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“Yes, there are significant associations between 
traumatic experiences during childhood 
(known as adverse childhood experiences or 
ACEs) and negative outcomes among Spanish-
speaking Latino parents identified as at-risk for 
child abuse or neglect,” says Patrick S. Tennant, 
Ph.D., project manager for the Child Health 
Policy program at the Baker Institute’s Center 
for Health and Biosciences, who coauthored 
a paper on the issue. Results from the authors’ 
analysis indicated that a high number of ACEs 
was consistently associated with poor mental 
health and, less consistently, with increased 
rates of substance abuse and lower ratings of 
parental resilience, emotional competence, and 
other parenting strengths (collectively known 
as parenting protective factors). 
 The expansive and growing literature on 
ACEs has generally found that individuals who 
experience a higher number of traumatic events 
or circumstances (such as abuse, living with 
someone who is abusing alcohol or drugs, and 
parental separation or divorce) before age 18 have 
an increased likelihood of a wide variety of health 
problems and higher rates of all-cause mortality. 
 There have, however, been calls for research 
to further elucidate this important topic. The 
World Health Organization has been critical of 
some of the early research on ACEs for lacking 
diversity in its sample. Recent appraisals of 
the ACEs literature by scholars in the field 
have identified a need to incorporate more 
contextual factors (e.g., discrimination and 
poverty) into our understanding of adversity 
and trauma. There is also little research on 
the associations between ACEs and parenting 
outcomes, which is concerning because the 

theory of intergenerational transmission of 
trauma suggests that parents with a high number 
of ACEs are more likely to have children who 
also have a high number of ACEs. 
 Analysis by Tennant and his co-authors was 
designed to address some of these concerns 
by examining the association between the 
number of ACEs experienced and mental health, 
substance use, and parenting protective factors 
among Spanish-speaking Latino parents who 
had been identified as “at-risk” for engaging 
in child abuse or neglect. Parents completed 
self-report surveys, from which these data were 
drawn, near the beginning of receiving services 
from a child abuse prevention program. 
 Results indicated that a high number of 
ACEs is negatively associated with mental health, 
even when adjusting for other relevant variables. 
Though the associations between ACEs and 
substance abuse and parenting protective factors 
were less stable, the aggregate results suggest that 
a parent’s ACEs can have a meaningful impact 
on their parenting and their child—a pattern of 
results that had not been previously confirmed 
for Spanish-speaking Latino families who are at 
risk of abusing or neglecting their children. 
 These results indicate a clear need for 
health practitioners to take a trauma-informed 
care approach when working with Latino 
children and families who may be at-risk for 
child abuse or neglect, especially as there are 
commonly identified traumatic experiences 
associated with the process of immigration and 
acculturation. Policymakers should also take 
note and ensure that relevant prevention and 
intervention services are available to limit the 
intergenerational transmission of trauma. 
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The paper “Adverse childhood 
experiences and outcomes 
among at-risk Spanish-
speaking Latino families,” 
coauthored by Patrick 
S. Tennant, Ph.D., was 
published in the Journal of 
Child and Family Studies in 
September 2019. Tennant is a 
project manager for the Child 
Health Policy program at the 
Baker Institute’s Center for 
Health and Biosciences. 
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Are adverse childhood experiences associated with 
negative individual and family-level outcomes? 
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James A. Baker III Institute Chair in Health Economics and director 
of the Center for Health and Biosciences at Rice University’s Baker 
Institute for Public Policy, in collaboration with Laura Petersen, 
M.D., MPH, chief of the Section of Health Services Research in the 
Department of Medicine at Baylor College of Medicine.

This publication aims to make research results accessible to regional 
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