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A Study on the Impact of Parent—Child Relationships and

Childhood Adversity on Health in Middle and Older Age
LI Jianxin®*,CAO GuixiangB
(A. Center for Sociological Research and Development Studies of China , Peking University , Beijing , 100871 , China
B. Department of Sociology , Peking University , Beijing , 100871 , China)

Abstract: The life course perspective expands the research horizon of health determinants to early life

stages , suggesting that addressing health issues in middle and later adulthood requires tracing back to early

POPULATION | pPage
JOURNAL 111



life events and their social contexts. Existing research on adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and
health often overlooks the complexity of adversity by paying insufficient attention to the individuals who
experience adversity and the contexts in which it occurs. In fact, childhood adversity is not a simple stimulus—
response process, but rather a dynamic relational construct shaped within specific social contexts. Its effects
are contingent upon the interaction between the perpetrator and the recipient of adversity , as well as the
individual’s subjective interpretation of its meaning. Building on this insight, this study introduces the
theoretical lens of intergenerational ambivalence within families, and incorporates traditional Chinese
parenting practices to reconstruct the culturally sensitive and contextually embedded meanings of childhood
adversity. Furthermore, in light of the complexity of causal mechanisms, we construct interaction variables
combining childhood adversity with parent—child relationship quality to more accurately capture the multi-
faceted nature of ACEs. Using data from the 2014 and 2018 waves of the China Health and Retirement
Longitudinal Study (CHARLS) , this paper investigates the effects of childhood adversity and parent—child
relationships on three dimensions of health in later life—physical, mental, and self-rated health—while
controlling for demographic, socioeconomic, and lifestyle factors. The findings reveal that different combina-
tions of childhood adversity and parent—child relationship quality have distinct impacts on later—life health.
Overall, a gradient effect consistent with the "dose-response" pattern is observed : the fewer the adverse
experiences, the better the health outcomes. However, within the same level of adversity, individuals with
better childhood relationships report better health outcomes. Notably, individuals who experienced more
adversity but had good relationships exhibit better health outcomes than those with fewer adverse experi-
ences but poor relationships, suggesting a buffering effect of high—quality parent—child relationships. This
pattern holds across different types of ACEs. Further heterogeneity analyses show significant differences
across age , gender, and urban—rural groups. In terms of age, the effect of ACEs and relationship quality
diminishes with age, indicating a potential "healing" effect over the life course. In terms of gender, men are
more sensitive to relationship quality than women , and good relationships yield greater health benefits for
men. In terms of residence, the effects of childhood adversity and parent—child relationships are significant
among rural residents but not among urban residents, reflecting institutional and structural differences in
intergenerational dynamics between rural and urban China. This study emphasizes the need to understand
ACEs in the Chinese context through the lens of cultural background and family interaction. It advocates for
the incorporation of relational perspectives into the study of childhood adversity and calls for improved
measurement strategies to better reveal the long—term health impacts of early life experiences.

Key Words: Life Course, Chinese Context, Parent—Child Relationship, Childhood Adversity, Middle and
Older Adult Health
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