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Life history theory provided a framework for examining the relations among child sexual abuse (CSA),
childhood adversity, and patterns of reproductive development and behavior. A community survey that
assessed CSA, life history variables (e.g., age of menarche), and social and family background was
administered to 623 women (mean age� 26.9 years). Independent of social and family background, CSA
was associated with earlier age of (a) menarche, (b) first sexual relationship, (c) desire to have children,
(d) first childbirth, and (e) lower self-evaluated physical attractiveness. Cluster analyses revealed
different patterns of experiential correlates of reproductive development within the group of abused
women, suggesting CSA may operate in combination with other childhood circumstances to modify the
timing and pattern of individual maturation.
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Child sexual abuse (CSA) is experienced by as many as one in
three girls in the United States (Finkelhor, 1987) and is a risk
factor for anxiety, mood, and personality disorders and lower
overall physical, emotional, and social well-being (e.g., Molnar,
Buka, & Kessler, 2001; Steel, Sanna, Hammond, Whipple, &
Cross, 2004). Recent studies suggest that CSA is also associated
with earlier pubertal onset (Brown, Cohen, Chen, Smailes, &
Johnson, 2004; Herman-Giddens, Sandler, & Friedman, 1988;
Romans, Martin, Gendall, & Herbison, 2003; Trickett & Putnam,
1993; Turner, Runtz, & Galambos, 1999), earlier sexual activity
(Hotte & Rafman, 1992), and risk for teenage pregnancy (Brown
et al., 2004; Herrenkohl, Herrenkohl, Egolf, & Russo, 1998), as
well as an older subjective age (Turner et al., 1999). The pattern
suggests that CSA may result in hastened reproductive maturation
in girls.
In the current article, we propose a life history model for

conceptualizing how and why CSA and other adverse childhood
experiences may modify the timing of reproductive development
and behaviors. Life history research is focused on determining the
evolutionary and proximate influences on individual differences in
reproductive pattern and expression, as related to heritable and
social and ecological influences (see Charnov, 1993). Childhood
sexual abuse is of particular interest because of the potential
relation between CSA and early sexual development and for rea-
sons described in the following sections. In these sections, we also

review theory and research on proximate social influences on the
timing of expression and pattern of reproductive development.

Evolution of Childhood

Function of Childhood

From a life history perspective, the length of human childhood
evolved to allow children the opportunity to practice and refine the
physical, behavioral, and social traits that enhanced survival and
reproduction during human evolution, such as parenting skills and
their ability to compete for status, resource control, and preferred
mates in adulthood (e.g., Alexander, 1987; Geary, 2002). The
combination of these traits determines individuals’reproductive
potential. In theory, the longer the childhood, the greater the
opportunity to accrue reproductive potential before actual repro-
duction. However, delayed reproduction carries the potential cost
of death before having the opportunity to reproduce (Chisholm,
1993), and for women, delayed reproduction reduces the overall
length of the reproductive life span (Menken, Trussell, & Larsen,
1986). These cost–benefit trade-offs create the potential for the
evolution of phenotypic plasticity in the timing of the expression
of individual maturation (see also Geary, 2002). Accompanying
this plasticity are social and ecological cues that modify reproduc-
tive timing such that the transition from childhood to adulthood
(hereafter referred to asreproductive debut) occurs when the
potential costs of delay outweigh the potential benefits of further
delay. The family, the wider kin group (Geary & Flinn, 2001), and
peers (Harris, 1995) represent the primary social contexts in which
development occurs and thus are the arenas in which human
childhood evolved and in which the cues that influence the phe-
notypic expression of reproductive debut should be found.

Early Social Experiences

Several social and experiential correlates of the age of expres-
sion of three core life history traits—age at menarche, age at sexual
initiation, and age at first childbirth—are provided in Table 1. The
pattern of relations described in Table 1 suggests that the transition
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from childhood to adulthood is correlated with myriad individual
(e.g., educational proficiency), familial (e.g., father absence), peer
(norms), and other (e.g., local life expectancy) social experiences
and most generally with disadvantages in terms of parental avail-
ability, education, and income (Ellis, McFadyen-Ketchum, Dodge,
Pettit, & Bates, 1999; Wu & Thomson, 2001). Disadvantages in
terms of self-evaluation (Herrenkohl et al., 1998) and low levels of
communitywide resources (Geronimus, 1991) are also associated
with earlier reproductive debut. With respect to phenotypic plas-
ticity, the availability of familial and wider resources that can
enhance individual reproductive potential may cue the expression
of biological mechanisms that delay maturation—for instance, by
providing the individual with resources that will increase their
attractiveness and allow for more successful competition over
preferred mates in adulthood. In contrast, low levels of familial
and wider community resources may cue reduced ability to add to
reproductive potential and thus lower relative benefits to delayed
maturation.
In this sense, negative childhood experiences are stressful, in

