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Parents’ Adverse Childhood Experiences and Current Relationships with Their Young Children: The Role of Executive Function
Parenting is a complex process that draws on cognitive resources for the regulation of emotions and behavior (Azar, Reitz, Goslin, 2008; Crandall, Deater-Deckard, Riley, 2015).  One aspect of cognitive control is executive function (EF), an integration of inhibitory control, attention shifting, and working memory which develops in childhood and is continuously influenced by personal habits and the environment (Crandall et al., 2015, Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2011).  The current investigation conceptualizes these capacities within a bioecological model of human development to explore how early childhood experiences influence later parent-child relationships directly and indirectly through parents’ EF (Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 2006). We hypothesize that proximal processes of abuse, neglect, and family dysfunction disrupt the development EF in childhood, and that these effects endure into adulthood ultimately harming future parent-child relationships.
This study explored whether parents’ ability to regulate their behavior and attention, assessed as components of everyday executive function (EF), was influenced by their past adverse experiences – such as abuse, neglect, and family dysfunction – and in turn, influenced current relationships with their children.  The sample included 73 parent-child dyads from children enrolled in three early childhood centers in the Midwestern United States serving low-income children and families.  Parents reported on their adverse childhood experiences, EF, and relationship with their child. Findings indicate that more parental ACEs were associated with higher ratings of parent-child conflict. This association was indirectly linked through parents’ EF. Implications for interventions are discussed. 
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Note: This work was previously presented at the most recent Society for Research in Child Development conference and has been published in the journal Early Child Development and Care.

