounting for childhood adversity may also
explain some of the relationship between work-related stressors and
health outcomes. For instance, regarding the relationship between
coronary heart disease and job control, research has found that when
accounting for ACEs, low job control contributes significantly less
to heart disease than previously thought (Hemmingsson &
Lundberg, 2006).

Future research should also investigate the relationship between
childhood adversity and career attainment. Due to the associated
cognitive deficits, there may also be differences in job or task
performance that are important to consider. Childhood adversity
also disproportionally impacts individuals in racial minority groups
and women, limiting upward mobility (Robst, 2008; Sacks &
Murphey, 2018). Other factors outside of the workplace may be
important to consider as well. For instance, as it relates to childhood
specifically, future research could continue to extend the literature
on the workplace outcomes of attachment styles (e.g., Jiang et al.,
2019). Additionally, extending beyond childhood, future research
could also examine environmental factors at home, such as
neighborhood violence. This could be an interesting avenue for
future exploration as proximity to desirable schools for children may
affect workplace outcomes such as employee commitment and
retention.

Finally, considering childhood adversity could help explain why
some individuals react more negatively to specific events. Existing
research has primarily been limited to the study of personality
variables with little consideration of experiential differences.
However, researchers such as Shirom (2011) have called for an
expanded view of individual differences that predispose employees
to poor occupational health. Individuals who have gone through
significant adversity are more likely to be emotionally reactive and
susceptible to the negative consequences of stress including, as our
study demonstrates, more negative organizational outcomes.
Specific forms of childhood adversity may also disproportionately
affect women. For example, Robst (2008) found that women have
higher incidences of childhood sexual abuse and experience a
greater financial impact from the sexual abuse. Further, other
historically vulnerable populations, such as low-income or lesbian,
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gay, bisexual, and transgender status individuals, are also
disproportionately impacted by childhood adversity (Merrick et al.,
2018; Schneeberger et al., 2014).

Conclusion

In conclusion, our study emphasizes the importance of adopting a
life course perspective in the occupational sciences. Our work is the
first to our knowledge to explicitly address the role of cumulative
adversity in organizational attitudes and behaviors. Across two
studies, we found strong evidence that connects an individual’s
history of adversity to the workplace. It is our hope that future
research and theory will continue to explore these relationships.
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Data Transparency

Study 1 Data Transparency Statement

The data reported in Study 1 of this article were collected as part of
a larger data collection consisting of three time points. For
transparency, the authors wish to disclose that portions of the data
have been used in other published and in progress articles. The
current article focuses on childhood and adulthood adversity and
work-related outcomes. From Wave 1, this article utilizes a measure
of adverse childhood experiences and childhood economic stress.
From Wave 2, this article evaluates adulthood disadvantage, which
encompasses financial strain, underemployment, educational attain-
ment, health status, and psychological well-being. From Wave 3, this
article utilizes a measure of job insecurity, affective commitment,
turnover intentions, CWB, and OCB.

Manuscript (MS) 1 (published) focuses on work-related social
support, engagement, and social resource crafting measured in

Table A1
Study 1 Data Transparency Table

Waves 1 and 2. MS 2 (published) focuses on financial perceptions
and affective disposition. Income, debt, and positive and negative
affect were used from Wave 1. Current and near future perceived
income adequacy were from Wave 2, and financial strain was used
in Wave 3. Although the current article and MS 2 both used
financial strain, they were in different waves, and the focus of the
two studies was very different with MS 2 focusing on perceived
income adequacy within the financial stress process, while the
current article focuses on financial strain as one of the multiple
aspects of adulthood cumulative disadvantage. MS 3 (in progress)
focuses on economic stress and depression and opioid use. Job
insecurity, current perceived income adequacy, and financial
fragility were used from Wave 1. Depression was used in Wave 2,
and opioid use was used in Wave 3. The table below displays
where each data variable appears in each study, as well as the
current status of each study (Table Al).
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Work-related social support (W1)
Work-related social support (W2)
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Note. PIA = perceived income adequacy; OCB = organizational citizenship behaviors; CWB = counterproductive work behavior.
“X” indicates variable was included in the study and “W” indicates wave of data collection.
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