part because they signalreduced opportunityto accrue reproduc-
tive potential, thereby restricting individuals’ reproductive options
(e.g., potential mating partners) and/or competencies (e.g., parent-
ing) in adulthood. By the same analyses, the availability of re-
sources in childhood (e.g., parental investment in children’s edu-
cation) is experienced as positive (e.g., affectively) because these
enhance the opportunity to add to reproductive potential. In any
case, for most individuals there may be both negative (i.e., cuing
early development) and protective (i.e., cuing later development)
influences that modify the timing and pattern of reproductive
development.

Childhood Sexual Abuse

Childhood experiences that signal reduced opportunity to accrue
reproductive potential and thus reduced benefits to delay repro-
duction are predicted to covary with earlier reproductive debut.
Childhood sexual abuse may signal reduced opportunity in several
ways. First, the experience of CSA implies reduced parental or
kinship investment, and a failure to protect the girl from sexual
exploitation may signal an unwillingness or an inability to provide
this investment. Second, considerable evidence shows that CSA
lowers women’s appraisals of self-worth, appreciation of their
body image, and general self-esteem (e.g., Trickett & Putnam,
1993). As in adult rape, CSA circumvents victims’ mate choice
(Thornhill & Palmer, 2000) and violates victims’ sense of chastity,
a trait that influences men’s mate preferences (see Geary, Vigil, &
Byrd-Craven, 2004) and that is highly cherished by women
(Mitchell & Wellings, 1998). If CSA results in the implicit sense
of reduced value as a potential long-term mate, then this form of
exploitation is predicted to influence women’s self-evaluation,
especially in terms of traits that men consider in their choice of
long-term mates, such as physical attractiveness (Geary et al.,
2004; Li, Bailey, Kenrick, & Linsenmeier, 2002). In addition, CSA
may psychologically and physiologically signal the beginning of
reproductive debut through the experience of sexual activity and
thus may hasten reproductive development.

Current Project

From a life history perspective, CSA may lower a victim’s
reproductive potential and thus hasten maturational development.
More precisely, because individual reproductive debut comprises
physiological, behavioral, and psychological indicators of matura-

Table 1
Social Correlates of Three Life History Traits

Trait Source

Early menarche
Adolescent depression, intrafamilial conflict Kim & Smith, 1998
Less paternal caregiving, father absence Ellis, McFadyen-Ketchum, Dodge, Pettit, &

Bates, 1999; Romans, Martin, Gendall, &
Herbison, 2003

Parental education Hulanicka, 1999
Parental psychopathology, exposure to unrelated males Ellis, 2002
Greater number of siblings Hoier, 2003

Younger age at first sexual intercourse
Earlier menarche and self-reported depression Kim & Smith, 1998
Older subjective age and autonomy from parents Rosenthal, Smith, & de Visser, 1999
Less educational proficiency and parent’s academic
expectations

Schvaneveldt, Miller, Berry, & Lee, 2001

Instability of intact nuclear (i.e., biological) families Wu & Thomson, 2001
Parental education Pedersen, Samuelsen, & Wichstrom, 2003
Peer norms Rucibwa, Modeste, Montgomery, & Fox, 2003

Younger age at first childbirth
Low self-esteem Herrenkohl, Herrenkohl, Egolf, & Russo, 1998
General socioeconomic disadvantage Geronimus, 1991
High local mortality rates Bereczkei & Csanaky, 2001

Note. The heritability (h2) of life history traits ranged from .51 for age at menarche to .21 for age at first
childbirth (see Kirk et al., 2001; Rowe, 2002), indicating that at least half of the variance associated with
reproductive timing may be attributable to variation in individuals’ social experiences, such as child sexual
abuse.
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tion, CSA is predicted to be associated with earlier age at (a)
menarche onset, (b) first sexual experience (discounting the
abuse), (c) first childbirth, (d) subjective desire to have children,
and (e) perceived readiness to take on parental obligations. The age
of expression of these traits is also predicted to be influenced by
indicators of parental investment (e.g., educational encourage-
ment), wealth, and communitywide resources, in addition to CSA.
On the basis of men’s mate preferences, adult victims of CSA are
predicted to report more negative evaluations of their physical
appearance than are nonabused adults and to evaluate their phys-
ical appearance more negatively than they would other aspects of
their self-image.

