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Adverse Childhood Experiences:  Opportunity for 
Integrating ACES into Genetic Conversations

Objectives for Today’s Session

1. Brief Overview of Adverse Childhood Experiences

2. Resilience

3. Epigenetics and Relationship to ACE Prevalence 

4. Creating Synergy in our Program Planning
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Health Factors Affecting Health
Outcomes1

Health 
Factors

Health Behaviors 30%

Tobacco use

Diet & Exercise

Alcohol use

Clinical Care 20%
Access to care

Quality of care

Social & Economic Factors 
40%

Education

Employment

Income

Family & Social Support

Community Safety

Physical Environment 10%
Environmental Quality

Built Environment
1http://www.countyhealthrankings.org/our-approach
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Community Environments:
Another Vital Sign

Your Zip Code is More 
Significant than Your Genetic Code:
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https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=dJEwC4wCM70
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Abuse and Neglect
1. Child physical abuse 
2. Child sexual abuse
3. Child emotional abuse
4. Emotional Neglect
5. Physical Neglect

Indicators of Family Dysfunction
6.   Mentally ill, depressed or suicidal person in the home
7. Drug addicted or alcoholic family member
8. Witnessing domestic violence against the mother
9.   Parental discord – indicated by divorce, separation, abandonment
10. Incarceration of any family member

ACE Score: the number of categories of adverse childhood  experience to which a person was exposed.

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES 
The Most Powerful Determinate of the Public’s Health
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Adverse Childhood Experiences
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ACEs are Highly Interrelated and 
More ACEs Predict More Health Problems
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Many States Are Collecting ACEs Data
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• ACE score of >4 is 460% more likely to suffer from depression

• ACE score of >6 is 250% more likely to smoke

• ACE score of >4 is 260% more likely to have COPD

• ACE score of >7 as an adult would have 30 fold more likelihood of suicide, 3000%

• ACE score of >7 as child would have 51-fold more likelihood of attempted 
suicide, 5100% 

• ACE score of >4 for women has a 500% more likelihood of becoming victim to 
domestic abuse and a 900% more likelihood to be a victim of Rape.

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES 
The Most Powerful Determinate of the Public’s Health
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Health Outcomes Most Closely Associated with ACEs

Condition Pearson Chi-square* Risk of Condition** 95% Confidence Interval 

Diagnosed depression Significant (<0.01) 2.41 2.40 to 2.42
Chronic obstructive pulmonary disease (COPD) Significant (<0.01) 1.83 1.82 to 1.84
Poor mental health more than half of last month Significant (<0.01) 1.82 1.81 to 1.82
Ever told asthma Significant (<0.01) 1.69 1.68 to 1.69
General health status (poor) Significant (<0.01) 1.64 1.64 to 1.65
Current asthma Significant (<0.01) 1.57 1.56 to 1.58
Poor physical health more than half of last month Significant (<0.01) 1.31 1.30 to 1.31
Cancer Significant (<0.01) 1.06 1.06 to 1.07
Cardiovascular disease Significant (<0.01) 1.03 1.03 to 1.03
Arthritis Significant (<0.01) 1.00 1.00 to 1.01
Diabetes Significant (<0.01) 0.98 0.98 to 0.99
Stroke Significant (<0.01) 0.91 0.90 to 0.92
Coronary heart disease Significant (<0.01) 0.85 0.84 to 0.85
Heart attack Significant (<0.01) 0.72 0.71 to 0.72

*Alpha level set at 0.05 prior to analysis **The prevalence of the condition among those with one or more ACE compared to the prevalence among those with zero ACEs.

Analysis by Public Sector Consultants based on weighted prevalence estimates among Michigan's adult population provided by the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services.

