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The more traumatic the childhood, the angrier the adult 

• Childhood trauma linked with greater tendency to anger in anxious or depressed patients 

Monday 27th March 2023 

Type of research: not peer reviewed/observa�onal study/people1 

Scien�sts have found that depression and anxiety sufferers who have had a trauma�c childhood tend 
to grow up as angry adults, and the worse the trauma, the angrier the adult. This can affect personal 
mental health and social interac�on, but also makes it more difficult to treat the depression and 
anxiety. This work is presented at the European Congress of Psychiatry in Paris. 

Previously, the researchers had found that more than 40% of pa�ents with both anxiety and 
depression had a tendency towards anger. This compares to only around 5% of healthy controls. The 
present study worked with data from the ongoing Netherlands Study of Depression and Anxiety2, 
which was designed to inves�gate the course of depression and anxiety disorders over a period of 
several years.  

Beginning in 2004, the study took par�cipants between the ages of 18 and 65 and began to ques�on 
them about their childhood; by the end of the study, 2276 people had taken part. Working over a 
period of years they were able to discover if there had been any history of childhood trauma, such as 
parental loss, parental divorce, or being placed in care. They also asked par�cipants about neglect, 
and emo�onal, physical and sexual abuse. The par�cipants were also later checked for a variety of 
psychiatric symptoms related to depression and anxiety, including their tendency to anger and how 
this manifested itself. 

Lead researcher Nienke De Bles (Leiden University, the Netherlands) said: 

“There is surprisingly little research on anger in general. The Netherlands Study of Depression and 
Anxiety is a well-established study which has produced a lot of good scientific data, but there has not 
been any significant work looking at the data on childhood trauma and seeing if this is linked to 
increased levels of anger. We have now found that there is a link”. 

We found that anxious or depressed people with a history of emotional neglect, physical or 
psychological abuse, were between 1.3 and 2 times more likely to have anger problems. We also 
found that the more traumatic the childhood experience, the greater the tendency towards adult 
anger. We can’t definitively say that the trauma causes the anger, but the link is clear.  

We found that children who suffered emotional neglect had an increased tendency to grow into 
adults who were irritable or easily angered, whereas those who had been physically abused had a 
greater tendency towards anger attacks or antisocial personality traits. Sexual abuse tended to result 
in a suppression of anger, possibly because of a greater sensitivity to rejection – but this needs to be 
confirmed”.    

She con�nued: 

“Being easily angered can have several consequences. It can make personal interactions more 
difficult, and it can have consequences for your mental health and wellbeing. But people who get 
angry easily also have a greater tendency to discontinue psychiatric treatment, so this anger may 
mean that it reduces their chances of a better life”. 



If the person but bottles the anger up, the therapist may not see it. We believe that it should be 
standard practice to ask depression and anxiety sufferers about anger and past trauma, even if the 
patient is not exhibiting current anger. Psychiatric treatments for past trauma may differ to 
treatment for current depression, so the psychiatrist need to try to understand the cause so that they 
can offer the correct treatment to each patient”. 

Dr Julian Beezhold (University of East Anglia, Secretary General of the European Psychiatric 
Association) commented: 
 
“This study looks at the somewhat neglected symptom of anger and its association with childhood 
experience. The findings are in line with what we see in day-to-day clinical practice and will hopefully 
help increase the awareness of the importance of both anger and associated childhood trauma”. 
  
This is an independent comment, Dr Beezhold was not involved in this work. 

The European Congress of Psychiatry takes place from 25-28 March 2023, in Paris. It is Europe’s 
largest congress dedicated to psychiatry, with around 4500 atendees htps://epa-congress.org/  

NOTES 

1 This indication is part of a project from the Academy of Medical Sciences to improve press release 
communication.  See https://tinyurl.com/37pp49xu  

2 For informa�on on the Netherlands Study of Depression and Anxiety see: 
htps://www.sciencedirect.com/science/ar�cle/pii/S0165032721002512?via%3Dihub  
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Conference abstract  Childhood trauma and anger in adults with and without depressive and anxiety disorders 

N. De Bles 1,*, L. E. Putz 1, N. Rius Ottenheim 1, A. M. van Hemert 1, B. M. Elzinga 2, B. W. Penninx 3, E. J. Giltay 1 
1Department of Psychiatry, LUMC, 2Department of Clinical Psychology, Leiden University, Leiden, 3Department of 
Psychiatry, Amsterdam UMC/Vrije Universiteit, Amsterdam, Netherlands 
 
Introduction: Childhood trauma (CT) is associated with severe sequelae, including personality disorders and stress-related 
mental health disorders that can perpetuate long into adulthood.  
Objectives: We aimed to investigate (1) whether childhood trauma is associated with anger in adulthood, and, if so, (2) to 
explore which types of childhood trauma predominate in the prediction of anger, and (3) to explore whether the 
association is independent of psychopathology in a cohort that included participants without lifetime psychiatric disorders, 
with current or remitted depressive and anxiety disorders, or comorbid depressive and anxiety disorders. 
Methods:  In the Netherlands Study of Depression and Anxiety (NESDA), childhood trauma was assessed with a semi-
structured Childhood Trauma Interview (CTI) at baseline, and analyzed in relation to anger as measured at 4-year follow-up 
with the Spielberger Trait Anger Subscale (STAS), the Anger Attacks Questionnaire, and cluster B personality traits (i.e., 
borderline, antisocial) of the Personality Disorder Questionnaire 4 (PDQ-4), using analysis of covariance (ANCOVA) and 
multivariable logistic regression analyses. Post-hoc analyses comprised cross-sectional regression analyses, using the 
Childhood Trauma Questionnaire – Short Form (CTQ-SF) obtained at 4-year follow-up. 
Results: Participants (n = 2,276) were on average 42.1 years (SD = 13.1), and 66.3% were female. Childhood trauma 
showed a dose-response association with all anger constructs. Zooming in, all types of childhood trauma except for sexual 
abuse were associated with higher levels of trait anger, and a higher prevalence of anger attacks and antisocial personality 
traits in adulthood, independently of depression and anxiety. Additionally, all types of childhood trauma were significantly 
associated with borderline personality traits. Cross-sectionally, the effect sizes were larger compared to the analyses with 
the childhood trauma measured four years prior to the anger measures. 
Conclusions: Childhood trauma is linked with anger in adulthood, most strongly for trait anger and borderline personality 
traits. It is of clinical importance to explore childhood traumatic experience and start trauma-focused interventions when 
appropriate.  
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