
Early adverse experiences can predict a variety of mental health problems 
later in life, from anxiety to rule breaking behaviour and impulsivity.1 
However, the underlying pathways by which different types of early 
adverse experiences, increase the risk for mental health problems, are 
less clear.

One model — the Dimensional Model of Adversity and Psychopathology 
(DMAP) — hypothesizes that deprivation and threat, impact on 
psychopathology, through distinct pathways.2 Indeed, initial tests of 
this model showed that early childhood deprivation, but not threat, was 
associated with late adolescent psychopathology, via language ability 
in early adolescence.3 It is, however, still unknown whether language 
ability may link deprivation with psychopathology risk at earlier stages of 
development.

To address this knowledge gap, Adam Bryant Miller, Laura Machlin and 
colleagues in the US evaluated a theoretical model that linked early 
deprivation exposure with psychopathology via language ability. To do 
so, they analysed data from >2,000 youths enrolled in the Fragile Families 
and Child Wellbeing Study. They collected data on deprivation and threat 
(using various indicators) at ages 1 and 3 years and assessed language 
abilities at age 5 years. Finally, they collected and examined indicators for 
psychopathology at ages 5, 9 and 15 years. Consistent with the DMAP 
model, Miller et al. found that the impact of deprivation (from birth to 
age 3 years), but not threat, on psychopathology, from early childhood to 
adolescence can be explained, in part, by early childhood language ability.

“These findings highlight language as a potentially unique pathway 
for deprivation exposure and mental health problems”, says Miller. 
“Specifically, children who have had high levels of deprivation, such as 
neglected children or children of parents who don’t have the time and 
resources to invest in their development at home, may benefit from 
educational interventions to prevent onset of mental health problems 
across childhood”. Additional studies that include a more diverse sample 
and that harness more robust measures of cognitive ability and test for 
other potential confounders (such as stress exposure) are now warranted.
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