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Adverse Childhood Experiences 
(ACEs):

ÅACEs are the main determinant of health AND social well-being of all 
of us

ÅThe outcomes of ACEs are predictable (and therefore preventable)

Åά/ŀǳǎŜǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǳǎŜǎέ ƻŦ ǇƻƻǊ ƻǳǘŎƻƳŜǎ

Å!/9ǎ ŀǊŜ ƴƻǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǇŜƻǇƭŜΩǎ ǎǘƻǊƛŜǎ

ÅAll of us can play a role to mitigate the toxic effects of ACEs



άLǘ ƛǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǘƻ ōǳƛƭŘ ǎǘǊƻƴƎ 
children than to repair broken 

ƳŜƴΦέ 
Frederick Douglass (1817ς

1895)



òPublic Health Parableó

Adapted from Salud America!



Å 58 yo man
Å 4 older siblings and 1 twin sister
Å Father and mother both with alcoholism
Å Mother with depression
Å Witness of IPV to mother
Å Fought to protect twin sister vs violence
Å Beaten by father with belt
Å Parents separated
Å Father incarcerated

Mr C:



ÅwŜƳƻǾŜŘ ŦǊƻƳ ƘƻƳŜ ŀƎŜ т όάǳƴƳŀƴŀƎŜŀōƭŜέύ
ÅtƭŀŎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ άǘǊŀƛƴƛƴƎ ǎŎƘƻƻƭǎέ
Å Abused at every training school (physical/sexual/emotional)
Å Ran away from homes many times
Å Started using substances at age 12
Å Incarcerated several times

Mr C:



Å OUD, on opioid agonist therapy
Å Amphetamine substance use disorder
Å Smoker
Å Multiple fractures, including recent fractured hip
Å HCV +
Å Multiple soft tissue infections
Å Homelessness

Mr C:



ACEs Study:



ACE SCORE:



Å ACEs are common
Å!/9ǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ƻŎŎǳǊ ƛƴ ƛǎƻƭŀǘƛƻƴ
Å Dose response relationship

ACEs Predict Future Health and Social Well -being:



ACEs and Education:

ÅKFLA:  Percentage of vulnerable children is higher than the Ontario 
average and trending UP (EDI, early development index)

ÅChildren with high ACE scores have less success in school and more 
behaviour problems

ÅLess likely to complete school

ÅLimits life potential (later education, employment, earnings 
outcomes)

ÅReduces full health and human potential



ACEs, Violence and 
Incarceration:

ÅKingston has high rates of youth violence

ÅBoys who are sexually abused (1)

Åmore likely to engage in intimate partner violence

ÅMen who are incarcerated (2):
Å50 % physical and 
Å30%sexual abuse and 
ÅAll have higher ACE scores 

1-Duke, 2010
2-Baglivio, 2014



Indigenous Peoples:

Å13 x more likely to die compared with 
Canadians of same age 
Å18 x if intravenous substance use

Å Indigenous people experience worse health 
outcomes compared to other Canadians due to 
ongoing and historical structural violence (eg 
colonialism, racism) 



ACEs and Homelessness (1) :

Å85% had at least one ACE

Å52.4 % ACE 4+
Å(KP population 7%)

1- Larkin,2010

https://www.raisingtheroof.org/



ACEs and Health Outcomes:  ACE  Score 4 + 

ÅObesity, Fracture, Diabetes 160%

ÅAny CANCER 190%

ÅHeart Disease, Smoking 220% 

ÅHepatitis, Stroke240%

Å{¢LΩ{ 250%

ÅCOPD 390%

ÅDepression 460%

ÅIllicit substance 470%

ÅAlcoholism 740%

ÅInject substances 1,000%

ÅSuicide 1,200%
ÅChild/youth 80% attributable

ÅAdults 64% 

ÅMale with ACE of 6+:  
ÅIDU 4,600% 

ÅDie 20 years earlier

Treatment of chronic diseases account for 67% of direct health care costs in Canada 
όсу. ǘǊŜŀǘƳŜƴǘΣ мнн. ƭƻǎǘ ǇǊƻŘǳŎǘƛǾƛǘȅΧǘƻǘŀƭ Ϸмфл.ύ



ÅABUSE:

Physical

Emotional

Sexual

ÅNEGLECT:

Physical

Emotional

ÅHOUSEHOLD DYSFUNCTION:
ïMother and Father with alcoholism

ïMother treated violently

ïMother with depression

ïFather incarcerated

ïParents divorced

ÅSCORE: 10/10

What is Mr Cõs ACE score?



