
28.8% 16.2%

14.7%

16.7% 25.5%

38.8%

LGB 41.6% 
report 4 or 
more ACEs 

Heterosexual 
25.3% report 4 
or more ACEs 

Prevalence of ACE Score by Sexual Orientation 
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ADVERSE CHILDHOOD EXPERIENCES 
AND LGBTQ COMMUNITIES 

Compared to straight counterparts, LGB individuals report: 
Compared to straight counterparts, LGB individuals report: 
- Disproportionately higher prevalence of ACEs 
- They are more likely to experience patterns of abuse 
- High rates of abuse and poly-victimization by parents 
- They are more likely to have experiences of poly-victimization and psychological and/or 

physical abuse 

LGB, Transgender, and questioning adolescents were more likely to have 
experienced poly-victimization and psychological and/or physical abuse 
when compared with their straight or cisgender adolescent counterparts. 
- Experiences of victimization are common among transgender adolescents and those with 

high levels of gender nonconformity. 
- Research has revealed that the more gender nonconforming an individual is the more 

abuse they experience. 

Research shows those identifying as Black or Latino and those with less 
than a high school education or an annual income below $15,000 were more likely to have 
more ACEs, with multiracial and gay, lesbian and bisexual individuals carrying the greatest 
burden. 
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What are ACEs? 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are traumatic or stressful life events before the age of 
eighteen. These include childhood abuse and neglect (Physical abuse; Sexual abuse; Emotional 
abuse) and household dysfunction (Household member with depression, mental illness, or 
suicide attempts; Alcohol or drug abuse in household; Incarcerated household member; Violence 
between adults in the household; Parental divorce or separation). 

How do ACEs impact adult health? 

A person’s cumulative adverse childhood experiences have a strong relationship to numerous 
health, social, and behavioral problems throughout their lifespan, including substance use 
disorders, more frequent depressive symptoms, anxiety, and tobacco use. Greater levels of 
adversity are also associated with poorer self-rated health and life satisfaction, heart disease, 
lung cancer, diabetes and many autoimmune diseases, as well as depression, violence, being a 
victim of violence, and suicide. The more ACEs a person has, the higher the cumulative risk of 
negative health consequences. 

ACEs are strongly related to the development and prevalence of a wide range of health problems 
throughout a person’s lifespan, including those associated with substance misuse. Research has 
demonstrated a strong relationship between ACEs, substance use disorders, and behavioral 
problems. When children are exposed to chronic stressful events, their brain development can be 
disrupted. As a result, the child’s cognitive functioning or ability to cope with negative or 
disruptive emotions may be impaired. Over time, and often during adolescence, the child may 
adopt negative coping mechanisms, such as substance use or self-harm. Eventually, these 
unhealthy coping mechanisms can contribute to disease, disability, and social problems, as well as 
premature mortality. 
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LGBTQ+ people experience disproportionately high rates of adverse childhood experiences, including family 
rejection, discrimination, and violence. These early harms are strongly associated with increased risk of substance 
use disorder, including opioid use. Addressing ACEs is essential to preventing substance-related harm. 
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