
Intergenerational transmission of maternal childhood 
trauma

prenatal and postnatal post-traumatic stress symptoms and infant negative affectivity

Maternal childhood maltreatment has well-

documented intergenerational repercussions

and is associated with higher levels of infant

negative affectivity (NA), a temperamental

trait predictive of subsequent developmental

difficulties 2, 3.

However, the mechanisms underlying this

association remain poorly understood. The

present study examines, for the first time,

whether prenatal and postnatal maternal post-

traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) symptoms

account for the previously observed

association between maternal childhood

maltreatment and infant negative

affectivity.

Examine the direct and indirect associations 

between maternal childhood maltreatment 

and infant negative affectivity, considering 

the mediating role of prenatal and 

postnatal maternal PTSD symptoms.
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Pregnant women
(N=185) were
recruited during
prenatal medical
appointments.

Repeatedly at T1, T2 and T3, 
mothers completed  :  

Mothers completed : 

Given the high 
correlation of PTSD 

symptoms between T1 
and T2 (r = .73),

a mean score was 
computed for the 
prenatal period.

Path analyses revealed, as hypothesized, a significant indirect association between maternal childhood

maltreatment and infant negative affectivity through prenatal PTSD symptoms (β = .09, p = .046), but no

contribution of postnatal PTSD symptoms to infant negative affectivity. Specifically, higher levels of maternal

childhood maltreatment were associated with greater prenatal PTSD symptomatology, which in turn

predicted higher levels of infant negative affectivity.
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• These findings underscore the prenatal period as a critical window for the intergenerational

transmission of childhood maltreatment.

• This project highlights the need for future research to determine whether intergenerational risk

trajectories can be mitigated through prenatal interventions targeting PTSD symptoms in trauma-

exposed pregnant women.
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Abuse 

▪ Physical

▪ Psychological

▪ Sexual   

Neglect

▪ Physical

▪ Psychological

The Post-traumatic Stress Disorder 
Checklist for DSM-5 1, 4

PTSD symptoms

Intrusion symptoms Affective and 
cognitive alterations

Avoidance Alteration in reactivity

The Infant Behavior 
Questionnaire–R VSF 6

Negative affectivity : 
Heightened frequency and 

intensity of negative 
emotional reaction

Frustration Fear

Sadness Discomfort

* p < .05

** p < .01 
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Limits :

o The results demonstrate significant associations but does not establish directional effects.

o Prenatal PTSD symptoms were associated with 5% of the variance in infant NA, suggesting that

other factors are also linked to infant temperament.
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