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The impact of early life experiences on
our life course

Early Childhood Experiences and links
with Early Developmental Disorders
Trevor Spratt
Trinity Research in Childhood Centre

Three influential factors:
• Early experiences are foundational for later life:
‘the child is father of the man’ TS Eliot.
• Findings from large scale surveys and longitudinal
cohort studies demonstrating connections
between early experienced events/conditions
and later life expressions of these.
• The development of bio/psycho/social models
informed by technological advances in brain
imaging and genetics.

Adverse Childhood Experiences
• Ten item questionnaire on areas of abuse and
family dysfunction experienced in the first 18
years of life.
• Around half the population have an ACE score of
one or more.
• The higher the score, so increases the probability
of experiencing a range of poorer than average
health and social outcomes over the life-course.
• The mechanisms for translation include
physiological embedding of trauma, distorted
psychological processing, risk taking behaviours
and detrimental health choices.

What’s My ACE Score?
•
•
•
•
•
•

Prior to your 18th birthday:
1. Did a parent or other adult in the household often or very often…
Swear at you, insult you, put you down, or humiliate you?
or
Act in a way that made you afraid that you might be physically hurt?
Yes No
If yes enter 1

•
•
•
•
•

2. Did a parent or other adult in the household often or very often…
Push, grab, slap, or throw something at you?
or
Ever hit you so hard that you had marks or were injured?
Yes No
If yes enter 1

•
•
•
•
•

3. Did an adult or person at least 5 years older than you ever…
Touch or fondle you or have you touch their body in a sexual way?
or
Attempt or actually have oral, anal, or vaginal intercourse with you?
Yes No
If yes enter 1
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What’s My ACE Score?

What’s My ACE Score?
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

4. Did you often or very often feel that …

No one in your family loved you or thought you were important or special?
or
Your family didn’t look out for each other, feel close to each other, or support
each other?
Yes No
If yes enter 1
5. Did you often or very often feel that …
You didn't have enough to eat, had to wear dirty clothes, and had no one to
protect you?
or
Your parents were too drunk or high to take care of you or take you to the
doctor if you needed it?
Yes No
If yes enter 1
6. Was a biological parent ever lost to you through divorced, abandonment, or
other reason ?
Yes No
If yes enter 1

Prevalence of ACEs in the population
ACE Score
0
1
2
3
4 or more

Prevalence
48%
25%
13%
7%
7%

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

7. Was your mother or stepmother:
Often or very often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had something thrown at her?
or
Sometimes, often, or very often kicked, bitten, hit with a fist, or hit with something
hard?
or
Ever repeatedly hit over at least a few minutes or threatened with a gun or knife?
Yes No
If yes enter 1
8. Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic or who used street
drugs?
Yes No
If yes enter 1

•

9. Was a household member depressed or mentally ill or did a household member
attempt suicide?
Yes No
If yes enter 1

•
•

10. Did a household member go to prison?
Yes No
If yes enter 1

•

Now add up your “Yes”
” answers: _______ This is your ACE Score

Impact upon physical health
Compared to those who have an ACE score of
zero, those with a score of 4 or more are:
• 4 times more likely to develop type 2 diabetes
• 3 times more likely to develop respiratory
disease
• 3 times more likely to develop heart disease
• With an ACE score of 7, life expectancy is 60
years (25% below population norm)
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ACEs can be expressed in different ways

ACEs and mental health

Adverse Childhood Experiences and Smoking

Childhood Experiences and Adult Alcoholism
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ACE Score and Intravenous Drug Use

Adverse Childhood Experiences and
Likelihood of > 50 Sexual Partners
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ACEs and poverty
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The toxic stress model

Implications for health and social care
professionals - Why multiples matter
’….many adult diseases should be viewed as
developmental disorders that begin early in life and
that persistent health disparities associated with
poverty, discrimination, or maltreatment could be
reduced by the alleviation of toxic stress in childhood.’
American Paediatric Association

‘In all cases the pattern has been the same—the
greater the number of adverse experiences in
childhood, the greater the likelihood of health problems
in later life’
Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University, 2010
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ACEs and child development

Sources of toxic stress in children
Abuse & neglect

Diagnosis: ADHD or child traumatic stress?
The National Child Traumatic Stress Network

Postpartum depression

Parental substance abuse

Overlap between trauma and ADHD symptoms
The National Child Traumatic Stress Network

