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What are ACEs? 

Graphic: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, rwjf.org/aces 
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ACEs are common 

Graphic: Robert Wood Johnson Foundation, rwjf.org/aces 



26 

ACEs cause toxic stress 

Graphic: kaboom.org 

Positive  Stress 
(ex. getting a shot)   
Brief. Part of healthy 
development. 

Tolerable Stress  
(ex. death in family) 
More severe. 
Buffered by adult 
support 

Toxic Stress 
(ex. chronic neglect) 
Strong, frequent 
and/or prolonged 
adversity, without 
enough adult support 
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 Toxic stress harms brain architecture 
• Children’s brains that are 

constantly bathed in “fight or 
flight” hormones start to wire 
differently 

• Neutral facial expressions may 
be interpreted as threatening 

• Fewer connections grow in 
“reasoning” section of brain 

• Weaker impulse control, 
shorter attention spans 

 

Image: Orion Children International 
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• Chronic stress sends 
white blood cells into 
overdrive (chronic 
inflammation) 

• Common unhealthy 
responses to toxic 
stress: smoking and 
alcohol abuse 

Image: Miller et al., Biol Psychiatry 2009;65:734 

 …and the rest of the body too 
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This has broad impacts 

Graphic: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 

Dose-response relationship 
with 40+ health outcomes  



30 Data: Nadine Burke Harris/Center for Youth Wellness 

Leading Cause of Death Odds Ratio 

1 Heart disease 2.2 

2 Cancer 1.9 

3 Chronic lower respiratory diseases 3.9 

4 Accident 

5 Stroke 2.4 

6 Alzheimer’s 4.2 

7 Diabetes 

8 Influenza and Pneumonia 

9 Kidney disease 

10 Suicide 12.2 

Odds Ratios 
associated 

with 4 ACEs 
(CDC 2015, 
Felitti 1998) 



31 

We can overcome ACEs 
• Good news: Trauma-induced changes (including 

epigenetic changes) are reversible 

• The brain is plastic, and the body wants to heal 
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How to create resilience 
• Reducing adversity 

• Safe, stable and nurturing 
relationships and environments 

• Sleep 

• Exercise 

• Nutrition 

• Mindfulness 

• Mental health 
Photo:  Thinkstock 
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How Brains are Built 

 

 

 

 

 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmVWOe1ky8s 

 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=LmVWOe1ky8s
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How communities can help 

• Raise awareness about ACEs 
• If you work with children, screen for ACEs 

– Early detection allows prompt intervention 

• Reduce adversity and support caretakers 
– Home visiting programs 
– Mental healthcare 
– Two-generation interventions 
– Social work 

• Create safe and connected communities 
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Resources 

• VetoViolence.cdc.gov 

• AcesTooHigh.com 

• CommunityResilienceCookbook.org 

• Mobile-friendly ACE quiz on NPR.org website 

https://vetoviolence.cdc.gov/apps/phl/resource_center_infographic.html
https://acestoohigh.com/aces-101/
http://communityresiliencecookbook.org/tastes-of-success/
https://www.npr.org/sections/health-shots/2015/03/02/387007941/take-the-ace-quiz-and-learn-what-it-does-and-doesnt-mean
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Thank you! 

 

Colleen.bridger@sanantonio.gov 

210-207-8731 
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