
April 24, 2024

Update on CA’s Trauma-Informed 
Systems Transformation
Dr. Nadine Burke Harris, MD, MPH, FAAP



2

ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES (ACES)ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES

Abuse

Neglect

Household
Challenges

Physical Emotional Sexual

Physical Emotional

Parental
Separation
or Divorce

Incarceration Substance
Misuse or

Dependence

Intimate
Partner

Violence

Mental
Illness



While almost 2/3 
of U.S. adults have 
experienced ACEs, 
exposure is 
unequally 
distributed by race 
and ethnicity

*Sociodemographic characteristics of adults in the study 
population, by adverse childhood experience score* —
Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS), 25 states,† 
2015–2017; Source: US Department of Health and Human 
Services/Centers for Disease Control and Prevention MMWR / 
November 8, 2019 / Vol. 68 / No. 44. 3



Cumulative ACEs & Mental Health1,2



ACE Score and Substance Use





ACES ARE ASSOCIATED WITH INCREASED RISK FOR
9 OF THE 10 LEADING CAUSES OF DEATH IN THE U.S.

Leading Causes of Death 
in the U.S., 2021

Odds Ratios for ≥ 4 ACEs 
(relative to no ACEs)

1 Heart disease 2.1 
2 Cancer 2.3
3 COVID-19 Unknown
4 Accidents (unintentional injuries) 2.6
5 Stroke 2.0
6 Chronic lower respiratory disease 3.1
7 Alzheimer’s disease or dementia 11.2
8 Diabetes 1.4
9 Chronic liver disease 2.4
10 Kidney disease 1.7
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ADVERSITY
THE BIOLOGY OF



“prolonged activation of the stress 
response systems that can disrupt the 
development of brain architecture and 
other organ systems, and increase the 
risk for stress-related disease and 
cognitive impairment, well into the adult 
years…”

THE TOXIC STRESS RESPONSE 

Source: National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. Vibrant and healthy kids: Aligning science, 
practice, and policy to advance health equity. Washington, DC: National Academies Press, 2019.; Nelson CA, Bhutta 
ZA, Burke Harris N, Danese A, Samara M. Adversity in childhood is linked to mental and physical health throughout 
life. BMJ (Clinical Research Edition) 2020; 371: m3048.



Source: Bucci, M., S. S. Marques, D. Oh, and N. B. Harris. 2016. Toxic stress in children and adolescents. Advances in Pediatrics 63(1):403–428.



Evidenced-Based Buffering Interventions

Source: Adapted from Burke Harris, Nadine. The Deepest Well: Healing the Long-Term Effects of Childhood Adversity. Boston: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt, 2018.
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IMPACT OF ACES
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IMPROVED HEALTH OUTCOMES



Toxic Stress is Amenable to Treatment
• New opportunities to more precisely interrupt the toxic stress 

response, break the intergenerational cycle of ACEs and toxic stress, 
and promote an intergenerational cycle of health. 

• Early intervention can improve brain, immune, hormonal, and genetic 
regulatory control of development. 

• Treatment of toxic stress in adults may prevent transmission of neuro-
endocrine-immune-metabolic and genetic regulatory disruptions in 
offspring. 

Source: Sources: Chino M, Debruyn L. Building true capacity: Indigenous models for Indigenous communities. American Journal of Public Health 2006; 96(4): 596-9.; Bick J, 
et al. Effect of early institutionalization and foster care on long-term white matter development: A randomized clinical trial. JAMA Pediatrics 2015; 169(3): 211-9.; Miller 
GE, et al. A family-oriented psychosocial intervention reduces inflammation in low-SES African American youth. Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences 2014; 

111(31): 11287- 92.



NO SINGLE SECTOR OR CATEGORY OF PREVENTION IS 
SUFFICIENT ALONE



California’s 
Foundational 

Response: 

• Establishing the Office of the California Surgeon General (CA-OSG)

• Provides a rigorous scientific foundation to guide Cross-Sector 
Coordination

• Convened cross-governmental effort – ACE Reduction Leadership 
Team

• Evidence-Based Policy-Making

• Raising Public Awareness and Strengthening Economic Supports for 
Families 

• Supporting Parents and Children (Home Visiting Expansion, Trauma 
informed educator training, Investments in Early Learning and Care)

• Medicaid and Private Insurer Coverage of ACE Screening for Early 
Detection

• Training Primary Care Providers on Evidence-Based Approaches to 
Screening for ACEs and Treatment of Toxic Stress

• Treatment eligibility based on risk of toxic stress

• Leveraging Precision Medicine and Stem Cell Research to Advance 
Toxic Stress Measurement and Discovery of Therapeutic Targets



CALIFORNIA’S 
COORDINATED PUBLIC 
HEALTH APPROACH



Primary Care ACE Screening and Toxic 
Stress Risk Assessment



Trauma Informed Clinical Care and Network of 
Care Coordination

CalAIM







Community Family Medicine Clinics
Improved Pediatric Preventive Health Measures

Note: * indicates statistically significant changes between screening and non-screening clinics (p <0.05)



Enhanced Care Management
Eligibility by Diagnosis at LA County DHS
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Cross Sector Training and Competency:
Education



Cross Sector Training and Competency:
Corrections and Rehabilitation



Public Awareness and Education: Parents
Breaking the Cycle/ Doctor

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C73uTrDTkiw https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=120MWVhJg3k

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=120MWVhJg3k
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=C73uTrDTkiw


Public Awareness and Education:
Youth



NUMBERSTORY.ORG

Public Awareness and Education
Public/Private Partnership: Adults



NEXT STEPS:
Strengthening ACEsAware as the foundation of 
CA’s trauma-informed systems transformation:
Ø Supporting clinical innovations to prevent, identify, 

and respond to ACEs and Toxic Stress.
Ø Expanding training for health care teams.
Ø Advancing ACE screening and response activities 

through community engagement.
Ø Aligning science of ACEs and Toxic Stress with 

clinical implementation
Ø Strengthening alignment with CalAIM and DHCS bold 

goals



32

THANK YOU!


