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Disclaimer: 
This presentation contains sensitive dialogue pertaining to child abuse and 
neglect, sexual violence, substance misuse and substance use disorder, racial 
discrimination, and community violence that may be triggering to some. Please 
feel comfortable leaving the room if needed. 

This presentation does not contain graphic imagery. 
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RTI International

RTI International is an independent, nonprofit research institute dedicated to 

improving the human condition. We combine scientific rigor and technical 

expertise in social and laboratory sciences, engineering, and international 

development to deliver solutions to the critical needs of clients worldwide.
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Introduction to ACEs
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4

Origin of ACEs Research
o CDC & Kaiser Permanente
o 1995-1997
o 17,000+ participants
o Found “a strong graded relationship between the breadth of 

exposure to abuse or household dysfunction during childhood 
and multiple risk factors for several of the leading causes of 
death in adults.”

5

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/about.html
https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(98)00017-8/fulltext

https://acestoohigh.com/2012/10/03/the-adverse-childhood-experiences-study-the-
largest-most-important-public-health-study-you-never-heard-of-began-in-an-obesity-clinic/
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What are ACEs?
o Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs):

• Potentially traumatic events that occur in childhood (0-17 years)
• Examples:

- experiencing violence, abuse, or neglect
- witnessing violence in the home or community
- having a family member attempt or die by suicide 
- household substance use or mental health problems
- parental separation
- household members being in jail or prison

6 https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/preventingACES.pdf
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https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/about.html
https://www.ajpmonline.org/article/S0749-3797(98)00017-8/fulltext
https://acestoohigh.com/2012/10/03/the-adverse-childhood-experiences-study-the-largest-most-important-public-health-study-you-never-heard-of-began-in-an-obesity-clinic/
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/pdf/preventingACES.pdf
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7 https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
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Context of ACEs 
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ACEs Questionnaire
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https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
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Disclaimer: 

The following activity may be triggering to some as it asks attendees to 
consider their own adverse childhood experiences. 

Please feel comfortable leaving the room if needed. The presenters will be 
available to speak after the presentation if requested. 
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ACEs Questionnaire
o Prior to your 18th birthday:

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

No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___
2. Did a parent or other adult in the household often or very often… Push, grab, slap, or throw something at 

you? or Ever hit you so hard that you had marks or were injured?
No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___

3. Did an adult or person at least 5 years older than you ever… Touch or fondle you or have you touch 
their body in a sexual way? or Attempt or actually have oral, anal, or vaginal intercourse with you?

No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___
4. Did you often or very 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?
No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___

5. Did you often or very 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?

No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___
11 https://acestoohigh.com/got-your-ace-score/
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ACEs Questionnaire
o Prior to your 18th birthday:

1. Were your parents ever separated or divorced?
No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___

2. Was your mother or stepmother:
Often or very often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had something thrown at her? or Sometimes, often, or 
very 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?

No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___
3. Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic, or who used street drugs?

No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___
4. Was a household member depressed or mentally ill, or did a household member attempt 

suicide? 
No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___

5. Did a household member go to prison?
No ___ If Yes, enter 1 ___

o Now add up your “Yes” answers: ___ This is your ACE Score
12 https://acestoohigh.com/got-your-ace-score/
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Impact of ACEs
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Prevalence of ACEs
o Majority of US adults (58%) have at least 1 ACE
o 22% of US adults have 3 or more ACEs
o Prevalence of ACEs are highest among:

• Females
• Multiracial, Black, and Hispanic individuals
• Individuals who identify as sexual minorities 
• Individuals with lower income/educational attainment 

14 https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-020-09411-z
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15 https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/about.html
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https://bmcpublichealth.biomedcentral.com/articles/10.1186/s12889-020-09411-z
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/about.html
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16 https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
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https://www.bmj.com/content/371/bmj.m3048/infographic
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Multigenerational Effects 
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https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
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Mechanisms of ACEs
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20 https://www.annualreviews.org/doi/10.1146/annurev-soc-060116-053252
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Physiological Impact
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Well, imagine you're walking in the forest and you 
see a bear. Immediately, your hypothalamus sends 
a signal to your pituitary, which sends a signal to 

your adrenal gland that says, "Release stress 
hormones! Adrenaline! Cortisol!" 

