
Florida State University Libraries

Follow this and additional works at the FSU Digital Library. For more information, please contact lib-ir@fsu.edu

2016

Childhood Abuse, Posttraumatic Stress
Symptoms, and Substance Abuse in Latino
Americans Nationwide
Amy L. Ai, Guivens Joseph and Jungup Lee



Amy L. Ai, PhD,1-4 Guivens Joseph, Research Assistant,1 Jungup Lee,  MSW2

Florida State University 
1Department of Psychology, College of Art and Sciences 2Colleges of Social Work, 3Medicine, and 4Nursing

Introduction

Childhood Abuse, Posttraumatic Stress Symptoms, and  

Substance Abuse in Latino Americans Nationwide

Results

Methods

Conclusion

References

Childhood abuse and subsequent substance 

abuse are significant behavioral health 

problems among high-income countries 

(Gilbert et al., 2009). Emerging evidence 

suggests the considerable need for more 

investigation of substance abuse among 

Latino Americans, who constitute the largest 

minority population in the United States. Our 

recent analysis found higher prevalence of 

being abused during childhood among adult 

Latino American men and women, 

respectively, which in turn contributed to 

posttraumatic stress symptoms (PTSS). We 

also found that early trauma predicted PTSS. 

It remains unclear whether this early trauma 

exacerbates adulthood substance abuse, 

mediated through PTSS, of Latino Americans 

in life time and in the past year. Accordingly, 

the present study investigated these 

associations in this population nationwide, 

using the first nationally representative house-

hold survey of mental health among all Latino-

Americans living in the United States.  

Descriptive Analyses and Bivariate 

Correlations:

• Approximately, 31.3% and 11.6% of 

respondents reported childhood physical and 

sexual abuse, respectively, while 4.5% 

reported LT-PTSS and 2.5% reported PY-

PTSS. 

• Physical abuse was correlated with male 

gender while sexual abuse was correlated 

with female and more education.

Path Analyses Using SEM:

• Goodness of fit tests suggested that the 

model was well fitted (CFI = .99, TLI = .98, 

RMSEA = .02, and SRMR = .01). While 

childhood physical abuse had a significant 

direct effect on substance abuse among 

Latino adults (ß = .07, p < .01), childhood 

sexual abuse had no direct effect on 

substance abuse, even after controlling for 

socio-demographics and acculturation-

related variables. Finally, SEM analyses 

revealed that the full mediation effects of 

PTSS on both associations between 

childhood physical abuse and substance 

abuse and between childhood sexual abuse 

and substance abuse. More specifically, 

childhood physical and sexual abuse were 

associated with higher levels of PTSS (ß = 

.12, ß = .14, p < .001, respectively), which in 

turn led to higher levels of substance abuse 

(ß = .05, p < .05).  

Data Source: The National Latino and Asian 

American Study (NLAAS)

Sample: The sample represents 2,554 Latinos 

Americans with a mean age at 38.02 years. 

Total sample consisted of 49.3% female, 43% 

US-born, 68.6% with less than 12 years of 

education, and 36.9% unemployed.

Measures:

• Childhood Abuse (Independent variables): 

physical abuse & sexual abuse

• Substance Abuse (Dependent variable): 4 

items (alcohol abuse, alcohol dependency, 

drug abuse, drug dependency)

• PTSS (Mediator): dichotomized at high vs. 

low symptom levels.

• Acculturation factors of major interests: 

English Proficiency, Nativity/US-born, 

Acculturation Stress, and Discrimination.

• Socio-demographic Covariates: Age, Ethnic 

subgroup, Education Levels, Income, 

Employment.

Analytical Strategy:

• Mplus statistics version 7, descriptive 

analysis, Kendall’s Tau statistics, and path 

analysis using structural equation modeling 

(SEM) were computed.

Conclusions: This study contributes to the existing 

body of knowledge by providing the information about 

the relationship between childhood maltreatment and 

later traumatic symptom and substance abuse. 

Additionally, the current study suggests the necessity of 

culturally sensitive investigation on the mechanism of 

pathways from childhood abuse to substance abuse 

among Latino adults in the US.

Limitations: Besides the correlational nature of the 

study, there are other limitations to be considered. The 

study uses self-report data, which could be 

substantiated with an additional respondent such as 

health professionals. A major problem lies in measures 

for childhood physical and sexual abuse items that 

seem to conflate different phenomena. This measure 

problem is obviously limited by the original purpose for 

the NLAAS, which is not mainly focused on childhood 

mistreatment but on the prevalence of all major mental 

health diagnosis, service utilization, and acculturation. 
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CFI TLI RMSEA SRMR

.99 .98 .02 .01

Table 3. Overall Model Fit

Variables n (%) M (SD)

Substance abuse (in past year) 244 (11.2)

Childhood physical abuse 724 (31.3)

Childhood sexual abuse 312 (11.6)

PTSS (in lifetime) 135 (4.5)

Age (18-97) 38.02 (15.03)

Female 1427 (49.3)

Ethnicity

Cuban a 577 (4.7)

Mexican 866 (56.3)

Puerto Rican 495 (10.1)

Other Latinos 614 (28.9)

Education 

0-11a 994 (43.9)

12 633 (24.7)

13-15 567 (21.2)

≥ 16 360 (10.3)

Income (0-17) 3.22 (3.48)

Employed 1566 (63.1)

English proficiency  (3-12) 7.48 (3.58)

U.S. born 924 (43.0)

Acculturation stress (0-1) 0.18 (0.23)

Discrimination (1-6) 1.82 (0.86)

Table 1. Weighted Descriptive Statistics (N = 2,554)

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 13

1. Substance abuse 

2.  Childhood physical 

abuse

.12**

3. Childhood sexual 

abuse

.03 .25**

4. PTSS .07** .17** .19**

5. Age -.07** -.09** -.09** .01

6. Female -.11** -.08 .17** .06** .02

7. Ethnic subgroup -.01 .03 .02 .01 .03* .05**

8. Education -.00 -.00 .06** -.01 -.06** -.01 .13**

9. Income -.00 .01 .03 -.02 .01 -.12** .08** .33**

10. Employed -.03 .00 -.01 -.06** -.11** -.22** .02 .24** .31**

11. English proficiency .08** .09** .14** .04* -.22** -.02 .07** .38** .27** .15**

12. US born .13** .12** .12** .04* -.19** .01 -.03 .14** .12** .05** .53**

13. Acculturation stress -.08** -.06** -.09** -.01 .11** -.01 -.01 -.17** -.15** -.06** -.53** -.73**

14. Discrimination .12** .17** .12** .07** -.21** -.06** .00 .10** .05** .05** .23** .25** -.12**

Table 2. Bivariate Correlation Coefficients for All Variables 

Figure 1. Path Model from Childhood Abuse to Substance Abuse.

Note. Solid line indicates a significant path; broken line indicates non-

significant path. *p<.05, **p<.01, ***p<.001.


