 



News from the AMA:
Childhood Abuse May Create a Hormonal Predisposition to the Development of Mood and Anxiety Disorders In Adulthood 
Women who suffered abuse during childhood had nervous system hyperreactivity as adults 
Severe stress early in life is associated with persistent sensitization of the autonomic stress response, which, in turn, is likely related to an increased risk for adulthood psychiatric disorders, according to an article in the August 2, 2000, issue of The Journal of the American Medical Association, a theme issue on violence and human rights. 
Charles B. Nemeroff, M.D., Ph.D., of Emory University School of Medicine in Atlanta, and colleagues studied 49 women aged 18 to 45 years to determine whether early-life physical or sexual abuse results in a heightened response of the hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal system to stress in adulthood. "This is the first human study to report persistent changes in stress reactivity in adult survivors of early trauma," note the authors. 
The women were divided into the following four groups: Those with no history of psychiatric disorder or of childhood abuse, those with a diagnosis of current major depression who were sexually or physically abused as children, those with no diagnosis of current major depression but who were sexually or physically abused as children, and those with a diagnosis of current major depression but no history of childhood abuse. 
"Women with a history of childhood abuse exhibited increased pituitary-adrenal and autonomic responses to stress compared with controls," the researchers explain. "This effect was particularly robust in women with current symptoms of depression and anxiety. Women with a history of childhood abuse and current major depression diagnosis exhibited a more than six-fold greater [adrenocorticotropic hormone] response to stress than age-matched controls." 
According to the researchers, previous research has found that childhood abuse may predispose adults to the development of anxiety disorders, including panic disorder and generalized anxiety disorder. Adults who suffered abuse as children may also be at higher risk for developing posttraumatic stress disorder in response to other traumas in adulthood.
