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is similar in magnitude for childhood
maltreatment as it is for the tradi-
tional risk factors such as tobacco
use, For example, experiencing
physical neglect in childhood, by itself,
increases the risk for heart disease
decades later by 40 percent. This
presents a slightly
greater lifetime
risk than smoking
tobacco, which
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Probably the

most imporeant,
and novel, health
discavery from the
ACE study was that the more child-
hood traumas experienced, or more
severe the traumas, resulted in even
greater health problems, also called a
“dose effect.” Experiencing one type
of abuse—for example, emotional
abuse—was less of a risk for future
health problems than—for example,
emotional abuse and vielence against
the mother. The physical health risk
of experiencing three types of abuse
was greater than two, and so on.

The implications of these findings is
great, as much of what is done now
for major diseases is based on treat-
ing the symptem, nat the reot cause,
Commeon diseases, such as heart
disease, chronic lung disease, liver
disease, skeletal fractures, sexually
transmitted diseases and cancer, can
now be linked to stressful childhood
experiences. A relationship has

been shown between the degree of
trauma and the likelihood of acquir-
ing unhealthy lifestyle habits including
smoking, alcohol and illicit drug abuse,
as well as mental health problems

such as depression, suicide attempts
and problems with anger and anxiecy.

Recent findings show early traumaric
experiences can cause chronic stress
to the body, in various ways, that
over a long period of time increase

risks. High levels of
stress harmaones,
for instance, can
weaken the immune
syscem, leaving the
person vulnerable to
infection and chronic
health problems. The
findings are helping
to refocus national
attention toward
preventing child abuse and neglect
from ever happening.

By knowing that traumatic childhood
experiences can be a root cause for
these, steps must be taken to prevent
abuse from happening in the first
place. Majer health preblems could
be stopped years, sometimes decades,
before they would normally begin to
show symptoms. If prevention efforts
decreased the number of traumatic
experiences a child underwent, for
instance, from seven to three, this
alone would cut the risk of suicide
attempts later in life by about 600
percent, and the risk of heart disease
by half. Findings of this kind dramati-
cally demonstrate that any degree of
success in preventing child abuse and
neglect will have both large and long-
term health benefits,
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