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▪are potentially traumatic events 
in childhood (0-17 years)

▪include aspects of a child’s 
environment that can undermine 
their sense of safety, stability, 
and bonding

▪ living in a household with 
substance misuse or mental 
health problems.



▪negatively impact 
physical, mental, 
emotional, and 
behavioral development. 

▪have lasting effects on 
health, well-being, and 
prosperity well into 
adulthood.



Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
Credit: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation



Cronholm, P. F., Forke, C. M., Wade, R., Bair-
Merritt, M. H., Davis, M., Harkins-Schwarz, M., 
Pachter, L. M., & Fein, J. A. (2015). Adverse 
Childhood Experiences: Expanding the Concept of 
Adversity. American journal of preventive 
medicine, 49(3), 354–361. 
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.amepre.2015.02.001



https://acestoohigh.com/aces-101/



Felitti, V. J., Anda, R. F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D. F., Spitz, A. M., Edwards, V., Koss, M. P., & 
Marks, J. S. (1998). Relationship of childhood abuse and household dysfunction to many of the 
leading causes of death in adults. The Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Study. American 
journal of preventive medicine, 14(4), 245–258. https://doi.org/10.1016/s0749-3797(98)00017-8

Source: The National Human Trafficking Training and Technical Assistance 
Center (NHTTAC). The Original ACE Study. Available at: 
https://nhttac.acf.hhs.gov/soar/eguide/stop/adverse_childhood_experiences



The prevalence estimates from 2011-2020 
BRFSS [Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System] 

ACEs module (n=264,882)

36%

23%

24%

17%

Number of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE 
Score)

0 1 2 or 3 4 or more 63.9% 
Reported 
at least 1 

ACE17.3% 
Reported ≥ 4 

ACEs
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Normal and essential part of healthy 
development
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“Buffered activation”
Brain and other organs recover from what could otherwise 

be harmful effects.
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Toxic stress happens when the brain 
endures repeated stress or danger, 
then releases FIGHT-OR-FLIGHT 
HORMONES like cortisol.

This INTERNAL ALARM SYSTEM 
increases heart rate and blood 
pressure and damages the 
digestive and immune systems.
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Toxic stress can disrupt ORGAN, TISSUE, AND BRAIN DEVELOPMENT. 

Over time this can limit a person’s ability to process information, make 

decisions, interact with others, and regulate emotions. 

These consequences may follow a person into adulthood. 
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Health conditions in children associated 
with adverse childhood experiences (ACE)
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ACE-associated health conditions in adults associated 
with adverse childhood experiences (ACE)
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ACEs Can Echo Across Generations

• The consequences of ACEs 
can be passed down from 
one generation to the next

• if children don’t have 
protective buffers like 
positive childhood 
experiences or a caring 
adult in their lives.
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However, 
ACEs can be 
prevented!

The primary prevention of ACEs 

“stopping ACEs before they start”

supportive and responsive relationships by caring adults as early as possible in life 
can prevent or reverse the harmful effects of the body’s response to toxic stress.
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DEPRESSION,
HEART DISEASE,

AND OBESITY
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UNEMPLOYED15%
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Adults with
DEPRESSION
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Adults with 
respiratory 
problems

24-27%





The greater a child’s terror, and the 
earlier it is experienced, 

the harder it becomes to develop a 
strong and healthy sense of self.

Nathaniel Branden
Six Pillars of Self-Esteem



Children don’t get traumatized 
because they are hurt. They get 
traumatized because they’re 
alone with the hurt. 

Dr. Gabor Mate


