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What are they?

◦ Adverse Childhood Experiences, or ACEs, are 
potentially traumatic events that occur in 
childhood (0-17 years)

◦ Examples include: 
Experiencing violence or abuse
Witnessing violence in home or community
Having a family member attempt or die by 
suicide

◦ Between 1995 - 1997 Kaiser Permanente 
conducted a study to determine prevalence of 
ACEs 3
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ACEs study

◦ Study had a 70.5% response rate
◦ Categories studied:

Psychological
Physical or sexual abuse
Violence against mother
Living with household members who were: 
■ Substance users
■ Mentally ill or suicidal
■ Imprisoned
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Some ACE definitions
● Abuse

○ Emotional abuse: A parent 
or other adult in your home 
ever swore at you, insulted 
you, or put you down.

○ Physical abuse: A parent or 
other adult in your home 
ever hit, beat, kicked or 
physically hurt you.

○ Sexual abuse: An adult or 
person at least 5 years older 
ever touched you in a sexual 
way, or tried to make you 
touch their body in a sexual 
way, or attempted to have 
sex with you.
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● Household Challenges
○ Intimate partner violence: 2 Parents or 

adults in home ever slapped, hit, kicked, 
punched or beat each other up.

○ Substance abuse in the household: A 
household member was a problem drinker 
or alcoholic or used street drugs or abused 
prescription medications.

○ Mental illness in the household: A 
household member was depressed or 
mentally ill or a household member 
attempted suicide.

○ Parental separation or divorce: Parents 
were ever separated or divorced.

○ Incarcerated household member: A 
household member went to prison. 



What Happened Next?
◦ CDC paired with Kaiser Permanente to continue 

research initiatives, sample increased to 17,337
◦ Their Data: 

Centers for Disease Control and 
Prevention, Kaiser Permanente. The ACE 
Study Survey Data [Unpublished Data]. 
Atlanta, Georgia: U.S. Department of 
Health and Human Services, Centers for 
Disease Control and Prevention; 2016.
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What Happened Next?
◦ CDC also began to collect data through their 

Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System 
(BRFFS) since 2009 

Merrick, M.T., Ford, D.C., Ports, K. A., Guinn, A. S. (2018). Prevalence of Adverse Childhood Experiences From the 2011-2014 

Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System in 23 States. JAMA Pediatrics, 172(11), 1038-1044. 8



https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/childabuseandneglect/acestudy/ace-brfss.html
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61% of adults
in 25 surveyed states had 
experienced at least 1 ACE
Nearly 1 in 6 reported the experienced 4 or 
more types of ACEs

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/childabuseandneglect/aces/fastfact.html 10

Data from 2011-2014 surveys, 
n=214,157

https://www.cdc.gov/violenceprevention/childabuseandneglect/aces/fastfact.html
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Why is it important?
Could potentially reduce a large number of 

health conditions. 
Exposure to ACEs was found to correlate to 
a number of adverse events in adulthood
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Consequences of ACEs
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Outcome Model
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ACEs can be prevented!

Fortson, B. L., Klevens, J., Merrick, 
M. T., Gilbert, L. K., & Alexander, 
S. P. (2016). Preventing child 
abuse and neglect: A technical 
package for policy, norm, and 
programmatic activities. Atlanta, 
GA: National Center for Injury 
Prevention and Control, Centers 
for Disease Control and 
Prevention.
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Trauma Informed Care
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Story of Kim

Kim is a 40-year-old survivor of childhood sexual abuse perpetrated by her father. Kim 

has suffered from untreated bouts of severe anxiety and depression ever since she was 

abused. When she was a 22-year-old, she went to a clinic for a Pap smear. The nurse 

told her to undress and lie on the exam table with her legs in the stirrups before she met 

the physician who would do her Pap smear. The physician entered the room, asked her 

a few quick questions, and then proceeded to do the Pap smear without explaining 

anything. Kim felt sudden, overwhelming terror, chest tightness, and palpitations. She 

says, “I felt like I left my body” and doesn’t remember what happened during the visit or 

how she got home. She never returned for Pap screening. Recently, after many years of 

very heavy vaginal bleeding, Kim fainted, was brought to the hospital, and diagnosed 

with advanced cervical cancer.
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What did we learn from Kim and ACEs?

◦ Trauma is common
◦ Providers must be wary that their patients have 

likely experienced trauma.
◦ Requires an informed approach for navigating 

patient interactions. 
Trauma Informed Care
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https://www.kqed.org/mindshift/53228/nine-
ways-to-ensure-your-mindfulness-teaching-
practice-is-trauma-informed
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Three E’s of Trauma
1. Events

○ May include the actual or extreme threat of physical or psychological harm
○ Or severe, life-threatening neglect for a child that imperils healthy development

2. Experience
○ The individual’s experience of these events helps to determine whether it is felt to 

be traumatic
○ A particular event could be traumatic for one individual, but not for another

3. Effects
○ The long-lasting effects of the event are a critical component of trauma. 
○ Can occur immediately or have a delayed onset

https://www.zebracentre.ca/blog/2018/7/5/traum
a-children-and-trauma-informed-care-kcbxw 21
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Health-Care Environments and Trauma

Survivors of trauma may be consciously or unconsciously triggered by sights, 
smells, sounds, and situations 

◦ Excessive wait times
◦ Invasive procedures
◦ Need to undress
◦ Physicals restraint
◦ Inherent imbalance in power between the patient and providers

Often patients do not fully comprehend the connection between their 
heightened emotional state and their history of past trauma.
◦ Dissociation from the present moment
◦ Not able to recall important events
◦ Problems retaining important health-care instructions
◦ React in an overly aggressive or overly submissive manner (childhood 

trauma)
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Four R’s of Trauma Informed Approach
1. Realization

Understanding that trauma is common and can affect 

any individual

2. Recognize

Being able to identify the signs of trauma

3. Responds

Applies the principles of a trauma-informed approach 

to all areas of functioning

4. Resist Re-Traumatization
Being mindful to not cause inadvertently stressful 
environments. 
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Six Key Principles of Trauma-Informed Approach
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1. Safety

2. Trustworthiness and Transparency

3. Peer Support

4. Collaboration and Mutuality

5. Empowerment, Voice and Choice

6. Cultural, Historical, and Gender Issues
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