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WHAT ARE ADVERSE 
CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES? 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 
are stressful or traumatic experiences 

that can  potentially have a huge 
impact on children and young people 

across their life course. 

THE IMPACT OF ACEs: WHY DOES IT MATTER? 
Without the right support, ACEs can potentially have negative, 

lasting effects on health, mental health and social 

outcomes. In the absence of supportive relationships, 
studies have found that there is an increased risk of 

disrupted nervous, hormonal and immune 
development, emotional and learning 

problems, engaging in health 
harming behaviour, being 
involved in violence and 

suffering illness like diabetes, 
heart disease and cancer. 

ACEs could include (but are not restricted 
to) a parent/carer with mental ill health, 
domestic violence, physical abuse, sexual 
abuse, emotional and physical neglect, 
exploitation, a parent/carer being 

incarcerated, migration, critical illness,  
 survivorship and bereavement. 

QUESTIONS  
TO CONSIDER AND DISCUSS 

   HOW MIGHT 
PEOPLE WITH 
ACEs BEHAVE? 

WHAT CAN BE DONE TO SUPPORT 
PEOPLE? 

THE BENEFITS  
OF AN ‘ACE LENS’ 

WHAT DO WE 
NEED TO KNOW 

     Each person responds 
to trauma in their own 
way based on different  
factors. However, the  
 following examples indicate 

how trauma can commonly 
present itself: 

angry outbursts 

impulsive 

poor self-esteem 

withdrawn 

distrusting 

anxious 

difficulty 
controlling 

emotion 

feelings of 
guilt/shame 

‘on edge’ 

hyper-vigilant 

perceives 
hostility in others 

when none 
present 

may appear to 
‘regress’ into 

childhood 

People who have experienced ACEs are not doomed 
to suffer the negative consequences described 
above. Instead, support from a trusted adult 

and building resilience through focusing on 
protective factors like problem-solving  

skills, how to manage emotions,  

creating a stable environment  

and participation in hobbies  
and interests (among others) 

are ways to guard against 

the potential negative 
impacts of ACEs. 

Being aware of ACEs, 
allows professionals to be  
more compassionate or  
‘trauma-informed’ in their 
practice. This benefits everyone. 

Being compassionate  ranges from providing the 
support shown to the right, to reducing any 
unnecessary causes of stress so as not to ‘re-
traumatise’ people. 

This is because every interaction is an 
intervention (Treisman, 2018). 

A compassionate approach creates a calm, kind environment in 
which people can avoid triggers for their past trauma and in 
which they can thrive by learning to manage their emotions. 

There is a lot of debate 
around the ACEs 
‘movement’. 

There are disagreements over whether 
people should have their number of ACEs 
counted to achieve a ‘score’. 

Some argue that the ACEs ‘model’ is a ‘deficit’ 
model that ‘medicalises’ people and only 
focusses on negative outcomes rather than 
areas of strength for individuals. 
Some argue that focussing on resilience as a 
response to ACEs assumes everybody with ACEs 
lacks resilience and that this is patronising. 
Most tend to agree that a ‘trauma-informed’ 
approach is best as this is asset-based, but 
there are disagreements about using this term 
as it could exclude people that don’t know it. 

• Do I know how to identify 
ACEs/trauma? 

• Do I know how to support someone 
displaying signs of trauma? 

• Do I know where to signpost/refer 
people or families? 

• Do I show compassionate 
practice/ ‘trauma- 
informed’ practice 
in my work? 

Free ACEs e-learning @ www.acesonlinelearning.com 
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