
Adverse Childhood 
Experiences, 

Inflammation and 
Chronic Disease 

Kathleen Helen Lisson, CLT



Who am I?

Board Certified in  
Therapeutic Massage & 
Bodywork

Lymphedema 
Therapist

Yoga and Meditation 
Teacher

Author,  
Stress Reduction for Lymphedema



What We Will Explore Today:

• What are Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs)?  

• The link between ACEs and 
inflammation  

• The link between ACEs and mental 
health 

• Fill up our stress reduction toolbox! 



Mindful moment



What is 
Stress?



What are 
Adverse 
Childhood 
Experiences?



“Adverse 
Childhood 

Experiences 
(ACEs) are 
potentially 

traumatic events 
that occur in 
childhood." 

(ACEs Aware Trauma- Informed 
Network of  Care Roadmap, 2021).



The term “ACEs” refers to 10 categories of  
adversities in three domains – abuse, neglect, 
and household challenges – experienced by age 
18 years that were evaluated in the 1998 
Centers for Disease Control and Prevention 
(CDC) and Kaiser Permanente landmark 
study of  the same name” 

(ACEs Aware Trauma-Informed Network of  Care Roadmap, 2021).



Adverse Childhood Experiences include having a 
parent or adult inflict:

Physical Abuse 
Emotional Abuse 
Sexual Abuse 
Physical Neglect 
Emotional Neglect



and/or experience in the household:

Domestic violence on mother or stepmother 
Addiction or substance abuse 
Mental illness 
Incarceration 
Divorce or parental separation



Why do ACEs affect the body?

If  a patient has Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), they may 
already have a difficult time regulating their nervous system.



Experiencing 
childhood trauma has 
direct negative effects 
on the body, including 
the developing brain.  

An adult who has 
experienced childhood 
trauma that was not 
mitigated by the 
presence of  a trusted, 
caring adult also has 
an increased risk for 
many chronic diseases.



Even if  they do 
not have ACEs, 
many patients 
may have 
preexisting 
beliefs about 
themselves that 
affect their 
ability to 
improve their 
quality of  life 
through self- 
management.



They can also 
have preexisting 
mental health 
conditions as a 
result of  the 
negative impact of  
cancer diagnosis 
and treatment 
that also affect 
their quality of  
life.



The link 
between 

ACEs, cancer 
and chronic 

disease
An adult who has one or 
more Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs) that 
were not mitigated has 
an increased risk for 
many chronic diseases.



ʻThe Role of  Mindfulness in Reducing the 
Adverse Effects of  Childhood Stress and 
Traumaʼ

People with ACEs are at risk for, “mental health disorders, adult 
ischemic heart disease, cancer, chronic lung disease, skeletal 
fractures, and liver disease”  

(Ortiz & Sibinga, 2017)



Mitigating and 
Protective Factors

Children experiencing ACEs with at least one stable and supportive adult in their 
life are less likely to experience toxic stress and develop unhealthy coping strategies 
that lead to chronic disease. 

Learn more about the concept of  risk and protective factors here: 
h  ttp s://www.samhsa.go v/sites/default/files/20190718-samhsa-risk-protective- f actors.pdf 

Screening tool that includes questions about both ACEs and mitigating factors: 
https://www.thresholdglobalworks.com/pdfs/PACES-with-provider-note.pdf
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The link between 
ACEs and 

inflammation



Multiple dimensions of  adversity

• Environmental harshness is represented by mortality 
cues in the environment, such as neighborhood 
violence and socioeconomic adversity. 

• Threat is represented by experiences that more 
immediately threaten a child, such as emotional, 
physical, and sexual abuse. 

• Deprivation, is when a childʼs basic needs are not met—
that is, the resources needed for normative development 
are not available (e.g., neglect). 

• Unpredictability represents the predictability and 
reliability of  the childʼs early life and the people within it. 
Unpredictability can be measured by experiences such as 
the number of  parental transitions or times the child 
moved. 

(Alley et al., 2024).



• Both males and females in the High 
Stress class had the greatest 
inflammation and poorest metabolic 
health 

• Both males and females who 
reported being on welfare exhibited 
higher inflammation, but the effect 
sizes were larger for males. 

• Emotional abuse was also associated 
with certain inflammatory markers 
(e.g., IL-8, CRP, ICAM-1) and, to a 
lesser extent, lipid levels, with 
slightly larger effect sizes for males in 
some cases and females in other cases.  

(Alley et al., 2024).

Inflammation 
and Childhood 

Adversity



Childhood Adversity 
and Chronic Disease 
in Adulthood
• Welfare status during childhood was more prognostic 

of  health problems for females than males, including 
thyroid, metabolic, cardiovascular, digestive, joint, 
and respiratory issues, as well as glaucoma 

• Both males and females who experienced emotional 
abuse during childhood also exhibited higher risk of  
cancer and respiratory issues, with hazard ratios being of  
similar size between the sexes. 

