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PROMOTING QUALITY OF LIFE FOR
OLDER ADULTS WITH A HISTORY OF

CHILDHOOD TRAUMA
2022 Dakota Conference on Rural and Public Health

June 10, 2022 – Grand Forks, ND

Dr. Ramona Danielson
NDSU Department of Public Health

Objectives
Discuss dimensions of wellness and 

how they relate to successful aging
Explain the connection between 

childhood adversity and the quality 
of the aging experience
Describe trauma-informed, healing-

centered approaches for working 
with adults with experiences of 
childhood (and adult) adversity
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Development… 

• Is a lifelong process
• Understand old age better when understand experiences leading up to it

• Has many dimensions (physical, emotional, etc.)
• Involves gains and losses (and gains and losses)
• Includes the potential for change
• Is shaped by world around it
• Historical/cultural context - wars, family norms, nutrition, pop culture

Source: Life-Span Developmental Perspective (from Baltes, 1987)

Best explained by Genes x Environment

Source: M. O’Connor

Course of Human Development
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WHAT IS SUCCESSFUL AGING?

What is successful aging?
• Earliest definition had 3 components (Rowe & Kahn, 1987):
• Low risk of disease; good cognitive, physical functionality; being actively 

engaged with life

• But, pathology (and eventual death) is not a failure to age 
successfully!
• Psychosocial factors (attitude, engagement) over disease and disability
• Adaptive coping strategies

• DIMENSIONS OF WELLNESS
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Resilience… 
• Negotiating, managing, and adapting to significant sources of stress or 

trauma. 

• Reflects protective factors and risk factors

• Is a skill that can be learned and honed like any other skill, regardless of our 
histories of adversity, challenges, or trauma

• Assets and resources within the individual, their life, and environment 
facilitate capacity for “bouncing back” from adversity. WELLNESS

Sources: Windle, G. (2012). The contribution of resilience to healthy ageing. Sage Perspectives in Public Health 132 (4) : 159-160; Dr. Martin Seligmann.

ACEs research point to the long-term impact of 
childhood chronic stress and trauma.

Aging can be a significant source of new trauma and 
stress:
• Cognitive and memory changes
• Physiological limitations, disability
• Transitions
• Loss of spouse, peers
• Financial adjustments
• Potential elder abuse
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Source: 
http://www.samhsa.gov/wellness-

initiative/eight-dimensions-wellness

WHAT FACTORS CAN PUT
PEOPLE ON ONE TRAJECTORY

VS.  THE OTHER?

° Genetics °
° Individual choices °

° Environment °
° Social determinants of 

health °
° Adverse childhood 

experiences °
° Protective factors & 

resiliency °
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Childhood adversity and dimensions 
of wellness as an older adult
•Decades later, childhood 
adversity was associated 
with lower levels in 6 of the 8 
wellness areas:
• Emotional
• Environmental 
• Financial
• Physical
• Social
• Spiritual

◦No impact seen for 
these individually:
◦ Intellectual
◦ Occupational
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Cumulative wellness

•When you consider all 8 dimensions 
together as a “dose of wellness,” 
higher wellness is associated with 
better life satisfaction

• The intellectual and occupational 
dimensions contribute to the big 
picture  higher childhood 
adversity scores associated with 
lower overall wellness

“Usually or always” feeling socially & emotionally supported & 
hopeful…
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How to make successful aging 
accessible to everyone?
• Encourage holistic view of successful aging (wellness)
•Combat ageism
•Help reframe loss and change
•Create and seek out trauma-informed and trauma-
sensitive systems
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AGEISM = AGAINST 
ONE’S FUTURE SELF

May not see older adults as 
they actually are
Isolates the older generation 
socially
Spreads fear of aging
Human cost!

What stereotypes you can think of?

“WHEN YOU CAN NO LONGER
DO WHAT YOU DO, WHETHER

BY CHOICE OR NOT, YOU WILL
STILL BE YOU.”
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Use Trauma Informed Approaches
•Realize the widespread impact of trauma and 
understands potential paths for recovery;
•Recognize the signs and symptoms of trauma 
in clients, families, staff, and others involved 
with the system;
•Respond by fully integrating knowledge about 
trauma into policies, procedures, and 
practices; and
•Seeks to actively resist re-traumatization.https://www.samhsa.gov/nctic/trauma-

“We’re here to help, and we work really hard at helping … how can helping 
environments trigger arousal in, or even re-traumatize, some of our patients?”

Sanctuary 
Trauma  

Potential Trauma-Related Triggers
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Impact of Trauma, Toxic Stress on the Brain

• Perceptions

• Appraisals

• Emotional Reactivity

• Behavioral Reactivity

• Decision Making

• Difficulty with Social Cues

• Poor Long-Term Memory

• Difficulty Paying Attention

Ask yourself: How would these negatively affect the daily lives of older adults?

What kinds of accommodations might help? How can we teach and practice skills?
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Strategies to Address Executive Skill Challenges

Move from “What’s wrong with you?” to 
“What’s happened to you?”
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Examples of trauma-informed approach
What’s wrong approach:
• He’s having trouble 

making friends
• Poor social skills, not 

adjusting well

Trauma-informed approach:

•What happened that is affecting his 
ability to make friends?
• Understand that adversity can negatively 

impact a person’s ability to form 
relationships (trust)

◦ She forgets everything 
lately, it’s like she’s not 
listening.
◦ Forgetful, not paying 

attention

•What happened to affect her 
memory or her attention?
◦ Understand that under stress we pay 

attention to perceived “threats” (survival)
◦ Consider underlying medical condition

Key Points
Wellness  a good 

way to think about 
successful aging.
 Childhood 

adversity impacts 
aging adults, lowers 
levels of wellness.
 Dimensions of 

wellness can help 
us think about 
protective factors.
 Combat ageism, 

reframe loss and 
change.
 Trauma-informed 

approaches can 
help all aging 
adults, regardless of 
trauma history.
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Dr. Ramona Danielson
Ramona.Danielson@ndsu.ed

Questions?
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