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Today

• Background: 
• Aims:
• Methods 
• Results
• Conclusions:

what are ACEs and why is this topic important?
what’s missing and what we were trying to do?
mercifully brief

what all this means and why it matters for policy
what does the evidence actually show?



Background: adverse childhood experiences

• Childhood adversity associated with increased risk of negative 
outcomes in later life

• Evidence particularly influenced by CDC-Kaiser Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACE) Study (e.g. Felitti et al 1998):

• (More or less) coined the term ‘ACEs’ to describe multiple facets of such 
adversity

• Theirs now often cited as a ‘standard’ definition…
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Background: adverse childhood experiences

• Childhood adversity associated with increased risk of negative 
outcomes in later life

• Evidence particularly influenced by CDC-Kaiser Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACE) Study (e.g. Felitti et al 1998):

• (More or less) coined the term ‘ACEs’ to describe multiple facets of such 
adversity

• Theirs now often cited as a ‘standard’ definition…

• But actually (NB) ACEs defined in all sorts of different ways
• ACEs associated with very wide range of adverse outcomes…



Background: adverse childhood experiences

Source:  Allan M., Donkin A. The impact of adverse experiences in the home on the health of children and young people, and inequalities in prevalence and effects. London: UCL Institute 
of Health Equity; 2016 (using data from: Kelly-Irving et al 2013 (Figure 1); and Bellis et al 2014 (Figure 2))



Background: adverse childhood experiences

• So, a major focus of policy e.g.
• Lots going in Welsh policy and practice
• Importance of ACEs emphasised by English DoH and UK Government 

Parliamentary Committees
• And very clearly a priority of the Scottish Government…



Background: adverse childhood experiences

• SG’s Programme for Government 
2018/19

• ACEs woven throughout:
• ‘healthy & active nation’
• ‘best place to grow up and learn’ 

(major emphasis)
• ‘empowered, equal, safe Scotland’ 

(local government, justice, 
domestic abuse)

• ‘creative, open, connected nation’ 
(culture)



Background: adverse childhood experiences



Background: adverse childhood experiences



Background: adverse childhood experiences



Background: adverse childhood experiences 
and SEP
• Where is poverty (and broader socio-economic position (SEP)) in all 

this discussion?
• On the one hand:

• Childhood adversity experienced across all social classes – e.g. CDC-Kaiser ACE 
Study itself (Felitti et al 1998 etc)

• But on the other hand:
• All components of ACEs are very clearly socially patterned..
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Background: adverse childhood experiences 
and SEP
• Where is poverty (and broader socio-economic position (SEP)) in all 

this discussion?
• On the one hand:

• Childhood adversity experienced across all social classes – e.g. CDC-Kaiser ACE 
Study itself (Felitti et al 1998 etc)

• But on the other hand:
• All components of ACEs are very clearly socially patterned..

• So begs the question: what’s the role of childhood SEP/poverty in 
understanding and addressing ACEs? 

• What’s the evidence?



Aims and methods

• Aim: to systematically review and synthesise the literature on the 
relationship between childhood SEP and ACEs

• Methods:
• Systematic literature review
• Searched relevant databases for studies mentioning ACEs (or similar) and SEP 

(or similar)
• Looking for childhood SEP, and where ACEs (or similar) were the outcome
• Papers limited to 1998 onwards
• Modified version of Hamilton tool* used to assess study quality/bias etc

* Effective Public Health Practice Project. Quality assessment tool for quantitative studies. Hamilton, Ontario: MERSC; 1998



Results 1: 
Childhood SEP and 
ACEs

Records identified through 
database searching
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Records identified through 
database searching

(n = 3,629)
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Additional records identified 
through other sources

(n = 46)

Records after duplicates removed
(n = 2,825)

Records screened
(n = 2,825 )

Records excluded
(n = 2,773)

Full-text articles 
assessed for eligibility

(n = 52 )

Full-text articles 
excluded, with reasons

(n = 46)

Studies included in 
qualitative synthesis

(n = 6)

Studies included in 
quantitative synthesis 

(meta-analysis)
(n = 0)PRISMA 2009 Flow Diagram



Results 2: SEP and ACEs and child 
maltreatment
• More evidence in the literature re. child maltreatment (rather than 

ACEs) and SEP/poverty
• NB obvious differences between broader aspects of childhood 

adversity (ACEs) and much more specific maltreatment
• But maltreatment is a large component (half of the 10 ‘standard’ ACEs 

definition)…



Results 2: SEP and ACEs and child 
maltreatment

Source:  CDC/NPR

Child Maltreatment



Results 2: 
Childhood SEP and 
ACEs/maltreatment

Records identified through 
database searching

(n = 5,591 )
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Additional records identified 
through other sources

(n = 99)

Records after duplicates removed
(n = 4,562)

Records screened
(n = 4,562)

Records excluded
(n =  4,391)

Full-text articles 
assessed for eligibility

(n =  171)

Full-text articles 
excluded, with reasons

(n = 136)

