
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs)

DESCRIPTION 
An adverse childhood experience (ACE) describes a traumatic childhood experience that 
is remembered as an adult. They can have negative, lasting effects on health and well-
being in both childhood or later in life.1 ACEs have been linked to numerous negative 
outcomes in adulthood including: alcoholism, drug addiction, depression, suicide, poor 
physical health and obesity, lower educational attainment, unemployment and poverty.2 
In childhood, children who have experienced ACEs are more likely to struggle in school 
and have emotional and behavioral challenges.2 People who have experienced multiple 
ACEs are much more likely to be negatively affected than those who have experienced only 
one.3 The original ACE study1 in 1998 asked a large sample of adults about seven childhood 
experiences (guardian in jail, lives with someone who drinks too much alcohol or uses 
illegal drugs, verbally or physically abused by guardian, adults in home abuse one another, 
sexually abused by adult). Since then, the list of ACEs used in several studies has expanded, 
therefore, ACE scores can be hard to compared. The ACE score, as calculated from the 
Minnesota Student Survey, ranges from 0 to 7, and is based on the number of the ACE 
conditions experienced by a student.

HOW WE ARE DOING
Despite increasing attention and resources devoted to preventing ACEs and building 
resilient individuals and communities, ACEs remain common in the U.S. Over half (55 
percent) of Minnesota adults report experiencing at least one ACE during childhood, and of 
those, most reported more than one.4 Among all Ramsey County 8th, 9th and 11th graders, 
24.7 percent reported an ACE and within that group, 47 percent reported two or more 
ACEs. The most common ACE among Ramsey County youth was having a parent or guardian 
in the past, or currently in jail/prison. This is followed by verbal abuse, physical abuse and 
living with someone who drinks too much.5

DISPARITIES
Black and Hispanic youth in all regions of the U.S. are more likely to experience ACEs than 
their white and Asian peers.7 When comparing ACEs prevalence between groups of Ramsey 
County students, disparities are evident. Among all Ramsey County students of color 
surveyed, 25 percent reported one or more ACEs, while among white students the rate was 
21 percent. Among all Ramsey County females surveyed, 26 percent reported one or more 
ACEs, while among the male students surveyed the rate was 23 percent.5 

RISK FACTORS
ACEs’ negative effects can be transmitted from one generation to the next.8 Toxic stress 
experienced by women during pregnancy also negatively affects genetic “programming”  

•	 ACEs can make people 
physically and mentally ill.6

•	 24.7% of the Ramsey 
County students surveyed 
reported one or more ACEs.

•	 The most common ACE 
reported among Ramsey 
County youth was having a 
parent/guardian in jail.
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Information  
to note

“Lack of peace at home, child 
abuse, lack of good job, lack 
of income.”  
- Black/African American 
Female, age 25-34
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during fetal development, which can contribute to a host of bad outcomes, sometimes much later in life. Infants born to 
women who experienced four or more childhood adversities were two to five times more likely to have poor physical and 
emotional health outcomes by 18 months of age.9

WHAT RAMSEY COUNTY GOVERNMENT IS DOING
Preventing child abuse and neglect and improving economic stability for families is a priority for Ramsey County. The county’s 
cross departmental Youth Continuum of Care (YCC) initiative is a long-term effort to look at the big picture of the county’s 
programs and systems impacting youth.  The YCC is the place where leaders from the county and community partners who 
serve youth ages 0-24 to discuss, collaborate, coordinate, prioritize and review our efforts to improve outcomes for Ramsey 
County youth. 
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