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ACEs



(Adverse Childhood Experiences)



Tackling childhood trauma and why it’s a

big deal for a healthy life course

Professor Mark A. Bellis

Director of Policy, Research and International Development

Public Health Wales

Professor of Public Health, Bangor University

Email: mark.bellis@wales.nhs.uk; Twitter @markabellis



Early Life Experience and The Brain

Childhood

• First 2 years - baby’s brain grows from

25% to 80% of adult size

• Critical restructuring continues through

childhood for empathy, trust, community

Fight or Run Away



Health

Threat

At Rest



Exhausted

Recovery



Fixed

Allostatic load

ACEs

At Rest



Chronic Stress from ACEs

• Violence - over-develop ‘life-preserving’ brain



NEUTRAL CUES LOOK THREATENING



• School – anxious, disengaged, poor learner



Tau et al, 2010; Mercy, Butchart, Bellis et al, 2014



How many people suffered ACEs 0-18 years old?

European Survey of students 18-25 years old (n=10,696)



ACE are:



Wales



England



E. Europe



Physical abuse



17%



15%



18.6%



Sexual abuse



10%



6%



7.5%



Domestic violence



16%



Latvia

13%



14.6%



Parental separation



20%



24%



14.1%



16.2%



Emotional neglect



11.8%



Lithuania

12.9%8.0%



Emotional abuse



Household member:



Russian

Federation

12.8%



12%



10.0%23.4%



Alcohol problem



14%



10%



16.4%



Street drug user



5%



Albania

4%

41.0%



Average



England 48% suffered

at least one ACE; 9%

Romania

4+ ACEs



14%



Montenegro

4%

5%

6.9%



18.6%



East Europe 53%

suffered at least one

ACE, 7% 4+ ACEs



Depressed/suicidal



Incarcerated



Physical

Abuse



5.3%

FYR

Macedonia

2.6%

19.6%



Wales 47% suffered

at least one ACE, 14%

Turkey

4+ ACEs

14.6%



Bellis et al, 2014. Bull World Health Organ 2014;92:641–655B; Paunovic, Markovic et al. 2015. Bellis et al, 2014, 2016



Adverse Childhood Experiences ACEs - The Life Course

Death



Early Death



Life Course



Non Communicable Disease, Disability,

Social Problems, Low Productivity



Birth



Bellis 2016



Adopt Health Harming

Behaviours and Crime

Social, Emotional and

Learning Problems

Disrupted Nervous, Hormonal

and Immune Development

ACEs Adverse

Childhood Experiences

Developed from Felitti et al. 1998



Early Adolescence and

Concurrent ACEs (Age 13-14 years)

• Somatic

complaints



3+

ACE Count



• Include - digestive

problems,

headaches, skin

disorders



SomaticSomatic

Complaint

Complaint



• Actual Cause



• Stress /emotional

factors



2



1

Reference = 0 ACEs



0



Egger et al 1999, Flaherty et al, 2013, Bellis, Hughes &amp; Ford, In Press



1



2



3



Adjusted Odds Ratio



4



Early Adolescence and

Resilience

Wales

Concurrent ACEs (Age

13-14in years)

ACE II Survey



• Somatic

complaints



4+

ACE Count



• Include - digestive

problems,

headaches, skin

disorders



Ill healthIll health



2-3



• Actual Cause



• Stress /emotional

factors



1

Reference = 0 ACEs



0



Egger et al 1999, Flaherty et al, 2013, Bellis, Hughes &amp; Ford, In Press



1



2



3



Adjusted Odds Ratio



4



National Study of ACEs in Wales (18-69 years)



Compared with people

with no ACEs, those

with 4+ ACEs were:

4



times more likely to be a high risk drinker



6



times more likely to smoke tobacco or E-cigs



11



times more likely to have smoked cannabis



16



times more likely to have used crack cocaine or heroin



20



times more likely to have been incarcerated in their life

INDEPENDENT OF POVERTY



Bellis et al. 2015, n=2028



Collaborative Global ACE Analysis with WHO

WEIGHT &amp; EXERCISE



PHYSICAL HEALTH



1.5



2.1



1.2



SEXUAL HEALTH



1.4



2.2



Diabetes Physical Obesity

Heart disease

2.2

Smoking 2.8

inactivity

Heavy alcohol use

Poor self-rated health

2.3

Multiple 3.6

Cancer

2.8

sexual partners

Liver/digestive disease

3.7

Early sexual initiation

3.0

Respiratory disease

Teenage pregnancy 4.2

3.7 Anxiety

Illicit drug use

5.6

Low life satisfaction

4.4

Problem alcohol use

Depression

Suicide

Problem

Violence

Victimisation

5.8

STIs

4.4

attempt

drug

use

perpetration

5.9



7.5

8.1



30.1



10.2



Hughes, Bellis, Hardcastle et al, 2017 Lancet Public Health



MENTAL HEALTH



VIOLENCE



SUBSTANCE USE



Exposure to Violence in Last 12 months

ACE COUNT

40



1



2-3



≥4



Hit Someone



35

Percentage (+/-95%CIs)



0



30%



30

25

20

15

10

5



3%



0

18-29



30-39



40-49



Age (years)



(England and Wales; n=7414)
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