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What are ACEs?

The concept of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) was developed decades ago, in a study conducted
by the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (CDC) and Kaiser Permanente.’ That original study,
which ran from 1995-1997 and involved more than 17,000 people in Southern California, explored the
long-term health impacts of childhood trauma with a focus on 10 specific ACEs:

Physical abuse

Emotional abuse

Sexual abuse

Physical neglect

Emotional neglect

Household substance abuse

Household mental illness

Parental separation or divorce

Witnessing domestic violence

Having an incarcerated household member

Researchers collected data from more than 17,000 adults who underwent comprehensive medical
examinations and provided information about their childhood experiences. The findings were
groundbreaking, revealing the significant impact of childhood trauma on health and well-being well into
adulthood. Specifically, the study demonstrated a clear link between ACEs and chronic diseases, mental
health disorders, substance abuse, early mortality, and other negative health outcomes.
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Since then, the study of ACEs has expanded. While the original study focused on 10 ACEs, subsequent
research has explored additional forms of adversity, reflected in the 16 ACEs the CDC now tracks as well
as areas explored in more recent research:

e Community and Environmental Factors: Recognizing that adverse experiences can occur
outside the family context, research has examined the prevalence and lingering impact of
community violence, neighborhood disadvantage, racism and discrimination, and other
ecological factors.??

e Cultural & Racial/Ethnic Considerations: Researchers have examined the influence of cultural
factors on the prevalence and impact of ACEs, taking into account diverse backgrounds and
experiences within populations, as well as differences (and in some cases, disparities) within
racial/ethnic groups.>**

e Cumulative Exposure: Studies have also emphasized a multiplier effect, whereby individuals
who experience a greater number and variety of ACEs are at higher risk for negative life
outcomes. This has led to the development of ACEs scoring systems.®

In sum, the study of ACEs has evolved to capture a more comprehensive understanding of childhood
adversity and its consequences.

How prevalent are ACES and what are their effects?

The use of different indices makes it challenging to pinpoint precisely how common ACEs are in the
population at large and within certain high-risk subgroups. According to the CDC’s measure, an
estimated 16% of the general population has experienced four or more ACEs.” By comparison, 78% of
incarcerated individuals have experienced four or more ACEs, according to The Compassion Prison
Project — a finding roughly in line with Impact Justice’s study of formerly incarcerated people.®

As the scope and definition of ACEs has broadened, so has understanding of their consequences over
the life course, especially when these traumas are not addressed. Key impacts include:
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e Physical Health Issues: As mentioned above, ACEs have been linked to a higher risk of
developing physical health problems later in life. These can include chronic conditions such as
heart disease, diabetes, obesity, and certain types of cancer.’ ACEs have also been linked to early
mortality.’® While the reasons are not fully understood, research shows that ACEs, especially
repeated exposure, can alter the body's stress response systems in ways that increase
vulnerability to a wide range of health issues.™

e Mental Health Disorders: ACEs significantly increase the risk of developing mental health
disorders,' including depression,’ bipolar disorder,' anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD)," and substance abuse, with some studies finding that each additional ACE results in a
two- to four-fold increase in early drug use.'® Childhood trauma can also disrupt the development
of the brain and affect emotional regulation, deficits that also persist well into adulthood."

e Social and Interpersonal Challenges: ACEs can impede a person’s ability to form and maintain
healthy relationships. Both as children and as adults, people may struggle with trust,'® have
difficulty forming healthy attachments, and may exhibit aggressive or impulsive behavior.'*?
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They also may have challenges with communication,? empathy,?? and establishing interpersonal
boundaries,? difficulties that impede healthy relationships in multiple areas of life.

e Learning and Cognitive Impairment: ACEs can retard cognitive development.? In particular,
children who experience trauma may have difficulties with attention, concentration, memory,
and executive functioning.?>?® These challenges are likely to affect their ability to learn, achieve
educational milestones, and reach their full potential.

e Intergenerational Transmission: ACEs can contribute to a cycle of adversity when individuals
who experienced trauma in childhood never receive the support needed to heal and then
struggle with parenting in ways that create stressful or clearly adverse environments for their
own children.?”# Indeed, some scholars argue that having a parent with a high number of ACEs
should itself be considered an adverse childhood experience.?

What do we know about ACEs and subsequent involvement in legal systems?