Method

Participants

The current study is based on a larger assessment of mating strategies in
a demographically diverse sample of American women from communities
in two U.S. regions: several rural and suburban mid-Missouri towns (n �
418) and the southwestern city of Albuquerque, New Mexico, and sur-
rounding towns (n � 205). In Missouri and New Mexico, women were
recruited from various community locations, such as city libraries, recre-
ational parks, and participants’ private residences (door to door). Prospec-
tive participants who appeared to be between 18 and 50 years of age were
solicited to complete a survey that explored “women’s relationships.” They
were assured of their rights of confidentiality and were told that they would
receive $5 for their participation. Participants took between 10 and 30 min
to complete the survey and were then paid and debriefed. The participants
were instructed not to put their name anywhere on the survey and to place
it in a large envelope with other surveys when finished.
The final sample consisted of 623 participants (ages 18–56 years;M �

26.9,SD� 8.5). The racial composition of the sample was heterogeneous
(40% European American, 27% African American, 21% Latin American,
4% Asian American, 4% Native American, and 4% “other” or biracial),
and the average income of the participants was low, with the mean yearly
income under $10,000 and the modal yearly income between $0 and
$5,000 (measured categorically). Over 53% of the sample reported that
they were currently receiving some form of governmental financial assis-
tance (e.g., food stamps, Medicare, etc.). The average educational level was
12.5 years (SD� 2.4) and ranged from fourth grade to advanced graduate
degrees.

Measures

The measure was a self-report questionnaire designed to assess a wide
range of traits and issues, including personal (e.g., socioeconomic status
[SES], racial background) and developmental (e.g., parental SES) back-
ground, family-of-origin relationships (e.g., parent–child arguments), sex-
ual abuse experience, self-image assessments, and life history traits.
Early experiences. These items were designed to assess different as-

pects of parental SES, parental investment, family dynamics (e.g., parental
and parent–child conflicts), and encouragement of college attendance.
Parental SES items pertained to parents’ educational level, income, history
of governmental financial assistance, and material luxuries; parental in-
vestment was measured by the amount of time spent with fathers, having
a father co-parent, and number of siblings; and family conflict was mea-
sured on the basis of reported level (on a 5-point scale) of parent–parent
and parent–child conflict. The survey also included an item on estimates of
community income ranges during childhood; this provided an index of the
economic and thus social-competitive context within which the family-of-
origin was situated.

CSA experiences.Although the classic literature includes varying age
and assessment criteria for CSA (Finkelhor, 1987), in the present assess-
ment we refer for two reasons to any acts of CSA that occurred before a girl
was 14 years of age. First, Kendall-Tackett and Simon (1988) reported that
the average age at onset and cessation of CSA was 7.5 years and 13 years,
respectively. Second, a cutoff age of 14 years ensured that CSA occurred
before full sexual maturation. Another area of methodological consider-
ation concerns the validity of self-report techniques when assessing CSA
experiences. For instance, Lange et al. (1999) found that women are quite
willing to discuss CSA through self-disclosure questionnaires—perhaps
even more so through this method than through face-to-face interviews
(e.g., see Tang, 2002). In addition, assessments of self-report surveys and
in-depth interview techniques demonstrate considerable consistency be-
tween the two methods, whereby discrepant biases typically reveal a more
conservative prevalence with the former method (Dill, Chu, Grob, & Eisen,
1991). Given these considerations, we assessed CSA by means of the
following single item: “I was sexually abused before age 14” (yes or no).
Similar techniques have been used elsewhere (e.g., Wilsnack, Wonderlich,
Kristjanson, Vogeltanz-Holm, & Wilsnack, 2002) and have ensured min-
imal intrusion on the participants’ confidentiality while capturing women’s
subjective interpretation of CSA.
Life history variables. Previous assessments of women’s self-dis-

closed, retrospective accounts of various life history traits (e.g., age at
menarche) suggest that these events are reliably and validly recalled (Must
et al., 2002; Romans et al., 2003). For example, Must et al. demonstrated
that over 79% (n� 448) of women accurately recalled (within 1 year) their
previously documented age at menarche an average of 29 years later. In the
current study, participants were asked to respond (in terms of age) to the
following items: “I got my first period when I was (___) years old”; “I was
(___) years old when I first had sexual intercourse”; “My age at the birth
of my first child was (___)”; “I felt the DESIRE to have children when I
was (___) years old”; “I felt I was READY to have children when I was
(___) years old.”
Self-image assessments.Participants were asked to rate themselves on

four personal qualities (“looks,” “kindness,” “intelligence,” and “talent”)
that are consistent with traditional measures of self-image (Palazzi, De
Vito, Luzzati, Guerrini, & Torre, 1990). For each quality, participants were
asked to indicate their self-evaluative assessments on an interval scale,
ranging from 1 (low) to 5 (high), during elementary school and as a
teenager.

