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Trauma is the experience of actual or threatened 
death, serious injury, or sexual violence. 

-(American Psychiatric Association, 2013) 



POTENTIALLY TRAUMATIC EVENTS



More than two thirds of children 
reported at least 1 traumatic event by 
16 years of age

Childhood Trauma 
Exposure

5(Copeland et al., 2007) 
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The Adverse Childhood Experiences Framework 

Felitti, V. J., Anda, R. F., Nordenberg, D., Williamson, D. F., Spitz, A. M., Edwards, V., & Marks, J. S. (1998). Relationship of 
childhood abuse and household dysfunction to many of the leading causes of death in adults: The Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACE) Study. American Journal of Preventive Medicine, 14(4), 245-258.
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Total ACEs Publications (1999-2022; Web of Science)

1,798 Publications!!



ACEs Literature by Discipline (Web of Science)
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So, What Are We Missing?
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Historical Trauma 

• The cumulative exposure to traumatic events that not only affect the 
individual, but continue to affect subsequent generations 

Transatlantic Slave Trade
Dots represent individual slave ships. The larger the dot, the more 

enslaved people on board.
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Social Conditions



Defining Racism

“A system of dominance, power, and privilege based on racial group 
designations; rooted in the historical oppression of a group defined or 
perceived by dominant-group members as inferior, deviant or undesirable” 

-(Harrel, 2000; p. 43). 



Interpersonal discrimination

Alinor, M., Simons, R. L., & Lei, M.-K. (2023). Racism Over Time: Experiences from a Panel Study of Black 
Americans. Social Psychology Quarterly, 0(0). https://doi.org/10.1177/01902725231177645



Racism-Related Trauma 
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The emotional and psychological response to 
racial incidents that are unexpected, experienced 
as threatening, and result in significant 
psychological stress

(Carter, 2007)

Williams, M. T., Metzger, I. W., Leins, C., & DeLapp, C. (2018). Assessing racial trauma within a 
DSM–5 framework: The UConn Racial/Ethnic Stress & Trauma Survey. Practice Innovations, 3(4), 
242–260. https://doi.org/10.1037/pri0000076

https://psycnet.apa.org/doi/10.1037/pri0000076




Ndugga, N., & Artiga, S. (2021). Disparities in health and health care: 5 key 
questions and answers. Kaiser Family Foundation, 11.



Bridging the Gap

•The APA Presidential Task Force on Traumatic Stress 
Disorder and Trauma in Children and Adolescents (2009) 
and The National Child Traumatic Stress Network (2017) 
have cited racism and racial discrimination as a 
contributing factor to stress in the lives of racial and 
ethnic minority children.



Integrating Racism into the ACEs Framework 
• ACEs + Racism 

• (Vásquez et al., 2019)

• Culturally specific ACEs
• Racial discrimination and community violence vs. parental drug and alcohol problems. 

• (Maguire-Jack et al., 2019)

• Expanded Model of ACEs
• (Cronholm et al., 2015)

• Adverse Community Events
• (Ellis, 2017)



Biopsychological State 
(e.g., physiological reactivity, 
psychological vulnerability) 

Racism-informed 
Social Conditions

(e.g., Societal perceptions, 
poverty, community 

violence)

Historical Trauma 
(e.g., intergenerational 

transmission of racism-related 
stress) 

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs)

(e.g., traditional ACEs, acute 
and chronic racism

Health Outcomes
(e.g., PTSD, depression, anxiety, 

substance use)

Racism-informed 
Social Conditions

(e.g., Stress amplification, 
Barriers to health care) 

Biopsychological 
Vulnerability

(e.g., racism-related 
vigilance, physiological 

sensitivity)

a b

c d

e f

g h

Post-ACE Mental 
Health Risk 
Factors

ACE Exposure 
Risk Factors

Bernard, D. L., Calhoun, C. D., Banks, D. E., Halliday, C. A., Hughes-Halbert, C., & Danielson, C. K. (2021). 
Making the “C-ACE” for a culturally-informed adverse childhood experiences framework to understand the 
pervasive mental health impact of racism on Black youth. Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 14(2), 233-247.

Culturally-Informed Adverse Childhood 
Experiences Framework to Understand 
the Pervasive Mental Health Impact of 
Racism on Black Youth

Bernard, D. L., Calhoun, C. D., Banks, D. E., Halliday, C. A., Hughes-Halbert, C., & Danielson, C. K. (2021). 
Making the “C-ACE” for a culturally-informed adverse childhood experiences framework to understand the 
pervasive mental health impact of racism on Black youth. Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 14(2), 233-247.



Biopsychological State 
(e.g., physiological reactivity, 
psychological vulnerability) 

Racism-informed 
Social Conditions

(e.g., Societal perceptions, 
poverty, community 

violence)

Historical Trauma 
(e.g., intergenerational 

transmission of racism-related 
stress) 

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs)

(e.g., traditional ACEs, acute 
and chronic racism

Health Outcomes
(e.g., PTSD, depression, anxiety, 

substance use)

Racism-informed 
Social Conditions

(e.g., Stress amplification, 
Barriers to health care) 

Biopsychological 
Vulnerability

(e.g., racism-related 
vigilance, physiological 

sensitivity)

a b

c d

e f

g h

Post-ACE Mental 
Health Risk 
Factors

ACE Exposure 
Risk Factors

Culturally-Informed Adverse Childhood 
Experiences Framework to Understand 
the Pervasive Mental Health Impact of 
Racism on Black Youth

29
Bernard, D. L., Calhoun, C. D., Banks, D. E., Halliday, C. A., Hughes-Halbert, C., & Danielson, C. K. (2021). 
Making the “C-ACE” for a culturally-informed adverse childhood experiences framework to understand the 
pervasive mental health impact of racism on Black youth. Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 14(2), 233-247.