While much is known about the prevalence and impact of ACEs on the population at large, research on
justice-involved populations is more limited.***' The studies that do exist show that ACEs are far more
prevalent among people who have committed serious and violent crimes. This is not surprising, since
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the most common effects of ACEs — trauma, toxic levels of stress, developmental damage, emotional
and behavioral issues, and substance use — are all associated with elevated risk of involvement in legal
systems.** In other words, people who commit serious violent crimes are often coping with traumas
stretching back to childhood that were never acknowledged or treated, following them like a shadow
into adolescence and adulthood.

It is important to note that circumstances and factors beyond ACEs — perhaps especially the absence of
strong support systems that bolster resilience and provide opportunities for positive growth — also
influence an individual's potential for involvement in criminal legal systems.*

ACEs and Juvenile Delinquency

Studies focusing on youth involved in what is commonly referred to as the juvenile justice system show

a clear association between ACEs and delinquency. Specifically, system-involved youth are more likely to
report multiple ACEs than their non-system-involved peers.** ACEs are disproportionately higher among
system-involved youth even after accounting for socioeconomic factors, suggesting that trauma plays a
crucial role in their early involvement with legal systems.*

This trend appears to be particularly acute for children aged 12 and younger.*® A limited number of
studies indicate that younger children referred to the juvenile justice system are more likely to have
experienced a greater number of ACEs than their older counterparts.? They also tend to exhibit higher
rates of family and school problems and are more frequently referred to the justice system by schools,
compared with older adolescents entering the system.*® Youth who were relatively younger at the age of
their first referral also have a greater number of arrests and a higher risk of multiple periods of
incarceration as juveniles.*® These potentially divergent outcomes between younger and older youth
could be rooted in the severity and extent of their exposure to ACEs.
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The role of substance use: There is a high prevalence of substance use among youth generally, with
increased risk during the transition to young adulthood.* According to one study, 60% of high school
graduates have used alcohol, 36% have used marijuana, and 24% have tried cigarettes.*

Research suggests that ACEs contribute to substance use problems and are also associated with
antisocial behavior, including breaking the law.*> One study found that ACEs increased the likelihood of
receiving a diagnosis of antisocial personality disorder (ASPD).* Two other studies found that substance
use problems as a result of ACEs led to serious, violent, and chronic delinquency, as well as increased
suicidality.**

It might be that substance use diminishes or competes with protective factors (i.e. factors that are
negatively associated with justice system involvement and thus “protect” against crime or delinquency)
that could otherwise mitigate the negative impact of ACEs on behavior.*

ACEs and violence: The majority of maltreated young people never engage in criminal behavior, let alone
serious violence. This conclusion is supported by more than 100 studies examining the association
between ACEs and offending behavior.*” Indeed, the potential pathway from maltreatment to
committing serious harm is mediated by a complex interplay of individual, social, and contextual risk
and protective factors.*® Social and emotional development, educational attainment, substance use, and
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other internal and external factors raise or lower a person’s likelihood of engaging in violence, and this
is true even after controlling for socioeconomic factors.*

Nevertheless, ACEs do increase a person’s risk of engaging in serious, violent, and chronic (SVC)
delinquency.® In retrospective studies, most young people involved in SVC delinquency have a history of
ACEs.”" In one study, for example, an elevated ACEs score was found to significantly predict aggression,
impulsivity, and deviant peer imitation, as well as school difficulties, substance abuse problems, and
mental health problems.>?

Delinquency as a gateway to deeper involvement in the criminal legal system: Research consistently shows
early-onset delinquent behavior to be a strong predictor of persistent involvement in legal systems, as
well as other negative life outcomes.>*>** Young people coping with the effects of ongoing or past ACEs
are at the center of a tsunami of mutually reinforcing circumstances and behaviors: They experience
physical and mental health problems, struggle in school and sometimes drop out, have limited support
and opportunities, and as a result, make choices that repeatedly trigger a punitive and often misguided
response from legal systems.**

Overall, this body of literature suggests that juvenile justice officials should take into account the life
histories and considerable adversities children often confront long before they enter the system,
recognizing the impact of these adverse experiences on their development and behavior.”” This is the
foundation for effective interventions — far less punitive and often non-legal in nature — that can meet
their needs and promote positive outcomes in the long term. Research suggests three broad strategies
to realize such a shift in policy and practice: frame discussions of "justice" in a developmental context,
consider ACEs scores as mitigating factors in sentencing decisions, and ground the criminal legal system
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in developmental psychology and public health.®® An understanding of the complex interplay between
ACEs, substance use, and criminal behavior should also inform efforts across systems to identify and
support youth and young adults who are coping with the adverse events and circumstances they
experienced in childhood.

