Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs):
What Are ACEs?
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are potentially traumatic events that occur before age 18. They include:
· Abuse: physical, emotional, sexual
· Neglect: physical and emotional
· Household challenges: domestic violence, substance misuse, mental illness, incarceration, parental separation/divorce
ACEs disrupt healthy development and increase lifelong risk for physical, emotional, and behavioral problems.
Impact of ACEs on Adolescents
1. Relationships & Emotional Health
· 2–4× more likely to experience dating violence or coercive relationships
· Increased mistrust, withdrawal, or anxiety in close relationships
· Difficulties with emotional regulation and conflict management
2. Education & School Engagement
· Students with 3+ ACEs are 2.5× more likely to be suspended or expelled
· 20–30% lower graduation rates for youth with 3 or more ACEs
· Higher rates of absenteeism, learning difficulties, and behavior challenges
3. Sexual Behaviors & Health
· Adolescents with 4+ ACEs are 3× more likely to initiate sex before age 15
· Teen pregnancy risk increases 2–5× with rising ACE scores
· Higher likelihood of multiple partners or inconsistent contraception
4. Substance Use, Mental Health & Risk Behaviors
· 3–6× higher risk or depression, anxiety, and suicidal ideation
· 2–4× more likely to misuse alcohol or drugs; up to 7× for high ACE scores
· Elevated risk of violence, delinquency, and self-harm
Understanding ACEs helps shift the question from “What’s wrong with this young person?” to “What happened, and what do they need to thrive?” This mindset supports compassionate, effective, and equitable practice across education, justice, health, and community settings.
Bottom Line
ACEs affect development, behavior, relationships, and long-term outcomes — but hope, safety, and support transform trajectories. Every positive relationship, every skill gained, and every caring interaction strengthens pathways toward a healthier future.