(Alley et al., 2024)



ACEs and  
Mental Health

Why are mental health 
disorders occurring  
as a result of  ACEs?



ʻMindfulness as a 
mediator and 
moderator in the 
relationship between 
adverse childhood 
experiences and 
depressionʼ 
“it is believed that ACEs worsen 
adult mental health in part 
through changes in the structure 
and function of  the bodyʼs stress- 
response systems”  

(McKeen et al., 2021).



• “Child abuse and parental/other 
adult's mental illness and substance 
abuse were significant factors for both 
MSUDs.” 

• “Six ACEs (i.e. three types of  child 
abuse, parental/other adult's mental 
illness, parental/other adult's substance 
abuse, and parental divorce) were 
significantly associated with one or 
more lifetime substance use disorders 
for both genders”  

(Choi et al., 2016).

ʻAssociation of  
adverse childhood 

experiences with 
lifetime mental 

and substance use 
disorders among 
men and women 

aged 50 yearsʼ



ACEs deliver 
a one - two 

punch.
Experiencing toxic stress has direct 
negative effects on the body and 
utilizing destructive coping 
behaviors to deal with the effects 
of  trauma also has damaging 
effects on the body.



• What words do we say to ourselves and 
situations do we put ourselves in that 
set off  our stress response? 

• Do we wait until something breaks or 
breaks down and then rush to fix it? 

• Do we plan our meals in advance or 
eat on the run? 

• Do we foster responsive relationships 
and strong social and emotional 
support in our lives? 

• What do we do to lower stress and 
recover from a stressful day?

Self-care 
Checkup



What should be in 
our toolbox for 
helping ourselves 
survive stressful 
situations?

Many households have an 
emergency kit for a natural 
disaster. It may contain canned 
food, batteries, flashlight, radio 
and other resources.  

Can we make an emergency kit 
or write down a list of  tools to use 
during a hard emotional time?



“For recovery to be successful,  
4 aspects need to be satisfied. 
These are: 

• psychological detachment 
(spending time not thinking 
about work), 

• relaxation, 

• mastery (the sense of  gaining 	
skills in something other than 	
work), and 

• control (the experience of  
having control within or over 
activities).” 

(Collins et. al, 2019).



CAUTION!
• Anxiety 
• Breathing problems 
• Cardiovascular / Blood 

Pressure



• Anxiety 
• Lightheadedness / 

dizziness 
• Rapid Heartbeat 
• Shortness of  Breath



• Begin in a relaxed yet alert 
position. Your eyes can be 
open or closed 

• Exhale fully 
• Inhale for a count of  5 
• Exhale for a count of  5 
• Repeat for 5 minutes  
• (30 breaths total)

Letʼs try 5/5 
breathing:



Place a hand on 
your heart and 
move it a little in 
a soothing motion 
for 5 breaths. 

Repeat gently to 
yourself, ʻthis is 
hard, it wonʼt be 
like this forever.ʼ



“compared to a control group, participants 
providing self-soothing touch and receiving hugs 
had reduced cortisol secretion responses to 
socio-evaluative stress with lower average 
cortisol values on three out of  four measurement 
points after the stressor. 

Furthermore, the self-soothing touch condition 
showed faster recovery of  cortisol levels to 
near-baseline after the stressor than the control 
group” 

(Dreisoerner et al., 2021).



The soothing touch intervention 
was 20 seconds of  “self-soothing 
touch to calm themselves.” Options 
included “placing one or two hands 
on the heart or belly or stroking the 
upper arms or cheeks. 

Participants were encouraged to 
choose a way to touch that felt 
comfortable for them and were 
then instructed to take two to 
three deep breaths and 
concentrate on the warmth, the 
pressure of  the hands, and their 
breathing” 

(Dreisoerner et al., 2021)



Grounding Exercise

5: Acknowledge FIVE things you 
see around you. 

4: Acknowledge FOUR things you 
can touch around you. 

3: Acknowledge THREE things 
you hear. 

2: Acknowledge TWO things you 
can smell. 

1: Acknowledge ONE thing you 
can taste. 

(Smith, 2018).



STOP Technique
• Stop (stop what we are doing for a moment) 
• Take a Breath (pay attention as you take 

the next breath) 
• Observe (what are your current feelings and 

emotions? Are there any notable physical 
sensations in your body? We donʼt need to 
change or judge them, just observe them) 

• Proceed (return to what we were doing 
before)



Mindful moment



ACES Aware Stress Busters Resources 
https://www.acesaware.org/managestress/cbotoolkit/  

Resource for adverse effects of  mindfulness 
CheetahHouse.org
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