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What are ACEs?

Neglect

Abuse (physical, 
psychological, 
sexual)

Household 
Mental Illness

Witnessing 
Abuse

Substance 
Use in Home

Parental 
Separation/
Divorce

Incarcerated 
Family Member

Neglect

ACE Landmark Study 
(Felitti et al., 1998) N= 17,000

Physical abuse 28%

Sexual abuse 21%

2+ ACES 38%

Dose response to health 
problems

ACE Questionnaire 

1. Did a parent or other 
adult in the household 
often…

Swear at you, insult 
you, put you down, 
or humiliate you? OR 
Act in a way that 
made you afraid that 
you might be 
physically hurt?

2. Did a parent or other 
adult in the household 
often…

Push, grab, slap or 
throw something at 
you?

OR

Ever hit you so hard 
that you had marks 
or were injured?
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3. Did an adult or person 
at least 5 years older than 
you ever…

Touch or fondle 
you or have touch 
their body in a 
sexual way?
OR
Try to or actually 
have oral, anal, or 
vaginal sex with 
you?

4. Did you often feel 
that…

No one in your 
family loved you or 
thought you were 
important or 
special?
OR
Your family didn’t 
look out for each 
other, feel close to 
each other, or 
support each 
other?

5. Did you often feel 
that…

You didn’t have 
enough to eat, had 
to wear dirty 
clothes, and 
had no one to 
protect you?
OR
Your parents were 
too drunk or high to 
take care of you or 
take you to the 
doctor if you 
needed it?

6. Were your parents ever 
separated or divorced?

7. Was your mother or 
stepmother:

Often pushed, 
grabbed, slapped 
or had something 
thrown at her?

OR

Sometimes often 
kicked, bitten, hit 
with a fist, or hit with 
something hard?

OR

Ever repeatedly hit over 
at least a few minutes 
or threatened with a 
gun or knife?

8. Did you live with 
anyone who was a 
problem drinker or 
alcoholic or used street 
drugs?

9. Was a household 
member depressed or 
mentally ill or did a 
household member 
attempt suicide?

10. Did a household 
member go to prison?

ACE SCORE:  0-10
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ACE Landmark Study (Felitti et al., 
1998)

64%
38%

41%

Prevalence of ACE by Category

Findings

4+ ACEs 
compared to 0 •Alcohol use disorder

•Drug abuse
•Depression 
•Suicide

4- to 12- fold increase risk

•Smoking
•Poor self-rated healeht
•50+ sexual partners
•STI

2- to 4-fold increase

•Physical inactivity
•Severe obesity

1.4- to 1.6-fold increase

Findings

ACEs

Medical Illness

CV
Cancer

Liver disease
Early death
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Neurological & Biological 
Changes

 Sexual abuse victims1

 Irregularities in cortical and subcortical regions

 Decreased volume, blood flow

 Responsible for higher cognitive functions, understanding emotions, 
decision making for emotional and reward-related behaviors

 Limbic system deficits2

 Amygdala and hippocampus

 Reduction medial prefrontal cortex volume3

 1- Blanco et al., 2015
 2-Edwards, D., 2018
 3-van Hrmelen et al., 2010

Neurochemical Effects

 Dopamine1

 Responsible for modulating brain motivational pathways 

 Controlling behavior

 Early childhood abuse and chronic associated with decreased dopamine 

synthesis

 Serotonin
 Responsible for stabilizing frontal brain function

 Controlling behavior and emotional response

 Alterations associated with childhood abuse

 Deficits 
 Depression

 Social connection, mood dysregulation

 Deficits associated with aggression and impulsivity

Am I Doomed?

ACEs

Protective Factors
Resiliency

Resiliency
Bouncing back, adaptability to 
negative events

Close relationships with others

Optimism

Ask for help

Parent’s resiliency & parenting style

Sense of purpose

Health (diet and sleep)

13 14

15 16



7/7/2022

5

Protective Factors

Supportive Family and Network

Positive Friendships and Peers

Adult mentors

•College degrees
•Stable employment
•Consistent and stable parenting style

Families with caregivers

Stable and safe community

CDC, 2022

What Can We Do?

Screen for ACEs

Trauma informed 
care & treatment

Educate
Empathize
Explain
Empower

 Assess for co-morbid conditions

 Screen for depression during pregnancy and 
postpartum

 Depressed moms are more likely to be less 
responsive, emotionally detached

 Cultural considerations

Clinical Interventions
 EMDR1 

 Somatic experiencing

 Cognitive Behavioral 2, 3

 Trauma focused

 Neurobiological changes

 Seeking Safety

 Equine Therapy

 Mindfulness Based3

 Family Therapy
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In Closing

 Ask about childhood 
and trauma

 Treat trauma

 Take care of yourself
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