Reliability

Using a sample of 36 undergraduate women in a classroom setting, we
assessed test–retest reliability (4 weeks apart) for items used in the fol-
lowing analyses. The test–retest correlation for the occurrence (n � 4) or
not (n � 32) of CSA was .85. At the time of the first measurement, 3 of
the 36 women reported CSA, and at the second assessment, these women
and a fourth woman reported CSA. The remaining 32 women indicated at
each assessment that they had not experienced CSA. The test–retest cor-
relations for the core life history traits (i.e., menarche, first sexual inter-
course, and first childbirth) ranged from .91 to .99 and were acceptable, as
were those for the age of first desire to have children (.78) and first
readiness to have children (.74). Test–retest correlations for the self-
evaluation items (i.e., looks, kindness, intelligence, and talent) ranged from
.60 to .85. The remaining test–retest correlations for the demographic and
early family relations items were also acceptable and ranged from .37 to
.99.

Results

The results are presented in four sections. In the first, we
examine the relations among the life history traits; and in the
second and third, we contrast life history timing and self-
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evaluations, respectively, for women who reported CSA and those
who reported no such abuse. We used cluster analyses in the final
section to assess childhood correlates (e.g., parental investment) of
reproductive development and behavior for the women who re-
ported CSA.

Relations Among Life History Traits

The correlations among and the mean ages for the five life
history traits are shown in Table 2. Age of menarche showed
significant (ps � .05) but low-to-moderate correlations with all
other traits except age of readiness for children (p� .05). The two
psychological traits were moderately correlated, as were age at
first sexual intercourse and age of first childbirth. The patterns of
correlations suggest both common and unique influences on the
age of expression of these life history traits.

CSA, Reproductive Development, and Childhood
Background

To test the hypothesis that CSA results in an earlier onset of
each of the life history traits, we split the sample into two groups:
women who reported CSA (n � 152) and those who reported no
CSA (n� 464); 7 participants did not respond to the CSA item. As
shown in Table 3, the CSA group reported an earlier age of onset
for all five life history traits (ps� .01). It is also clear from the
relations shown in Table 3 that the CSA group was disadvantaged
on all of the childhood SES variables (ps� .05): They reported
lower levels of parental investment (e.g., degree of father involve-
ment) and higher levels of parent–child and parent–parent conflict
(ps� .001), and they differed on several personal traits (e.g., ease
of making new friends).
Next, setwise regression equations (whereby all of the variables

in the conceptual set, e.g., family dynamics, were entered simul-
taneously) were used to estimate the relation between CSA and the
life history variables while controlling for the sets of childhood
SES variables, family characteristics variables, and personal traits,
respectively. For each of the five life history traits, we performed
four analyses. In the first three, CSA was simultaneously entered
as a predictor variable along with each of the three respective sets
of category variables (i.e., childhood SES, familial characteristics,
and personal traits). In the final analysis, CSA was simultaneously
entered as a predictor variable along with all of the variables that
showed a significant or near-significant (p � .10) relation with
any of the life history traits in the first three analyses. The inclu-
sion of near-significant predictors in this last analysis ensured a
more conservative assessment of the relation between CSA and the

life history variables. For all analyses, the life history and predictor
variables were standardized (M � 0, SD� 1).
The results for the set of childhood SES variables revealed that

CSA was associated, above and beyond the influence of reported
childhood SES variables, with significantly (ps� .05) earlier age
of onset for four of the five life history traits: menarche,t(347)�
�3.35,p� .01,� � �.19; first sex,t(316)� �3.15,p� .01,� �
�.18; first desire,t(271)� �2.70,p � .01,� � �.17; and first
childbirth, t(169)� �2.53,p � .05, � � �.19. CSA was asso-
ciated with an earlier age of onset for the first readiness trait, but
this difference was not statistically significant,t(228)� �1.80,
p � .10, � � �.12. The reported childhood SES variables were
not as consistently related to the life history traits as CSA. Among
the relations that were significant, community income was asso-
ciated with later age at first sex,t(316)� 2.49,p� .05,� � .16,
and higher familial resources (buying a new car) was associated
with later desire to have children and later age at first childbirth,
t(271)� 2.57,p� .01,� � .17, andt(169)� 2.51,p� .05,� �
.21, respectively. Father’s and mother’s education were also re-
lated to later age at childbirth,t(169)� 2.41,p� .05,� � .19, and
later age at readiness to have children,t(228)� 3.15,p� .01,� �
.24, respectively. Because the predictors were entered as a set,
each of the significant relations indicated independent influences,
in addition to the variance accounted for by the other predictors,
such as CSA.
The same pattern is evident among the family characteristics