And so your heart starts to pound, your pupils dilate, 
your airways open up, and you are ready to either 

fight that bear or run from the bear. And that is 
wonderful if you're in a forest and there's a bear. 

But the problem is what happens when the bear 
comes home every night, and this system is 

activated over and over and over again, and it goes 
from being adaptive, or life-saving, to maladaptive, 

or health-damaging. 

- Dr. Nadine Burke Harris
https://www.ted.com/talks/nadine_burke_harris_how_childhood_trauma_affects_health_across_a_lifetime/transcript

21



8

Physiological Impact: Allostatic Load

22 Lee, D. Y., Kim, E., & Choi, M. H. (2015). Technical and clinical aspects of cortisol as a biochemical marker of chronic stress. BMB reports, 48(4), 209.
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Psychological Impact: Understanding Pathways

o Emotion Regulation

o Coping strategies

o Resilience

Understanding the mechanisms helps us identify points of intervention
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Preventing Future ACEs
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25
https://w w w .cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.htm l

https://w w w .nber.org/papers/w 29854

https://w w w .cbpp.org/research/federal-tax/eitc-and-child-tax-
credit-prom ote-w ork-reduce-poverty-and-support-childrens 25

26 https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
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27 https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
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https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
https://www.nber.org/papers/w29854
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
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28 https://www.cdc.gov/injury/pdfs/priority/ACEs-Strategic-Plan_Final_508.pdf
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29 https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
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Positive Childhood Experiences (PCEs)
o Bethell et. al, 2019

• PCEs can buffer adversity: dose-response associated with adult depression and poor 
mental health after accounting for exposure to ACEs.

30 https://jamanetwork.com/journals/jamapediatrics/fullarticle/2749336

The ability to talk with family about 
feelings.

The sense that family is supportive 
during difficult times.

The enjoyment of participation in 
community traditions.

Feeling a sense of belonging in 
high school.

Feeling supported by friends. Having at least two non-parent 
adults who genuinely cared.

Feeling safe and protected by an adult in the home.

30

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/resources.html
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Resources

31
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Resources 

32

o CDC National Center for Injury Prevention and Control, Division 
of Violence Prevention
• cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces

o BJA’s COSSAP: Publications and Digital Media
• cossapresources.org/Media

o Bessel van der Kolk’s The Body Keeps the Score
• besselvanderkolk.com/resources/the-body-keeps-the-score

o Harvard University’s Center on the Developing Child 
• https://developingchild.harvard.edu/guide/a-guide-to-toxic-stress/
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CDC Injury Center’s ACEs page

33 cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces
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https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html
https://www.cossapresources.org/Media
https://www.besselvanderkolk.com/resources/the-body-keeps-the-score
https://developingchild.harvard.edu/guide/a-guide-to-toxic-stress/
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html
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CDC Injury Center’s ACEs page

34 cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces
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CDC Injury Center’s ACEs page

35 cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces
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BJA’s COSSAP: Publications and Digital Media

36 cossapresources.org/Media
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https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html
https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/aces/index.html
https://www.cossapresources.org/Media
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BJA’s COSSAP: Publications and Digital Media

37 cossapresources.org/Media
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BJA’s COSSAP: Publications and 
Digital Media

38 cossapresources.org/Media
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Questions? Thoughts? 

Sara Hairgrove, BA
shairgrove@rti.org 
336-596-1843

Jessica Duncan Cance, MPH, PhD
jcance@rti.org 
919-541-7410
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https://www.cossapresources.org/Media
https://www.cossapresources.org/Media