Biopsychological State 
(e.g., physiological reactivity, 
psychological vulnerability) 

Racism-informed 
Social Conditions

(e.g., Societal perceptions, 
poverty, community 

violence)

Historical Trauma 
(e.g., intergenerational 

transmission of racism-related 
stress) 

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs)

(e.g., traditional ACEs, acute 
and chronic racism

Health Outcomes
(e.g., PTSD, depression, anxiety, 

substance use)

Racism-informed 
Social Conditions

(e.g., Stress amplification, 
Barriers to health care) 

Biopsychological 
Vulnerability

(e.g., racism-related 
vigilance, physiological 

sensitivity)

a b

c d

e f

g h

Post-ACE Mental 
Health Risk 
Factors

ACE Exposure 
Risk Factors

Culturally-Informed Adverse Childhood 
Experiences Framework to Understand 
the Pervasive Mental Health Impact of 
Racism on Black Youth

30
Bernard, D. L., Calhoun, C. D., Banks, D. E., Halliday, C. A., Hughes-Halbert, C., & Danielson, C. K. (2021). 
Making the “C-ACE” for a culturally-informed adverse childhood experiences framework to understand the 
pervasive mental health impact of racism on Black youth. Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 14(2), 233-247.





Bernard, D. L., Smith, Q., Lanier. P. J. (2022). Racial discrimination and other 
adverse childhood experiences as risk factors for internalizing mental health 
concerns among Black youth. Journal of Traumatic Stress, 35(2), 473-483. 



Biopsychological State 
(e.g., physiological reactivity, 
psychological vulnerability) 

Racism-informed 
Social Conditions

(e.g., Societal perceptions, 
poverty, community 

violence)

Historical Trauma 
(e.g., intergenerational 

transmission of racism-related 
stress) 

Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACEs)

(e.g., traditional ACEs, acute 
and chronic racism

Health Outcomes
(e.g., PTSD, depression, anxiety, 

substance use)

Racism-informed 
Social Conditions

(e.g., Stress amplification, 
Barriers to health care) 

Biopsychological 
Vulnerability

(e.g., racism-related 
vigilance, physiological 

sensitivity)

a b

c d

e f

g h

Post-ACE Mental 
Health Risk 
Factors

ACE Exposure 
Risk Factors

Culturally-Informed Adverse Childhood 
Experiences Framework to Understand 
the Pervasive Mental Health Impact of 
Racism on Black Youth

33
Bernard, D. L., Calhoun, C. D., Banks, D. E., Halliday, C. A., Hughes-Halbert, C., & Danielson, C. K. (2021). 
Making the “C-ACE” for a culturally-informed adverse childhood experiences framework to understand the 
pervasive mental health impact of racism on Black youth. Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 14(2), 233-247.

Bernard, D. L., Calhoun, C. D., Banks, D. E., Halliday, C. A., Hughes-Halbert, C., & Danielson, C. K. (2021). 
Making the “C-ACE” for a culturally-informed adverse childhood experiences framework to understand the 
pervasive mental health impact of racism on Black youth. Journal of Child & Adolescent Trauma, 14(2), 233-247.





35



So, What Do We Do?



Expand conceptualizations of trauma

An event, series of events, or set of circumstances that is 
experienced by an individual as physically or emotionally 
harmful or life threatening and that has lasting effects on the 
individual’s functioning and mental, physical, social, 
emotional, or spiritual well-being.

̵ Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 





• Philadelphia ACEs survey
• Chronholm et al., 2015

• Pediatric ACEs and Related Life Events Screener 
(PEARLS)

• Koita et al., 2018

• National Survey of Children’s Health
• Child and Adolescent Health Measurement 

Initiative 

Enhance measurement of ACEs



Modify case-conceptualizations 

Ralph Yarl





In Summary

• Difficult to conceptualize childhood adversity without the recognition of 
racism in the lives of Black youth

• Racism-related stressors bear striking resemblance to ACEs as 
traditionally conceptualized

a) Represent distinct and potentially traumatic events that can accumulate
b) Chronic can compromise health both immediately and over time 
c) May compromise health through multiple pathways

• Exclusion of culturally relevant potentially traumatic experiences may 
lead to inaccurate or incomplete case-conceptualization, treatment 
approaches, and policies 
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Contact Information
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@donte_bernard



Move beyond person-centered investigations



Towards a Resilience Perspective

Keyes, C. L. (2009). The Black–White paradox in health: Flourishing in the face of 
social inequality and discrimination. Journal of personality, 77(6), 1677-1706.
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In Conclusion
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To reduce the health effects of racism among African 
American and other youth experiencing marginalization, it is 
critical that we validate their perceptions and experiences, 
empower them, and collaborate with them to leverage the 
community strengths they identify.

(Woods-Jaeger et al., 2013)



The Adverse Childhood and Community 
Experiences Framework 
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https://abuse.publichealth.gsu.edu/essentials/pair-of-aces-graphic-from-essentials-ace-one-pa
ger1/
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