variables: CSA was associated, above and beyond reported family
dynamics, with earlier age at menarche,t(548)� �4.29,p� .01,
� � �.20; first sex,t(508)� �4.88,p � .01, � � �.22; first
desire, t(432) � �2.20, p � .05, � � �.11; first readiness,
t(374)� �2.46,p� .05,� � �.13; and first childbirth,t(305)�
�2.84,p � .01,� � �.17. Among significant family character-
istics, parent’s encouragement of college attendance was indepen-
dently associated with later age at first sex,t(508)� 2.00,p� .05,
� � .09, and having fewer siblings was independently associated
with later menarche,t(548) � 2.50, p � .05, � � .11. Age at
mother’s first childbirth was independently associated with later
age at first sex,t(508)� 3.45,p � .01,� � .16; first readiness,
t(374)� 4.79,p� .01,� � .25; and first childbirth,t(305)� 4.51,
p � .01,� � .26.
With respect to the personal characteristics, CSA was indepen-

dently related to earlier menarche,t(581)� �3.69,p� .01,� �
�.16; first sex,t(524)� �4.27,p � .01,� � �.18; first desire,
t(450) � �2.42, p � .05, � � �.12; first readiness,t(390) �
�3.02,p � .01,� � �.16; and first childbirth,t(319)� �2.62,
p � .01, � � �.15. Being overweight during childhood was
associated with earlier menarche,t(581)� �3.33,p � .01,� �
�.14, and later, with first desire,t(450)� 2.28,p� .05,� � .11;
having health problems was associated with earlier age at first sex,
t(524)� �2.93,p � .01,� � �.12. It is interesting that ease at
making new friends during childhood was associated, above and
beyond the other personal characteristics, with earlier menarche,
t(581) � �3.14, p � .01, � � �.17; first readiness,t(390) �
�2.89,p � .01,� � �.19; and first childbirth,t(319)� �1.98,
p� .05,� � �.15. Later menarche was also associated with later
age at first sex,t(524)� 3.43,p � .01, � � .14. Ethnic effects
were estimated with dummy-coded contrasts between the White
group and the other groups. Relative to the White participants, the
Asian participants reported a later age of first sex,t(524)� 6.81,

Table 2
Mean Ages and Correlations Among Life History Traits

Life history (in years) M SD 1 2 3 4 5

1. Menarche 12.53 1.78 —
2. First sex 16.10 2.76 .15** —
3. First desire for children 19.20 4.69 .09* .35** —
4. Felt ready for children 21.09 4.91 .05 .32** .64** —
5. First childbirth 19.46 4.00 .12* .42** .49** .65** —

* p � .05. ** p � .01.
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p� .01,� � .28, and first desire to have children,t(450)� 2.85,
p � .01,� � .13. Hispanic participants reported an earlier age at
feeling ready to have children,t(390) � �2.31, p � .05, � �
�.12; no other ethnic contrasts were significant.
The results for the final analysis confirm the relation between

CSA and the life history traits, as shown in Table 4. In addition,
many of the life history traits were associated with indicators of
parental investment or competency and with community wealth.
Higher reported community income was associated with later age
at first sexual intercourse and first childbirth, whereas higher
reported levels of parent–child conflict were associated with ear-
lier age at first sexual intercourse and earlier age at first desire to
have children.

CSA and Self-Evaluations

A mixed analysis of variance (ANOVA) with CSA as a
between-groups factor and self-evaluated childhood variables

(looks, kindness, intelligence, and talent) as a within-group factor
was performed to test the prediction that CSA would specifically
affect victims’ self-evaluated childhood “looks.” The results re-
vealed a significant effect for group,F(1, 604)� 13.10,p � .01,
and evaluation type,F(3, 1812)� 150.70, p � .01, but the
predicted interaction between group and evaluation type was not
significant,F(3, 1812)� 1.61,p� .10. However, because the four
self-image traits were significantly correlated (ranging from .24 to
.58,p� .05) and based on our a priori hypothesis, we used a series
of four simultaneous multiple regression analyses to further test
the relation between CSA and self-evaluated childhood traits. In
each analysis, CSA was entered as a predictor of one of the rated
traits (e.g., looks), along with the three other self-image variables.
The results revealed that CSA was associated, above and beyond
the correlations between looks and the three other self-evaluation
variables, with lower self-evaluated looks,t(605)� �2.17,p �
.05,� � �.07. In contrast, CSA was not related to self-evaluated

Table 3
Life History Outcomes and Childhood Characteristics for CSA and Nonabused Groups

