
We hear a lot these days about dysfunctional families,
so much so, that it's almost a cliché.

But the sad fact is that some families are harmful for children. 

BAD

By Kathleen Kendall-Tackett, Ph.D.

OVERCOMING THE LEGACY OF ADVERSE
CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES

esearchers now use the
term Adverse Childhood

Experiences (ACE) to describe the lives
of some children. ACEs describe a wide
range of childhood difficulties including
childhood physical, sexual and emotion-
al abuse; child neglect; parental mental
illness, substance abuse or criminal
behavior; and children witnessing adult
intimate partner violence. 

If any of these experiences
sound familiar, you are in good compa-
ny. In a study of 17,000 HMO patients in
San Diego, more than half had experi-
enced at least one type of ACE. Many
had experienced more than one type.
Unfortunately, adverse childhood expe-
riences increased the risk of illness
including heart disease, diabetes and
cancer. The more ACEs patients experi-
enced, the more health problems they
had. 

But here's the good news: a difficult
childhood does not have to be the blue-
print for the rest of your life. You can
overcome a bad beginning and go on to
live a great life. Your first step toward
healing is recognizing the ways that
childhood adversity has influenced you
and could be affecting you today. Once
you recognize these effects, you are in a
position to do something about them.

Long-term Effects
of Childhood Adversity

The effects of childhood adver-
sity can continue well into adulthood.
From hundreds of recent studies on the
long-term impact of childhood abuse,
we know that adverse experiences can
affect men and women in five key
domains of functioning.  These include:

Physiological changes
Harmful behaviors
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Dysfunctional beliefs 
Negative social relationships
Emotional difficulties

If you are experiencing any of
the above, these issues may have devel-
oped as a way to help you cope with
your life when you were a child.
Unfortunately, some of these coping
techniques can be harmful to you now.
This listing might help you recognize
some reactions you've had, or are hav-
ing, without realizing their possible con-
nection to your past.

Physiological Changes

Over the past 10 to 15 years,
we learned a lot about how traumatic
experiences can influence a child's
developing body and mind. Adverse
childhood experiences can interfere with
the quality of your sleep, alter your
immune system, and even make you
more susceptible to memory and atten-
tion problems. Adult survivors of child-
hood abuse tend to go to the doctor more
often, have surgery more often, and have
more chronic conditions than people
who weren't abused. Chronic pain is
another commonly reported symptom
among abuse survivors. Traumatic
events can also lower your pain thresh-
old, making normal sensations seem
painful. Pain syndromes related to past
abuse are irritable bowel syndrome,
chronic pelvic pain, frequent headaches,
and fibromyalgia.

Harmful Behaviors

Abuse survivors are also more
likely to engage in harmful behaviors-
ranging from smoking to eating disor-
ders, substance abuse and suicide
attempts.  In addition, high-risk sexual
practices and sexual dysfunction are also
more common in abuse survivors, par-
ticularly survivors of sexual abuse.

Dysfunctional Beliefs

What you think about yourself
and others can also be colored by your
past experiences. Shame and self-blame
are two common beliefs about self that
can be affected by abuse, and these can
influence how well you cope as an adult.
Self-efficacy is another belief that can be

influenced by adverse childhood experi-
ences.  Self-efficacy refers to the belief
that you are competent and can do things
to improve your life.  Unfortunately,
ACEs tend to undermine self-efficacy,
and this can make you more vulnerable
to depression and a range of health prob-
lems.  

Past abuse can also affect your
beliefs about other people. Abuse sur-
vivors are more likely to be hostile and
mistrusting towards others. Given their
experiences, this reaction is understand-
able. However, mistrust and hostility can
create health problems for you as an
adult. Hostility can suppress your
immune system and make you more vul-
nerable to illness.  It can also increase
your risk of heart disease and diabetes.
In addition, mistrust and hostility can
have a negative impact on your relation-
ship with your partner, children and
friends.  

Social Relationships

Adult survivors of childhood
adversity may also experience difficul-
ties in relationships with others. People
who experience ACEs may be socially
isolated and feel less satisfied with their
current relationships than adults who
were not abused. That being said, this is
not true for all adversity survivors.  Men
and women who have stable, loving
partnerships as adults often find that
these relationships are quite healing. 

On the more extreme end,
abuse survivors are at higher risk for
partnering with abusive adults.  In fact,
some of the beliefs about self (e.g.,
shame and self-blame) are related to
increased risk.  Learning to counter and
grow beyond some of those negative
beliefs about yourself is often a key way
to heal, and can open a path to healthy,
reciprocal, non-abusive relationships
with adults.

