
THE ACE STUDY



THE ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EVENTS STUDY 

 17,421 adult patients of Kaiser Permanente

 Came out of an obesity program:  many dropouts who lost weight 
believed that it protected them (against further sexual abuse, against 
violence from prisoners)

 Originally 8, later 10 categories of events in the home:  physical 
abuse, emotional abuse, sexual abuse, someone imprisoned, domestic 
violence, substance abuse, chronic mental illness, and loss of parent

Felitti, Anda, et al., 1998
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THE ACE STUDY: 
A DOSE-RESPONSE CURVE



TRAUMA AND MENTAL HEALTH:  THE ACE STUDY 

Results:  
 Greater likelihood of health problems
 Greater likelihood of behavioral health problems: 
 Smoking
 Intravenous drug abuse
 Depression
 Attempted suicide
 Alcoholism

Felitti, Anda, et al., 1998



ACES AND COMPLEX DIAGNOSES
 A higher number of ACES is associated with increasing diagnostic 

complexity 
 More ACES              More diagnostic categories

 When combined, some ACEs have a synergistic effect
 For example, childhood sexual abuse + domestic violence =                  

higher risks than would be expected by adding the individual risk 
levels together

 Childhood sexual abuse is worse than other ACEs
 It combines for more synergies than any other ACE

Putnam et al., 2013



COMPLEX TRAUMA



WHAT IS COMPLEX TRAUMA?

Complex psychological trauma 
results from “exposure to severe 
stressors that (1) are repetitive 
or prolonged, (2) involve harm 
or abandonment by caregivers 
or other ostensibly responsible 
adults, and (3) occur at 
developmentally vulnerable times 
in the victim’s life.”  

- Ford and Courtois, 2009



WHAT IS COMPLEX TRAUMA?
 “Children’s experiences of multiple traumatic events that occur within 

the caregiving system—the social environment that is supposed to be 
the source of safety and stability in a child’s life.”

-White Paper for the NCTSN Complex Trauma Task Force, 2003

 Chronic and early childhood exposure to simultaneous or sequential 
traumatic events  



WHAT IS COMPLEX TRAUMA?
 The psychological effects of chronic, cumulative, and often different 

types of traumas 

 Results from interpersonal victimization, multiple traumatic events, 
and/or traumatic exposure of prolonged duration 

 Sexual and physical abuse
 Domestic violence
 Ethnic cleansing
 Prisoners of war
 Torture
 Being held hostage
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CORE PROBLEMS IN COMPLEX TRAUMA 

 Affect dysregulation 

 Dissociation

 Somatic dysregulation

 Impaired self-concept

 Disorganized attachment 
patterns

In addition to symptoms of PTSD 
and other comorbid disorders

Ford and Courtois, 2009



COMPLEX PTSD IS MUCH MORE THAN SIMPLE PTSD

 Loss of a coherent sense of self 

 Problems in self-regulation

 Tendency to be revictimized

 Other mental health disorders

 Substance use disorders

 Health problems

 Relationship problems

 Changes in systems of belief and  
meaning



DEVELOPMENTAL TRAUMA DISORDER

A. Exposure
 To one or more forms of 

developmentally adverse 
interpersonal traumas (i.e., 
abandonment, betrayal, 
physical/sexual abuse, emotional 
abuse)

 Subjective feelings of shame, 
defeat, resignation, rage, betrayal, 
fear

Van der Kolk, 2005



DEVELOPMENTAL TRAUMA DISORDER

B. Dysregulation
Disturbances in:
 Emotions
 Health
 Behavior (i.e., self injury)
 Cognition (i.e., dissociation)
 Relationships
 Self-attributions

Van der Kolk, 2005



DEVELOPMENTAL TRAUMA DISORDER
C. Negative attributions and 

expectations

 Negative beliefs in line with experience 
of interpersonal trauma

 May stop expecting protection from 
others and believe future victimization 
is inevitable

D. Functional impairments

 Academic, peer, family, legal
Van der Kolk, 2005



CONSEQUENCES OF COMPLEX 
TRAUMA IN CHILDREN

 Self-regulatory, attachment, anxiety, and 
affective disorders in infancy and childhood 

 Addictions, aggression, social
helplessness, and eating disorders

 Dissociative, somatoform,  cardiovascular, 
metabolic, and immunological disorders

 Sexual disorders in adolescence 
 Revictimization
 Legal problems
 Homelessness
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DOMESTIC VIOLENCE



THE BRUTAL FACTS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

 The CDC’s 2010 National Intimate Partner and Sexual Violence 
Survey (Black et al., 2011) found that: 

 An average of 20 people are abused by intimate partners every 
minute

 This is more than 10 million survivors per year

 19% of IPV involves a weapon (Truman and Morgan, BJS, 2015) 

 The presence of a gun in an IPV situation increases the risk of 
homicide by 500% (Campbell et al., 2003)



THE BRUTAL FACTS OF DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

 The CDC’s 2010 National 
Intimate Partner and Sexual 
Violence Survey (Black et al., 2011) 

found that: 

 85% of IPV survivors are 
women

 1 in 3 women have been 
survivors of IPV

 1 in 5 women have been 
survivors of severe IPV



DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND 
MENTAL HEALTH  IN  WOMEN

 A review of 41 studies of IPV (Trevillion et al., 2012), found that: 

 Women’s mental health problems include:

 PTSD – 7 times more likely 

 Anxiety – 4 times more likely 

 Depression – Almost 3 times more likely 

 Substance abuse 

 Suicidality

 Mental health problems can result from IPV, and

 Mental health problems are a risk factor for IPV



EFFECTS OF DV ON PARENTING

 The quality of parenting is compromised in 
DV households (Levendosky & Graham-Bermann, 2001)

 Mothers with PTSD are less likely to seek 
help for their children (Chemtob & Carlson, 2004)

 Without mental health care, their parenting 
worsens (Schechter et al., 2011)



DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND CHILDREN

 10-20% of children witness IPV 
each year (DHHS, 2009)

 This is approximately 8 
million children (Hamby et al., 2011)

 30-60% of children who 
witness domestic violence are 
also survivors of child abuse 
(Edleson, 1999)



DOMESTIC VIOLENCE AND PTSD IN CHILDREN

 Children who witness domestic violence are 
more likely to develop PTSD, depression, 
anxiety, anger problems, low self-esteem, 
behavioral problems, delinquency, and 
substance abuse (NCTSN, 2014)

 Problems are worse when child abuse is also 
present (Wolfe et al., 2003)

 Boys are more likely to grow up to become 
domestically violent than girls