Variable

CSA group Nonabused group

t dfM SD M SD

Outcome traits

Age at menarche 12.07 1.84 12.68 1.73 3.71** 606
Age at first sexual intercourse 14.85 2.94 16.55 2.54 6.27** 232
Age at desire for children 17.95 4.89 19.63 4.56 3.52** 480
Age at readiness for children 19.91 5.11 21.56 4.77 3.12** 416
Age at first childbirth 18.50 3.02 19.93 4.35 3.52** 303

Childhood SES

Child’s community income (� 10k/year) 3.48 2.07 4.23 2.27 3.16** 487
Parents’ governmental financial assistancea 53% 0.50 27% 0.44 �5.75** 537
If parents ever bought anewcar 51% 0.50 71% 0.46 4.32** 565
If parentsownedtheir own home 45% 0.50 64% 0.48 3.74** 527
Fathers’ education level 12.10 2.98 12.94 3.30 2.49* 509
Mothers’ education level 11.87 2.82 12.74 2.93 3.02** 551

Family characteristics

Parents talked about going to collegea 56% 0.50 76% 0.43 4.54** 223
Age at mother’s first childbirth 19.40 3.23 20.90 4.29 4.47** 324
Number of siblings 3.45 2.30 2.65 1.90 �3.91** 222
Father listed as a caretakera 43% 0.50 64% 0.48 4.60** 612
Degree of father involvement (0–4) 1.61 1.37 2.49 1.34 6.93** 607
Parent–child arguments (0–4) 1.97 1.10 1.59 1.00 �4.00** 610
Parent–parent arguments (0–4) 2.15 1.21 1.55 1.02 �5.49** 221

Personal traits

Overweight as a childa 24% 0.43 21% 0.41 �1 610
Major health problems as a childa 19% 0.40 5% 0.23 �4.05** 184
Number of friends (0–3) 2.03 0.94 2.46 0.78 4.98** 220
Ease in making new friends (1–5) 3.63 1.27 4.03 1.10 3.44** 228
Race (% of non-Hispanic Whites) 56% 0.49 62% 0.49 1.30 604
Childhood looks (1–5) 2.70 1.13 3.04 0.99 3.57** 605
Childhood kindness (1–5) 3.89 1.06 4.02 0.98 1.38 607
Childhood intelligence (1–5) 3.59 1.16 3.83 0.95 2.32* 221
Childhood talent (1–5) 3.13 1.29 3.46 1.13 2.76** 229

Note. CSA� childhood sexual abuse; SES� socioeconomic status.
aMeasured as a dichotomous variable; thus, the mean can be considered as a proportion of positive response.
* p � .05. ** p � .01.
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kindness, intelligence, or talent once the three other self-evaluation
items were controlled.
We used the same procedure to assess the relation between CSA

and participants’ teenage assessments. Once again, a mixed
ANOVA revealed significant effects for group,F(1, 602)� 12.10,
p� .01, and evaluation type,F(3, 1806)� 57.80,p� .01, and a
nonsignificant interaction,F(3, 1806)� 1,p� .10. Initial multiple
regression analyses indicated that CSA was not related to partic-
ipants’ self-reported teenage looks,t(603)� �.65,p � .52,� �

�.02, after controlling for teenage kindness, intelligence, and
talent. However, the relation between CSA and self-evaluated
teenage looks may have been confounded by additional variables
associated with heterosexual relationships; in particular, we as-
sumed that relationships with boys may increase self-evaluated
looks. When age at first sexual intercourse (an indicator of het-
erosexual relationships) was entered as an additional predictor, the
relation between CSA and teenage looks was significant,t(553)�
�2.23,p � .03, � � �.08. As before, CSA experience did not
independently predict teenage kindness, intelligence, or talent after
controlling for each of the remaining three self-image variables
(p � .10), whether or not age at first sexual intercourse was
entered as an additional predictor.

Cluster Analysis

To explore if life history patterns differed within the CSA group,
we used aK-means cluster analysis to create nonoverlapping
groups that maximized within-cluster homogeneity. Cluster pro-
files were assessed with the three life history variables that are
likely to have been recalled with the greatest accuracy: age at
menarche, age at first sexual intercourse, and age at first childbirth.
Initial analyses indicated, on the basis of cluster size and associ-
atedF tests, that a five-cluster solution provided a clear separation
of groups. However, two of the five clusters consisted of small
numbers of participants (n� 6 andn� 2) and thus were dropped.
As shown in Table 5, the three remaining clusters showed