Emotional Difficulties

Abuse survivors are also at risk
for emotional difficulties. Of these,
depression is by far the most common.
Other difficulties include anxiety and
posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
These can also be problematic because

they may impact your ability to sleep,
which can impact your health. 

WHAT
YOU CAN DO

Past abuse can influence many
areas of your life. Fortunately, there is
much you can do to heal. Here are sug-
gestions about where to start.

Process Your Experience

In order to heal, it's helpful if
you can process events from your child-
hood. Professional therapy is one good
way to do that. Be sure to seek out some-
one you like and have rapport with.
Sharing your secrets with someone can
be remarkably healing in and of itself.
Also, therapy can allow you to let go of
distorted beliefs you may have about
yourself. During your childhood, you
may have internalized messages about
being stupid, lazy, or dirty, and these
thoughts could be influencing you today. 

continued next page

It's common to find that your loved
ones are the travel agents for your
guilt trips. 
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Much of the harm that comes from past
abusive experiences is directly related to
what you tell yourself about them.

Another way to process trau-
matic events is through writing. James
Pennebaker's research demonstrates that
writing can also heal. Many of the men
and women in his studies went through
experiences similar to yours. Once they
wrote about their lives, they were able to
put their traumatic pasts behind them.
They experienced measurable improve-
ments in their psychological and physi-
cal health. If you want to give journaling
a try, I'd encourage you to get
Pennebaker's book, Writing to Heal
(2004), since it has many specific sug-
gestions to help you get the most out of
this activity.

Get Support

The process of recovery from
traumatic events can take a long time.
It's helpful if you have people in your
life who understand that and will give
you the space to heal. Having the sup-
port of others who have gone through
similar experiences can also be impor-
tant. You may want to seek out a support
group for adults who experienced simi-
lar childhood events.

Set Some Boundaries

As a child, you likely had oth-
ers violate your boundaries over and
over. Now that you are an adult, you
may have difficulties saying no to oth-
ers. This may happen with your chil-
dren, your partner, or other adults. Our
culture pressures most of us to do too
much. But abuse survivors often feel a
double portion of pressure since they
may be unable to place reasonable limits
on how much time and energy they give
to others. Learning to set such bound-
aries can have a major impact on the
quality of your life. 

Picture Your Capacity for
Wellness

Your experience of childhood
adversity has most likely had some

impact on you. But what started as a dif-
ficulty can be turned into strength. Many
adult survivors have reported that
eventually good came from their bad
experiences. The most important thing
to remember is this: your past does not

have to rule your future. I've known
many adult survivors who have not only
broken the cycle of abuse and adversity,
but have gone on to have rich, full lives.
I'm confident that you can too.

Bad Childhood, - continued
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S E L F

Challenges are problems or
obstacles in your life, which offer
opportunities for growth and knowl-
edge. Your challenges can be either
stepping-stones or stumbling blocks --
it's just a matter of how you decide to
look at them. 

Embrace the challenges as
they come to you, and work through
them.  If you don't, you'll continue fac-
ing the same or similar challenges over
and over again.  Life has a way of mak-
ing sure you learn the lessons that you
are scheduled to learn. You can
embrace your challenges with comfort,
joy and ease, or you can do it the hard
way, with confusion, procrastination
and resentment.

If you perceive that what you
are facing is a challenge -- it's because
it's outside of your comfort zone.
Everyone has a comfort zone.  Imagine
a wall built around the perimeters of
your life. Everything inside your wall
is within your comfort zone. Your zone
includes all the things you've done
often enough to feel comfortable doing
them.  However, human nature dictates
that your wall is built from fear and
uncertainty, therefore everything out-

side your comfort zone/wall appears to
be difficult, stressful, and undesirable.  

To meet your challenges
the easy way:

Don't try to go out of your comfort
zone to meet a challenge.  Bring it
into your zone and welcome it.
Once you've accepted it into your
comfort zone, find something good
in it.

If you're facing a physical chal-
lenge, do it often, even if you do it
poorly at first, keep doing it.  Pretty
soon it will be so familiar, you'll
forget that it used to be outside of
your zone.

Expand your comfort zone. Inviting
new things into your comfort zone
will expand your zone.  The larger
your comfort zone is, the easier it is
to meet future challenges.   

Meeting and overcoming
life's challenges won't always be easy,
but does come with a huge reward --
the blessings of growth, strength,
opportunity and knowledge.
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Life teaches us lessons through the experiences
that we call "challenges".


