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Childhood experience have power effect on who we become as adults



zThe Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACE) Study

§ Dr Vincent Felitti of Kaiser Permanente department of 
Preventive Medicine in San Diego 

§ Dr Robert Anda of Centre of Disease Control (CDC) USA

§ “Why people who have successfully lost weight in weight 
loss program for morbid obesity, drop out of the progam

and put weight back on?”



z
ACE Study (1995)

§ Histories of childhood sexual abuse and trauma

§ Weight gain was a way to protect/ comfort 

§ Adult health risk behaviours as compensations

§ Study with collaboration with CDC

§ Decade long research-17,000 people involved

§ Largest study ever done on this subject
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§ Middle-class Americans with high quality health insurance 

§ 80 % Whites including Hispanics, 

§ 10% Blacks,  10 % Asians

§ Equal numbers M:F 

§ 74% had attended college

§ Average age was 57 yrsD
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z Abuse

§ Physical (28%) 

§ Emotional: (11%) 

§ Contact sexual abuse (28% 
women, 16% men; 22% overall) 

Neglect 

§ Physical (10%) 

§ Emotional (15%)

Household dysfunction

§ Mental illness in family (17%)

§ Mother treated violently (13%) 

§ Biological parents divorce (23%)

§ Imprisoned (6%)

§ Alcoholic or drug user (27%))
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ACE study: Main findings 

§ 2 in 3  had at least a score of 1
§ 1 in 6 had a score > 4
§ 1 in 9 had score > 5
§ Women were more likely to have > 5 score
§ Conclusion: Physician is more likely to see people 

with high ACE Scores especially women 
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EMOTIONAL PROBLEMS 
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Chronic  Depression 

Suicide Attempts Hallucinations

Antidepressant Prescription Rates
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Number of Unexplained Symptoms 

Memory impairment
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HEALTH RISK BEHAVIOURS



H
ea

lth
 R

is
ks

Smoking

Alcoholism

What is the basic cause of 
addiction in adult life?

Substance dependence 
Or 
Adverse childhood experience?

IV drug use 
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MEDICAL DISEASES 
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Liver Disease 

COPD

Coronary Artery Disease
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LIFE EXPECTANCEY
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Life expectance of ACE 
score > 6 less by 20 years 
(compared to ACE score 0)

Life Expectancy
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MECHANISM
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§ Lower SES accounts for 
§ All-cause and disease-specific and morbidity and mortality 

§ Physical risk factors, mood, substance use disorders

§ Lower SES doesn’t account for health and longevity 
variability

§ ACE study had Middle SES and health were related to 
childhood adversities

§ ACE account for 50–75% population attributable risk for 
alcoholism, depression, suicidal behavior and drug abuse

Socio-Economic Status or Childhood Adversity 



§ Interactions of Gene-Environmental 
influence whether disorders will 
manifest or nor

§ Social and Physical cues determines 
which genes are expressed, how & 
when

§ This known as Epigenetic adaptation 

§ Both positive and negative experiences 
shape our brains/ bodies 

Gene- Environment Interactions and 
Epigenetics

M
ec

ha
ni

sm



Brain Plasticity

§ Personal experiences create, 
strengthen and reorganize and 
eliminate neuronal connections 
(Neuroplasticity)

§ Brain changes during development 
and is shaped throughout lifetime 
(Hebbian Plasticity) 

§ Developmental years are more 
important 
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General Adaptation Syndrome

§ In 1930 Hens Selye injected ovarian 
extract in rats peritoneum

§ Stress-not ovarian extract-caused 
peptic ulcers, enlarged adrenal glands, 
shrunken immune tissues

§ Two conclusions:

1. Body has a consistent set of 
responses to a broad array of 
stressors

2. If the stressors go on too long, they 
make you sick

§ Selye called this General 
adaptation syndrome (1956)   
now called Stress response
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Childhood Trauma as “Toxic stress”



STRESS RESPONSE: 
Hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA)axis and                 

Flight–Fight response
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§ Brain-Body link

§ Opposite actions

§ SNS prepares body 
for Fight and Flight 

§ PNS maintains 
homeostasis 



Structural changes in Brain
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Elevated cortisol in Body
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Trauma Sensitive Care

§ Buffering relationships- attachments

§ Sensitive questioning during clinical assessment

§ Trauma informed care at every level

§ Latest neuroscientific approaches-

§ Heart rate variability training

§ EEG biofeedback/Neurofeedback



Neurofeedback
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