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The ACEs Study

Vincent J. Felitti, MD and 
Robert J. Anda, MD, MS
Asked 26,000 adults at 
Kaiser, San Diego s Dept of 
Preventive Medicine.
17,421 participated in the 
study.
Participants completed a 
questionnaire. 



ACEs Criteria…Before the age of 18

1. Recurrent physical abuse
2. Recurrent emotional abuse
3. Contact sexual abuse
4. An alcohol or drug abuser in the household
5. An incarcerated household member
6. Someone who was chronically depressed, 

institutionalized, or suicidal
7. Mother treated violently
8. One or no parents, or parents divorced.
9. Emotional or physical neglect























































Stress …..don t go NUTS

Novelty, 
Unpredictability, 
Threat to the ego, 
Sense of loss of control 

Dr Sonia Lupien Centre for Studies on Human Stress
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The Stress Response Cycle





Amygdala and Hippocampus
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Cortisol & Brain Development

Cortisol  affects the parts of the brain that 
regulate stress

store memory

Are involved in planning and executing complex 
functions

Are involved in language



A: Positive emotional state, flow through amygdala to 
PFC and better memory test results.
B: Stressed state: No passage of information to PFC & 

lower memory testing short and long-term. (Hamman,et al. 
Cognitive Neuroscience.)
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Multi-systemic Impacts

Epigenetic
Changes in the way DNA is read and 

expressed
Changes in the way the brain responds to 

stress
Endocrine

Long-term changes in ACTH, cortisol and 
adrenaline levels.
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Knowing about ACEs changes what people believe about 
themselves

They weren’t born bad.

They weren’t responsible for the things that happened 
to them when they were children.

They coped appropriately, given that they were offered 
no other ways – it kept them alive.

They can change. 







What We Can Do Now!

Start Early! 
Identify kids exposed to ACEs through routine 
screenings and establish prevention programs in 
healthcare, schools and youth-serving 
organizations

Focus on early childhood and early adolescence
Critical developmental stages

Invest in programs that heal
Don’t spend money on programs that don’t support 
the health and development of our kids – punitive 
school discipline/juvenile justice



What We Can Do Now!

Change Public Policy
Support prevention and healing using policy 
to prioritize funding for early detection and 
effective intervention

Make ACEs a public issue.  
Educate our community about the impact 
and the role each of us can play.



Resources

Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
http://www.cdc.gov/ace/index.htm

UCSF Child Trauma Research Program 
http://childtrauma.ucsf.edu/

Lucile Packard Early Life Stress Program
http://childpsychiatry.stanford.edu/clinical/stress.html

National Child Traumatic Stress Network 
http://www.nctsn.org/



Resources
ACEs 101 – FAQs about adverse childhood experiences research with links to reports, stories and videos.

Got Your ACE Score? – Do your ACE score and your resilience score, and find out more about the consequences of each.  

ACEsTooHigh.com – A news site for the general public. It covers research about ACEs and how people, organizations, agencies and 
communities are implementing trauma-informed, resilience-building practices based on ACEs research.

ACEsConnection.com – A social network for people who are implementing – or thinking about implementing – trauma-informed and 
resilience-building practices based on ACEs research.

The CDC-Kaiser Permanente ACE Study – The official ACE Study site, provided by the CDC.

The Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University – Here, take a deep dive into a site rich with reports, tools and videos 
about the neurobiology of toxic stress and resilience.

SAMHSA’s Concept of Trauma and Guidance for a Trauma-Informed Approach -- Introduces a concept of trauma and offers a 
framework for how an organization, system, or service sector can become trauma-informed. Includes a definition of trauma (the 
three "E's"), a definition of a trauma-informed approach (the four "R's"), 6 key principles, and 10 implementation domains. 