distinct life history patterns and were labeledearly maturers,
moderate maturers,and late maturers. Comparison of the three
CSA groups and the nonabused group in terms of mean ages for
the life history traits revealed significant (p� .01) differences for
menarche, first sexual intercourse, age at first childbirth, and
individuals’ reproductive delay (the time lapse between menarche
and age at first childbirth). Follow-up tests using a Bonferroni
correction (p � .05, c � 4) revealed that the early maturers
reported an earlier age of onset for each of these life history traits
than did the nonabused participants, whereas the sexually abused
moderate maturers only differed from the nonabused participants
on age at first childbirth and reproductive delay. In contrast, the
sexually abused late maturers reported a later age at first childbirth
and longer reproductive delay than did the nonabused participants.
It is important to note that among the CSA groups, the reproduc-
tive delay reported by the late maturers was over twice as long as
that of the early maturers.
Among the CSA victims, different patterns of childhood expe-

riences were reported across the three clusters. Examination of
individuals’ childhood experiences revealed group differences on
time spent with father,F(2, 139)� 4.11,p� .02; mother’s age at
her first childbirth,F(2, 134)� 7.05, p � .01; whether parents
talked to them about going to college,F(2, 139)� 3.36,p� .04;
and whether their parents were able to afford a new car during
childhood,F(2, 130)� 3.43, p � .04. Follow-up tests (c � 3)
revealed that late maturers were significantly (ps � .05) more
likely than early maturers to report that they had spent more time
with their fathers, that mothers had been older at first childbirth,
and that their parents had talked with them about going to college.
The moderate maturers were more likely than the early maturers to
report that their parents had bought a new car. Examination of
individual differences on mother’s educational attainment revealed

Table 4
Relation Between Significant Childhood SES, Family, and
Personal Predictors of Five Life History Traits, and Child
Sexual Abuse

Predictor variable

Criterion variables

� t

Menarche

Parents talked about college �.06 �1.41
Number of siblings .09 2.13**
Overweight �.13 �3.21**
Number of friends .11 2.01*
Ease of making friends �.16 �3.12*
Sexual abuse �.18 �4.28**

First sexual intercourse

Average community income .13 2.64**
Parents talked about college .04 � 1.00
Age at mother’s first childbirth .09 1.85
Parent–child conflict �.09 �1.83
Health problems �.08 �1.62
Menarche .12 2.69**
Asian contrast .22 4.79**
Sexual abuse �.15 �3.08**

First desire

Bought a new car .14 2.88**
Parent–child conflict �.12 �2.58*
Overweight .10 2.07*
Asian contrast .12 2.62**
Sex abuse �.11 �2.29*

First readiness

Mother’s education .20 3.47**
Age at mother’s first childbirth .17 3.13**
Ease of making friends �.16 �3.09**
Self-evaluated intelligence .06 1.22
Hispanic contrast �.04 �0.77
Sexual abuse �.13 �2.46*

First childbirth

Average community income .15 2.10*
Bought a new car .11 1.65
Father’s education .19 2.81**
Age at mother’s first childbirth .23 3.49**
Ease of making friends �.12 �1.84
Self-evaluated kindness .09 1.43
Sexual abuse �.17 �2.65**

Note. SES� socioeconomic status.
* p � .05. ** p � .01.
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a trend for group differences in the expected direction:F(2, 124)�
2.66, p � .07 (for early maturers,M � 11.56,SD � 2.57; for
moderate maturers,M� 11.28,SD� 2.52; for late maturers,M�
12.60,SD� 3.15). In comparison with the nonabused participants,
only the early and moderate maturers reported significantly less
time spent with their fathers during childhood, a younger age at
mother’s first childbirth, and parents who did not talk with them
about going to college. With regard to their parents ever having
bought a new car, only the early maturers significantly differed
from the nonabused participants; the early maturers were less
likely to report this.
Finally, examination of the current circumstances of the CSA

groups revealed differences in income level,F(2, 138)� 4.30,p�
.02; likelihood of being on some sort of government financial
assistance, such as welfare,F(2, 138)� 4.44,p� .01; educational
attainment,F(2, 139)� 7.98, p � .01; number of pregnancies,
F(2, 140)� 6.87,p � .01; and number of children,F(2, 140)�
4.54, p � .01. Follow-up tests revealed that the early maturers
compared with the late maturers reported significantly lower in-
comes, greater likelihood of being on financial assistance, lower
educational levels, and having had more pregnancies and children.