Studies included in 
qualitative synthesis

(n = 35)

Studies included in 
quantitative synthesis 

(meta-analysis)
(n = 0)PRISMA 2009 Flow Diagram



Results 2: childhood SEP and 
ACEs/maltreatment
• No meta-analysis of data possible
• Relatively small number of papers
• (Of which c. half deemed to be ‘high quality’)
• NB despite limitations, association between childhood SEP and 

childhood adversity very clear:
• Meaningful (“significant”!) statistical associations observed in the vast 

majority of studies..
• ..including all bar one of those deemed ‘high quality’
• For example…



Results 2a: Childhood SEP and ACEs (selected 
examples)

Source: Soares A.L., Howe L.D., Matijasevich A. et al. Adverse childhood experiences: Prevalence and related factors in adolescents of a Brazilian birth cohort. Child Abuse Negl. 2016; 51: 21-30.



Results 2a: Childhood SEP and ACEs (selected 
examples)

Source: Soares A.L., Howe L.D., Matijasevich A. et al. Adverse childhood experiences: Prevalence and related factors in adolescents of a Brazilian birth cohort. Child Abuse Negl. 2016; 51: 21-30.



Results 2a: Childhood SEP and ACEs (selected 
examples)

Source:  Mersky J.P., Janczewski C.E, Topitzes J. Rethinking the Measurement of Adversity: Moving Toward Second-Generation Research on Adverse Childhood 
Experiences. Child Maltreatment  2017; 22 (1):  58–68.

‘Frequent family 
financial problems’



Results 2a: Childhood SEP and ACEs (selected 
examples)

Source:  Marryat, L., and Frank, J., Factors associated with Adverse Childhood Experiences in Scottish children: a prospective cohort study. BMJ Pediatrics Open 
2019; 3: e000340 



Results 2b: Childhood SEP and maltreatment 
(selected examples)

Source:  Doidge J.C., Higgins D. J., Delfabbro P., Segal L. Risk factors for child maltreatment in an Australian population-based birth cohort. 
Child Abuse & Neglect 2017; 64: 47-60



Results 2b: Childhood SEP and maltreatment 
(selected examples)

Source:  Euser S., Alink L.R., Pannebakker F. The prevalence of child maltreatment in the Netherlands across a 5-year period. Child Abuse Negl. 2013; 37(10): 841-51



Results 2b: Childhood SEP and maltreatment 
(selected examples)

Source:  O'Donnell M., Nassar N., Leonard H. Et al. Characteristics of non-Aboriginal and Aboriginal children and families with substantiated child maltreatment: a 
population-based study, International Journal of Epidemiology 2010; 39 (3): 921–928



Conclusions: what does all this mean? (1)

• Clear relationship between SEP in childhood and risk of experiencing 
ACEs and maltreatment

• robust across countries, measures of SEP and adversity, and the age at which 
adversity is measured

• But much more research into maltreatment – suggests that childhood 
SEP/poverty is not integrated into the understanding of what causes 
ACEs



Conclusions: what does all this mean? (2)

• So findings echo others’ concerns re. the decontextualised manner in 
which ACEs are discussed – both in policy and research…



Decontextualisation of ACEs

• Increase 
attributable to 
various factors

• ‘such a sudden 
increase in interest 
may have 
contributed to the 
decontextualisation 
of ACEs from the 
wider 
socioeconomic 
landscape and to a 
mismatch regarding 
links with policy’

Source: Kelly-Irving M., Delpierre C. A Critique of the Adverse Childhood Experiences Framework in Epidemiology and Public Health: Uses and Misuses. Social Policy and Society 2019



Decontextualisation of child maltreatment?

• Importance of poverty much more explicit in the U.S. literature on 
maltreatment

• Less so in the U.K. maltreatment literature



Child maltreatment and poverty

• Lots of US research, but…
• ‘UK evidence base is limited’
• ‘there is a lack of joined up 

thinking and action about 
poverty and child abuse and 
neglect in the UK’

Source: Bywaters P., Bunting L., Davidson G. et al. The relationship between poverty, child abuse and neglect: an evidence review. York: Joseph Rowntree Foundation; 2015



In (final) conclusion

• Association between childhood SEP and ACEs is clear, but under-
researched

• More evidence in the maltreatment literature (but mainly from US)

• Policy focus on helping those affected by childhood adversity is a 
good thing

• But ignoring the wider socio-economic context is a stupid thing…



Child poverty trend and projection

• HBAI data set/DWP/Scottish Government.
• Reed H., Stark G. Forecasting Child Poverty in Scotland. Edinburgh: Scottish Government; 2018

Sources:



In (final) conclusion

• Association between childhood SEP and ACEs is clear, but under-
researched

• More evidence in the maltreatment literature (but mainly from US)

• Policy focus on helping those affected by childhood adversity is a 
good thing

• But ignoring the wider socio-economic context is a stupid thing…
• Policy needs to do both i.e.

• Help those currently affected
• Prevent further adversity by addressing the key socio-economic drivers
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