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How do adverse childhood experiences affect
children's emotional and behavioral

development in the United States?



Physical abuse
Emotional abuse
Sexual abuse
Physical neglect
Emotional neglect
Alcohol or drug abuse by a parent
Mentally ill parent
Divorce
Incarceration of a parent
Childhood Domestic Violence

Growing up experiencing any of the
following 10 conditions in the

household prior to age 18

Adverse Childhood Experiences

ACEs fall into three large categories:
   Adverse childhood experiences
    Adverse community experiences

Adverse climate experiences



Orgin of this study

original ACE study was conducted at 
Kaiser Permanente

 from 1995 to 1997 

“Adults who reported experiencing ≥4 childhood
adversities were at much higher risk of experiencing
many negative health risk behaviors and outcomes in
adulthood, including mental health problems, sexual

violence victimization, and premature death”
(Gervin , et.al 2022)

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11219185/#:~:text=The%20original%20ACE%20Study%2C%20conducted,with%20intimate%20partner%20violence%2C%20where

https://pmc.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/articles/PMC11219185/#:~:text=The%20original%20ACE%20Study%2C%20conducted,with%20intimate%20partner%20violence%2C%20where


NSCH is designed to produce national and state-level
data on the physical and emotional health of children

0- 17 years old in the US

 Data is based on parent reports, it reflects how parents
and guardians perceive their children’s ability to regulate

emotions, complete tasks, and show interest in learning. 

Total of 104,995 surveys:2021 and 2022 
 50,892 surveys: 2021 
54,103 surveys:2022

Total of 109,265 surveys:  2022 and 2023.
 54,103 surveys: 2022 
55,162 surveys: 2023

 2021-2022 & 2022-2023 
National Survey of Children’s Heath 

https://www.childhealthdata.org/learn-about-the-nsch/FAQ

https://www.childhealthdata.org/learn-about-the-nsch/FAQ


Flourishing definition in this context: Measure of
emotional and behavioral well-being. For children

ages 6–17, flourishing is defined by positive
responses to three questions:

1. How often does this child show interest and
curiosity in learning new things?

2. How often does this child work to finish tasks
they start?

3. How often does this child stay calm and in control
when faced with a challenge?

Children who respond “Usually” or “Always” to these
items are considered to meet flourishing criteria.

Flourishing



Flourishing
About 43–44% of children with two or more

ACEs met all flourishing criteria,
compared with nearly 69% of children with no

ACEs. There was a 25%
difference that highlights how greater

adversity is linked with lower
emotional stability, perseverance, and

curiosity. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau, the total
U.S. child population declined slightly from

73.6 million in 2021 to 72.8 million in 2023, yet
the proportions of

children affected by ACEs and related
behavioral development

difficulties remained stable. 

despite demographic shifts, millions of U.S.
children continue to experience the

developmental and emotional effects of ACEs.

https://www.childhealthdata.org/browse/survey/results?q=10789&r=1&g=1232
https://www.childhealthdata.org/browse/survey/results?q=11341&r=1&g=1231

https://www.childhealthdata.org/browse/survey/results?q=10789&r=1&g=1232
https://www.childhealthdata.org/browse/survey/results?q=11341&r=1&g=1231


MeNtal, emotional, & behavioral problems

2021–2023 NSCH reveal a consistent relationship
between ACEs and children’s emotional

and behavioral outcomes. Among children who had
MEDB problems, about 35% had experienced two or

more ACEs, compared to only about 14% among
children without such problems, that’s an 

11% difference.

children with behavioral or emotional
difficulties were about 2.5 times more likely to

have faced multiple ACEs than those without these
issues. Conversely, the majority of children

without MEDB problems, about 86%, had experienced
few or no ACEs, suggesting that limited exposure to

adversity is associated with positive
developmental outcomes.

https://www.childhealthdata.org/browse/survey/results?q=11835&r=1&g=1131 https://www.childhealthdata.org/browse/survey/results?q=11794&r=1&g=1173

https://www.childhealthdata.org/browse/survey/results?q=11835&r=1&g=1131
https://www.childhealthdata.org/browse/survey/results?q=11794&r=1&g=1173


Trends across time 

https://www.americashealthrankings.org/explore/measures/ACEs_8_overall

greater levels of ACEs = poorer
emotional and behavioral development

Children with multiple ACEs= less likely to flourish & 2.5 times more likely to
experience MEDBs challenges than those with few or no ACEs. 

The stability of our findings from 2021–2023 shows that
this relationship holds steady across time, even as the national child population

has declined slightly according to the United States Census Bureau. 

https://www.americashealthrankings.org/explore/measures/ACEs_8_overall


2021–2023, children exposed to multiple ACEs were significantly less likely to flourish and more
likely to face emotional and behavioral challenges than those with minimal adversity.

consistency signals that the connection between adversity and developmental challenges is not
temporary, but a continuous public health concern affecting millions of children nationwide. 

Overall, our findings highlight the lasting influence of family and environmental stressors on
childhood well-being and emphasize the importance of prevention and early intervention to support

healthy development.

Conclusion
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