Protective Factors and Building Resilience in Adolescence

SVC delinquency often begins during adolescence, between the ages of 12 and 20.>° Therefore, the
optimal time to prevent youth from engaging in serious delinquency is during their early, formative
years.® Central to this approach is investing in the supports that foster resilience, which protects young
people from the worst consequences of ACEs and often from additional adverse experiences.

Resilience is not a fixed trait but rather a dynamic process characterized by positive adaptation and
healthy development in the face of significant risk or adversity. Resilience can be strengthened through
protective factors and opportunities for growth and development. An interplay of environmental and
internal factors contributes to resilience in adolescence — from self-esteem to safe spaces, to supportive
relationships with adults and peers.

Social connections & relationships: Positive and nurturing relationships with parents, caregivers, teachers,
and other supportive adults can buffer the impact of adversity and provide children with emotional
support, guidance, and a sense of security.5"626364

Safe & supportive environments: This entails giving children the space, both literally and figuratively, to
heal through nurturing, stable, and secure environments that promote a sense of safety, belonging, and
trust. It includes nurturing home environments; community programs, services, and resources that
address the needs of children and families affected by ACEs (e.g. mental health services, counseling,
parenting support, community-based organizations);*> and school environments that promote
inclusivity, support, and engagement.®®
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Cultural & religious ties & beliefs: Cultural and religious beliefs and practices can provide a sense of
meaning, purpose, and support, as well as a framework for understanding and coping with adversity.®’
Active involvement in extracurricular activities, community programs, or volunteer work can also be
ways to strengthen cultural and community ties.®®

Access to essential resources: Access to quality education and healthcare promotes children's well-being,
provides stability, and enhances their ability to recover and thrive after traumatic experiences.® It also
promotes cognitive development and academic success and supports healthy development in other
ways.”07"

Individual attributes and skills: Certain individual attributes and skills also contribute to resilience in the
face of challenging circumstances and events.”? Promoting the development of adaptive coping
strategies, emotional regulation, problem-solving, self-esteem, and a positive self-identity and optimistic
outlook can help children effectively navigate and cope with adversity.”>”*

ACEs Among Incarcerated Adults

Research on ACEs among incarcerated adults is limited to comparatively smaller samples, but findings
suggest the prevalence and number of ACEs among incarcerated men and women is far higher than the
rate among the population at large.” In one study, incarcerated men reported an average of 4.3 ACEs,
and incarcerated women reported an average of 5.5 ACEs.”® The most common reported childhood
adversities were emotional, physical, and sexual abuse; growing up with divorced parents, witnessing
domestic violence, and having household members with substance use and mental health disorders.””
The majority of women and a significant portion of men in this study fell into the highest risk category
for poor outcomes in adulthood, indicating the cumulative impact of ACEs.”® Impact Justice’s own study
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of incarcerated men, produced similar findings: Fully half of formerly incarcerated men responding to a
survey about childhood trauma reported at least nine ACEs, and some of them as many as all 16.

In addition to the study of ACEs, research has explored traumatic experiences that occur across the
lifespan, including during and after incarceration.” These studies have found high rates of trauma
among both incarcerated men and women. Incarcerated women often report experiences of sexual
abuse, intimate partner violence, and other forms of violence.®’ In comparison, incarcerated men report
higher rates of non-sexual interpersonal trauma and witnessing extreme harm to others.?' Studies
indicate that almost all incarcerated men have experienced at least one-lifetime traumatic experience,
with a significant percentage reporting direct violence, including violent sexual assault and witnessing
serious injuries or death.® Similar findings have been reported for incarcerated women, with high rates
of lifetime traumatic experiences.® The role that ACEs may play in adult victimization and/or exposure to
violence has yet to be fully explored and should be a focus of future research.

Traumatic experiences do not cease once a person is incarcerated. Studies show that people are likely to
experience and/or witness violence while incarcerated.®* One study estimated 292 per 1,000 staff-on-
resident physical assaults and 252 per 1,000 resident-on-resident physical assaults.®> In addition, many
incarcerated men and women fear and/or experience sexual victimization, including by staff, in the
facility where they are incarcerated — assaults that often go unreported, as they do in the population at
large.® One study found that 63% of sexual assaults are not reported to police.®’

Addressing trauma symptoms and providing appropriate mental health interventions and support
during and after incarceration is crucial to breaking cycles of harm and punishment among individuals
with a history of significant trauma. Trauma-informed approaches within the criminal legal system
would contribute significantly to promoting rehabilitation and successful reentry reducing recidivism.®
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