Source: Murad A. and O. Barth. 2016. Michigan Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System Survey Data. Lansing: Michigan Department of Health and Human Services, Lifecourse Epidemiology and Genomics Division.9/29/2020 14



ACEs Related Illnesses & Social Problems
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Economic Impact of health care: 
Using Michigan As Example

FACT:  Nearly $80 Billion -- estimated health care expenditures in Michigan, including out of 
pocket expenses—Much of this is paying for utilization of health care that has ACE as its “Root”.  
Failure to address the “root” cause:

Taxpayers have huge responsibility:
◦ Nearly one quarter of Michigan’s Citizens are on Medicaid
◦ Nearly 18% are on Medicare

State Budget Health Expenditures are Stretched 
◦ Medicaid
◦ State Employees and Retirees

Other Programs go unfunded/underfunded
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| The Impact of Toxic Stress



Traumatized people…

do not feel safe in their own 
bodies 
view life through the lens of fear
may be a thing of the past but the 
body keeps reacting as if you are 
in imminent danger  
frequent use of drugs and alcohol 
to dull the pain

Source: Bessel van der Kolk, M.D.
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Impact of Unresolved Trauma 

Impaired ability to self-regulate 
Impulsive/reactive behavior
Intense emotions drive 
behavior  
Diminished capacity to reason
General sense of trouble

Source: Ross, G. 2007 Beyond the Trauma Vortex into the Healing Vortex, 
International Trauma Healing Institute
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Epigenetics and Intergenerational 
Trauma

Teresa Holtrop MD
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Responses to Stress May Pass from One Generation to the Next

Biologically predisposed to more physiologic stress 

Brain structures that modulate this stress mature later

Young children need safe, stable, and nurturing relationships 
to assist them in regulating their stress
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Why worry about whether its due
to epigenetics vs learned behavior?

• Children who are adopted as infants may need different interventions if they 
have a biologic family history of trauma that was passed down to them through 
epigenetic changes.

• Adoptive parents may need trauma-focused support for their children (even if 
child was adopted as a newborn) if there was a history of trauma in the biologic 
family that was passed on through epigenetic changes.
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Moving from Isolated Impact…

Countless nonprofit, business & government organizations 
each work to address social problems independently.
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…to Collective Impact!
Fundamentally different, Collective Impact is a more disciplined, highly structured & higher 

performing  approach to large-scale social impact than other types of collaboration.
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Analysis and graphic design by Public Sector Consultants based on weighted prevalence estimates among Michigan's adult population provided 
by the Michigan Department of Health and Human Services.

Source: Murad A. and O. Barth. 2016. Michigan Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System Survey Data. Lansing: Michigan Department of 
Health and Human Services, Lifecourse Epidemiology and Genomics Division.9/29/2020 32



Respondents with high social support 
exhibited a 7 to 29 percent lower prevalence 
of negative health outcomes than 
respondents with low social support, 
depending on health outcome and ACEs load.

Analysis by Public Sector Consultants based on weighted prevalence estimates among Michigan's adult population provided by the Michigan 
Department of Health and Human Services.

Source: Murad A. and O. Barth. 2016. Michigan Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System Survey Data. Lansing: Michigan Department of 
Health and Human Services, Lifecourse Epidemiology and Genomics Division.9/29/2020 33



9/29/2020 34



Break societal silence and end the isolation 
of the child. 

Ask “what happened” vs what's wrong with 
you.

Listen. Pay attention. Believe. Respond with 
compassion. Be a safe place for the child.

What Do We Do as Individuals?
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ACE and Other States
(Michigan is not alone)

17 states have introduced or enacted legislation or Resolutions
◦ Study Groups and Task Force Creation
◦ Interagency Coordination and Recommended strategies
◦ Research
◦ EPSDT Inclusion
◦ Professional Development Topic
◦ Review of policies and protocols using context of ACE

32 States have done one or more ACE Survey as part of BRFSS 

https://acestoohigh.com/2017/10/01/wisconsin-aims-to-be-first-trauma-
informed-state-seven-state-agencies-lead-the-way/
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Adverse Childhood Experiences:  Opportunity for 
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QUESTIONS?

Richard Murdock, Michigan ACE Initiative Coordinator

richardbrucemurdock@gmail.com

Miace.org 
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