Discussion

The current study approached the timing of expression of re-
productive development in the context of the evolutionary exten-
sion of childhood (Bogin, 1999), the associated cost–benefit trade-
offs that accompany individuals’ opportunity to accrue
reproductive potential before adulthood (Alexander, 1987; Geary,
2002), and earlier or later maturation. We proposed that CSA may
cue low levels of parental and kinship investment, reduced family
protection, and/or violate female victims’ sense of attractiveness
(i.e., by influencing their perceived chastity), resulting in reduced
opportunity to accrue reproductive potential and reduced benefit to
delay maturation.
With the method used in the current study, we were not able to

explicitly link CSA to assessments of parental and kinship invest-
ment during childhood, but we were able to assess the more
general prediction that CSA will be associated with earlier repro-
ductive development and an earlier onset of reproductive behavior.
Consistent with this hypothesis and previous research (e.g., Brown
et al., 2004; Romans et al., 2003), CSA was related, above and
beyond reported childhood SES characteristics and family dynam-
ics, to an earlier age of onset for all of the physical, behavioral, and
psychological life history traits we assessed. As a group and in

comparison to women who reported no CSA, CSA victims expe-
rienced menarche about 6 months earlier, began sexual relation-
ships more than 11⁄2 years earlier, and had their first child nearly
11⁄2 years earlier. The cluster analyses suggested that earlier re-
productive debut was especially pronounced for women who ex-
perienced CSA in combination with other forms of childhood
adversity (e.g., less time spent with fathers) and that higher levels
of parental and economic support may be protective factors that
mitigate the influence of CSA on reproductive development and
behavior. Even with higher levels of parental and economic sup-
port, the later maturing CSA victims reported an age of menarche
that was nearly 81⁄2 months earlier than the age reported by the
nonabused women.
Although the relations were not as consistent as those associated

with CSA, higher levels of reported family (e.g., bought a new car)
and community (average community income) resources were as-
sociated with later reproductive debut, as predicted, whereas
higher levels of parent–child conflict were related to earlier age at
first sexual intercourse and age at first desire to have a child (for
similar findings, see Rucibwa, Modeste, Montgomery, & Fox,
2003). In all, the parental, community, and family dynamic vari-
ables were correlated with the behavioral (e.g., age at first sexual
intercourse) and psychological (e.g., age at first desire to have a
child) components of reproductive debut but not with age of
menarche once CSA was controlled.
Finally, we predicted that CSA may negatively influence girls’

and women’s self-evaluation, especially as related to traits that are
linked to men’s mate choices—in particular, physical attractive-
ness. In keeping with this prediction, CSA was associated with
lower self-evaluated looks in childhood and during the teenage
years but was not related to self-evaluated kindness, intelligence,
or talent. These later findings are consistent with the thesis that
CSA lowers victims’ sense of attractiveness and are in keeping
with other research that shows a relation between self-evaluations,
attributional styles, and the psychological distress that accompa-
nies CSA (Steel et al., 2004).
The present findings, though provocative, should be considered

with caution because of the retrospective nature and self-report
source of CSA experience. Such methodological considerations
are the subject of current debate (e.g., see Kendall-Tackett &
Becker-Blease, 2004) and may have affected our results through
recall bias (see Widom, Raphael, & DuMont, 2004) and the use of
a single-item criterion to identify abuse victims, as this may
contribute to misinterpretation (e.g., regarding the definition of

Table 5
Life History Traits of Three CSA Cluster Profiles and Nonabused Women

Group n
Age at
menarche

Age at first
sexual intercourse

Age at first
childbirth

Reproductive
delay (in years)

Nonabused 464 12.68a 16.55a 19.93a 7.17a
CSA
Early maturers 48 11.15b 12.72b 16.03b 4.90b
Moderate maturers 53 12.83a 16.02a 17.88b 5.26b
Late maturers 43 11.98a,b 17.06a 22.56c 10.40c

Note Reproductive delayrefers to time lapse from menarche to age at first childbirth. Different subscripts
indicate significant mean differences. CSA� child sexual abuse.
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sexual abuse), inconsistencies (because of the subjectivity of this
item), and lower response rate. Moreover, the correlational nature
of the analyses and single time assessment do not allow for causal
inferences to be drawn, as the reported relations may reflect the
effect of early experiences on reproductive development (Belsky,
Steinberg, & Draper, 1991), genetic influences on reproductive
development (Rowe, 2002), genes that influence both parental
behavior and children’s reproductive development (Comings,
Muhleman, Johnson, & MacMurray, 2002), or some mix of
factors.
Nonetheless, our large community sample provided a good

initial opportunity to test our hypotheses with adult women who,
on average, have experienced reduced opportunity during child-
hood and are old enough to have had the opportunity to have
children. The overall pattern for these women is consistent with
other life history models and research (e.g., Belsky et al., 1991;
Ellis et al., 1999) but is most generally interpretable in terms of
phenotypic plasticity that should modify the timing of reproductive
maturation in accordance with opportunity and risk in the current
ecology (Alexander, 1987; Geary, 2002). Familial conflict, paren-
tal investment, and family and community wealth are all predicted
to contribute to this opportunity. CSA can be placed in the context
of this wider life history perspective, and on the basis of our
findings, it might be a particularly salient influence on girls’
reproductive development and behavior.
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