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ACES: Adverse Childhood Experiences 

WHAT ARE ACES? 

• ACEs or adverse childhood experiences are potentially traumatic things that occur 

in a child’s life.  

• These experiences occur before a child is eighteen, but they remember them 

throughout their life.  

• ACEs refer to specific types of trauma children may experience. They include 

physical, sexual, and emotional abuse; neglect, losing a parent such as through 

divorce, being exposed to domestic violence, having a parent with a mental illness, 

having a member of the household who abuses drugs or alcohol, and having a parent 

who has been in jail.  

• Children living through these experiences may suffer from adverse effects for the 

rest of their lives. 

HOW DO ACES IMPACT A CHILD? 

• Children who experience these traumatic events or environments can experience 

challenges in their lives. Without a healthy adult to support them, they may 

experience toxic stress. They may encounter chronic health conditions like 

depression, asthma, or diabetes.  

• If a child experiences toxic stress long-term, they may adopt unhealthy coping 

mechanisms like substance abuse. When a child experiences chronic stress, it can 
lead them to have a lower tolerance for stressful situations in adulthood.  

• Children can also experience PTSD and other mental health issues. 

• High ACE scores can also be linked to an early death. Studies have found that the 

risk of chronic illnesses, such as heart disease, lung disease, and cancer, was greater 

only for people with these high ACE scores.  

 

WHAT CAN BE DONE ABOUT ACES? 
These wide-ranging health and social consequences underscore the importance of preventing 

ACEs before the nurturing relationships and environment can have a positive impact on a broad 

range of health problems and on the development of skills that will help children reach their full 

potential. Strategies that address the need of children and their families include: 

• Parent support programs for teens and teen pregnancy prevention programs 

• Mental illness and substance abuse treatment 

• High-quality childcare 

• Sufficient economic support for families with lower incomes 

• Home visiting to pregnant women and families with newborns 

• Parenting training programs 

• Intimate partner violence prevention 

• Family-friendly work 

 

 

https://stopabusecampaign.org/campaigns/what-are-maternal-home-visiting-programs/
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HOW BIG IS THE PROBLEM? 

 

• ACEs are common. About 61% of adults surveyed across 25 states reported that they 
had experienced at least one type of ACE, and nearly 1 in 6 reported they had 

experienced four or more types of ACEs. 

• Preventing ACEs could potentially reduce a large number of health conditions. For 

example, up to 1.9 million cases of heart disease and 21 million cases of depression 

could have been potentially avoided by preventing ACEs. 

• Some children are at greater risk than others. Women and several racial/ethnic minority 

groups were at greater risk for having experienced 4 or more types of ACEs. 

• ACEs are costly. The economic and social costs to families, communities, and society 

totals hundreds of billions of dollars each year. 

 

WHAT ARE THE CONSEQUENCES? 

• ACEs can have lasting, negative effects on health, well-being, as well as life opportunities 

such as education and job potential. These experiences can increase the risks of injury, 

sexually transmitted infections, maternal and child health problems (including teen 
pregnancy, pregnancy complications, and fetal death), involvement in sex trafficking, and 

a wide range of chronic diseases and leading causes of death such as cancer, diabetes, 

heart disease, and suicide. 

• ACEs and associated social determinants of health, such as living in under-resourced or 

racially segregated neighborhoods, frequently moving, and experiencing food insecurity, 

can cause toxic stress (extended or prolonged stress). Toxic stress from ACEs can 

change brain development and affect such things as attention, decision-making, learning, 

and response to stress. 

• Children growing up with toxic stress may have difficulty forming healthy and stable 

relationships. They may also have unstable work histories as adults and struggle with 

finances, jobs, and depression throughout life. These effects can also be passed on to 

their own children. Some children may face further exposure to toxic stress from 

historical and ongoing traumas due to systemic racism or the impacts of poverty 

resulting from limited educational and economic opportunities. 
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RISK/PROTECTIVE FACTORS: 

Individual and Family Risk Factors 

 
Families experiencing caregiving challenges related to children with special needs 

(for example, disabilities, mental health issues, chronic physical illnesses) 

• Children and youth who don’t feel close to their parents/caregivers and feel like they 

can’t talk to them about their feelings 

• Youth who start dating early or engaging in sexual activity early 

• Children and youth with few or no friends or with friends who engage in aggressive or 

delinquent behavior 

• Families with caregivers who have a limited understanding of children’s needs or 

development 

Community Risk Factors 

• Communities with high rates of violence and crime 

• Communities with high rates of poverty and limited educational and economic 

opportunities 

• Communities with high unemployment rates 

• Communities with easy access to drugs and alcohol 

• Communities where neighbors don’t know or look out for each other and there is low 

community involvement among residents 

Protective Factors 

Individual and Family Protective Factors 

• Families who create safe, stable, and nurturing relationships, meaning, children have a 

consistent family life where they are safe, taken care of, and supported 

• Children who have positive friendships and peer networks 

• Children who do well in school 

• Children who have caring adults outside the family who serve as mentors/role models 

• Families where caregivers can meet basic needs of food, shelter, and health services for 

children 

Community Protective Factors 

• Communities where families have access to economic and financial help 

• Communities where families have access to medical care and mental health services 

• Communities with access to safe, stable housing 

• Communities where families have access to nurturing and safe childcare 

• Communities where families have access to high-quality preschool 

 

 