Mr Cõs ACE related health and 
social consequences:

ÅSmoking

ÅDepression

ÅSuicidality

ÅInjection use

ÅHepatitis C

ÅFractured bones

ÅSchool failure

ÅIncarceration

ÅUnemployment

ÅHomelessness



Baby Has 
a Need

Baby 
Cries

Caregiver 
Meets 
Need

Trust 
Develops

Attachment:  How We Respond 

to Stressors



Mitigate Toxic Stress: 
Healthy Attachment

ÅRequires ά{b!tέ adults: 
ÅSafe

ÅNurturing

ÅAvailable

ÅPredictable

ÅResults in: 
Åhigher self-esteem

Åmore self-efficacy

Åwill seek out social supports

Åwill be able to share their feelings more 
easily 



ÅEmotional dysregulation

ÅDifficulty with relationships

ÅChallenges with boundaries

ÅAnger, rage, fear, sadness

ÅReduced self-efficacy

Avoidant/Disorganized/Ambivalent 

Attachments:



Adverse Community 

Environments :



ACEs and Epigenetics

ÅIntergenerational transmission

ÅCurrent and past experiences 
can lead to changes in the 
chemical environment of the 
genome that leads to changes in 
protein expression

https://www.geneticsdigest.com/epigenetics-a-beginners-guide-to-how-it-
works-examples/



Neurobiology of Toxic Stress:  

UPSTAIRS BRAIN:

ÅJudgment
Å Inhibitory control
ÅDecision making
ÅOrganizing
ÅPlanning, memory, learning
ÅBehaviour control 
ÅEmotional regulation
ÅPersonality

DOWNSTAIRS BRAIN: 

ÅSmoke Detector
ÅSurvival Mode
ÅFight/flight/freeze



Knowing about ACEs:  Trauma 
Sensitive

Changes our point of view:

Å²Ƙŀǘ ƛǎ ǿǊƻƴƎ ǿƛǘƘ ȅƻǳΚΗέ 
ōŜŎƻƳŜǎ  άǿƘŀǘ Ƙŀǎ ƘŀǇǇŜƴŜŘ 
ǘƻ ȅƻǳΚέ  !ƴŘΣ άǿƘŀǘ ƛǎ ƛǘ ƭƛƪŜ ǘƻ 
ƭƛǾŜ ǿƘŜǊŜ ȅƻǳ ƭƛǾŜΚέ

ÅDetails of stories are not 
ƴŜŎŜǎǎŀǊƛƭȅ ƪŜȅǎ ǘƻ ƘŜŀƭƛƴƎΧ

Empowers Survivors:

Å¢ƘŜȅ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ōƻǊƴ ōŀŘ

ÅThey are not responsible for the 
things that happened to them 
when they were children

Å¢ƘŜƛǊ ŎƻǇƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŀŘŀǇǘƛǾŜΧƪŜǇǘ 
them alive.  

ÅThey can heal with 
ǎǳǇǇƻǊǘǎΧƴŜǳǊƻǇƭŀǎǘƛŎƛǘȅ



What do we do about this?



ÅMany strategies are needed to address the causes and 
developmental consequences of ACEs and other 
childhood adversities 

ÅRequires the collaboration of many different 
community players



Resiliency and Protective Factors

ÅPositive parenting and childhood 
experiences

ÅProtective adult relationships

ÅAlways available adult





Preventing or Mitigating the Impacts 
of ACEs:  Effective Interventions

ÅInterventions that result in safe, stable, and nurturing relationships 
and environments 
ÅSafety:The extent to which a child is free from fear and secure from physical 

or psychological harm within their social and physical environment.

ÅStability:¢ƘŜ ŘŜƎǊŜŜ ƻŦ ǇǊŜŘƛŎǘŀōƛƭƛǘȅ ŀƴŘ ŎƻƴǎƛǎǘŜƴŎȅ ƛƴ ŀ ŎƘƛƭŘΩǎ ǎƻŎƛŀƭΣ 
emotional, and physical environment.

ÅNurturing: The extent to which a parent or caregiver is available and able to 
sensitively and consistently respond to and meet the needs of their child.



Interventions

Strengthen economic 
supports to families.

Sufficient income support for 
lower income families

Family-friendly work policies

Policies that help reduce 
stress by helping parents 
have easier access to 
programs

Change social norms to 
support parents and 
positive parenting.

Public engagement and 
education campaigns about 
parenting programs, positive 
parenting, and acceptable 
parenting behaviours

Providing anticipatory 
guidance and brief 
consultation on common 
developmental issues as part 
of well baby visits

Provide quality care and 
education early in life.

Preschool enrichment with 
family engagement

Improved quality of child care

Policies that increase access 
to affordable, high quality 
child care

Enhance parenting skills 
to promote healthy child 
development.

Early childhood home visiting 
programs 

Parenting skill and family 
relationship approaches

Intervene to lessen 
harms and prevent 
future risk.

Enhanced primary care

Behavioural parent training 
programs

Treatment to lessen harms of 
abuse and neglect exposure

Treatment to prevent 
problem behaviour and later 
involvement in violence

Policies that decrease 
financial barriers to accessing 
mental health care for 
parents 



Change Social Norms