‘Jack’s third grade teacher has been noticing that he has difficulty
concentrating in the classroom. When she mentions this to Jack’s
mother, she reports that he also struggles with following
instructions for completing chores at home. During a
parent/teacher conference, the teacher says that she believes Jack
is displaying signs of ADHD. Jack’s mother discloses, however, that
his difficulty with concentration seemed to appear after a series of
sometimes violent family conflicts during which his father struck
him and his mother, and subsequently moved out of the house.
After moving out, Jack's father was injured on his construction job
and ended up hospitalized for an extended period.
Does Jack have ADHD or might he be showing symptoms of Child
Traumatic Stress? Or might he have both? A number of researchers
believe that child traumatic stress can sometimes be mistaken for
ADHD because of the overlap between ADHD symptoms and the
effects of experiencing trauma.’
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Prevalence of ACEs among children with and
without ADHD: Brown et al. 2017

Associations between ACEs and ADHD
diagnosis and severity: Brown et al. 2017
• ‘Children with parent reported ADHD had a
significantly higher prevalence of ACEs across
all ACE categories compared with children
without ADHD.’
• ‘We also observed a graded relationship
between ACE score and parent reported ADHD
diagnosis, and a trend toward a graded
relationship between ACE score and parentrated moderate to severe ADHD.’

ACEs and ADHD diagnosis at age 9:
Jimenez et al. 2017
• ‘In this study of urban children, ACEs occurring
before age 5 years as well as between the ages of
5 and 9 years were associated with ADHD at age
9 years.’
• ‘The findings from this study are consistent with
past work linking ACEs to parent-reported ADHD.’
• ‘There are two potential explanations…that
trauma symptoms are mistaken for ADHD and
that there is a causal effect of ACEs on ADHD
symptoms… [I]t is plausible that ACEs play a role
in amplifying the symptomology.’
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Associations between abuse/neglect and ADHD from
childhood to young adulthood: A prospective
nationally-representative twin study: Stern et al. 2018

What can we do about this?
A public health approach to ACEs

• ‘Our findings highlight the possibility of a longterm effect of disruptive behavior on the risk
of experiencing violence victimization rather
than the other way around.’

It would have to have regard to the following:
• The ACE ‘footprint’ of the country
• The level of income inequality
• Is there universal access to health and social care?
• Is there an all of government ACE approach to policy?
• Do services agree an ACE philosophy and conjoin services?
• Are communities ACE aware?
• Research to produce an evidence base of ‘what works’ in
ACE prevention and amelioration.

ACE footprint in Wales

Ace footprint in Saudi Arabia

4+

4+

14%

28.7%

2-3 Ace 13%

2-3 Ace 27.4%

1 Ace 20%

1 Ace 23.6%

• ‘Childhood ADHD predicted abuse/neglect in
later years (concentrated among individuals
with co-morbid conduct disorder).’

0 Ace 53%

0 Ace 20.3%
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Building ACE resilient schools
www.resiliencetrumpsaces.org

Examples of evidence supported intervention
programmes

• In one high school 33% of children were ACE 4+
• Score was best predictor of health, attendance
and behaviour and educational success related
more to ACEs than income.
• Intervention to help staff become ACE aware and
efforts to enhance care-giver relationships, build
competency and promote self-regulation and
share emotional experiences.
• Result: 75% less fights, 83% less exclusions (798
to 135) and improved graduation rates.

• There are a few evidentially supported preventative
interventions: The Family Foundations programme
(during pregnancy) has been found to reduce couple
conflict, with improvements in children's behaviour
noted at ages 3 and 7
• The Lieberman model of Infant-Parent Psychotherapy
has been found to reduce symptoms of trauma. It is
delivered in weekly one-hour sessions over a year ( by
therapist or SW).

ACEs in cases of teenage suicide – Devaney et al.

ACEs and suicide attempts in childhood & adulthood
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Buffering effect for high ACE score: One positive
and sustained relationship with an adult

Build ‘warm relationships’!

• Question for adults with ACE scores of 4+. ‘As a
child was there an adult you trusted and could
talk to about your problems?’
• Of those who responded ‘always’ 8% reported
problem drinking, 12% use of cocaine and heroin
and 12% had been imprisoned.
• Of those who responded ‘never’ 21% reported
problem drinking, 21% use of cocaine and heroin
and 41% had been imprisoned.
ACE Resilience Survey 2017, Mark Bellis, unpublished data
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