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Abstract
The high prevalence and psychological impact of childhood exposure to potentially traumatic events (PTE) is a major public
health concern in the United States. Considerable evidence has demonstrated the significant racial disparities that exist with
respect to PTE exposure, indicating that Black youth are particularly burdened by these harmful experiences. Racismmay serve a
unique role in explaining why Black youth are disproportionately exposed to PTEs, and why mental health disparities are more
likely to occur following such experiences. Despite clear evidence acknowledging racism as a major life stressor for Black youth,
theoretical models of early childhood adversity have largely neglected the multifaceted influence of racism on mental health
outcomes. Inspired by bourgeoning literature highlighting the potentially traumatic nature of racism-related experiences for
Black youth, we present a culturally-informed Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) model, or “C-ACE”, to understand the
pervasive and deleterious mental health impact of racism on Black youth. This model extends the ACE framework by noting the
significance of racism as an ACE exposure risk factor, a distinct ACE category, and a determinant of post-ACE mental health
outcomes among Black youth. The model acknowledges and supports the advancement of ACEs research that takes a culturally
informed approach to understanding the intergenerational and multilevel impact of racism on the mental health of Black youth.
Future research utilizing the proposed C-ACE model is essential for informing clinical and public health initiatives centered on
reducing the mental health impact of racism-related experiences and health disparities in the United States.

Keywords Racism . Racial trauma . Adverse childhood experiences . Black youth . Traumatic stress

California’s first Surgeon General, Dr. Nadine Burke Harris,
made national headlines in October 2019 for her recommen-
dation that every child in school be screened for trauma.
Although this may seem like a radical suggestion, approxi-
mately two-thirds of youth in the U.S. experience at least
one potentially traumatic event (PTE) before age 16
(Copeland et al. 2007; Substance Abuse and Mental Health
Services Administration 2017), with approximately 50% of

youth experiencing serious interpersonal trauma before age
18 (Finkelhor et al. 2013; Kilpatrick et al. 2003b). Exposure
to PTEs is greatest among youth from socially disadvantaged
backgrounds, with Black1 youth reporting the highest rates
(López et al. 2017). These disparities may be explained, in
part, due to the overrepresentation of Black youth in contexts
where PTEs are more likely to occur, such as low-income
communities, juvenile detention centers, and foster care place-
ments (Andrews et al. 2015; Wamser-Nanney et al. 2018).

Although exposure to PTEs are detrimental to the well-
being of all youth, their effects may be particularly harmful
among Black youth given the relevance and impact of racism
and racial discrimination. Racism is defined as “the exercise
of power against a racial group defined as inferior by individ-
uals and institutions with the intentional or unintentional

1 Consistent with previous research, we use the term “Black” to broadly en-
compass individuals from the African diaspora who reside in the United States.
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support of the entire culture” (Jones 1972, p. 117), whereas
experiences of racial discrimination (i.e., individual racism)
represent behavioral enactments of racism that reinforce be-
liefs that one racial group is inferior to another (Jones 1972).
Racial discrimination is nearly ubiquitous, with recent data
indicating that Black youth average five experiences of racial
discrimination per day (English et al. 2020). This is
concerning given the myriad of adverse consequences linked
to racial discrimination among Black youth including de-
creased psychological, physical, behavioral, and emotional
functioning (Cave et al. 2020; Priest et al. 2013). The harmful
indirect effects of racial discrimination are equally potent
(Jones et al. 2016), with research illustrating that the deleteri-
ous effects of other stressors may be amplified for Black youth
who have experienced racial discrimination, thereby
compounding risk for negative mental health outcomes (De
Coster and Thompson 2017).

A growing body of research has demonstrated that the pro-
found effects of racial discrimination on health may be best
understood through a traumatic stress perspective (i.e., racial
trauma). However, the majority of extant work detailing the
traumatic implications of racial discrimination has been con-
ducted among Black adults (Bryant-Davis and Ocampo 2005;
Carter 2007; Williams et al. 2018), with considerably few
studies taking steps to consider racial discrimination as a
PTE for Black youth (Anderson and Stevenson 2019;
Jernigan and Daniel 2011; Saleem et al. 2019). As such, there
is a shortage of comprehensive conceptual models that fore-
cast how racial discrimination can be conceptualized as a PTE
to informmental health trajectories among Black youth. Thus,
the goal of the current paper is to propose a culturally-
informed adaptation of the Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACEs) conceptual framework – a well-known and highly
referenced framework for understanding the mental and be-
havioral health consequences of PTEs among youth (Felitti
et al. 1998). The proposed model integrates childhood models
of racial trauma into the ACEs framework, detailing how
manifestations of racism (e.g., racial discrimination) can si-
multaneously serve as an ACE exposure risk factor, a discrete
ACE category, and a determinant of post-ACE mental health
outcomes. Subsequently, we discuss how the present adapta-
tion of the ACEs model provides direction for future research
that can inform public health efforts centered on clarifying and
addressing the impact of racism on Black youth.

The ACEs Conceptual Framework

Several theoretical frameworks highlight the increased health
risk conferred by childhood traumatic stress and exposure to
PTEs (Ford and Greene 2017), with the ACEs framework
representing perhaps one of the most widely-acknowledged
among them. Based on the seminal work of Felitti et al.

(1998), the ACEs model provides a risk-based framework in
which childhood exposure to PTEs are theorized to have a
dose-dependent effect on health risk behaviors, developmen-
tal disruptions, and mental and physical illness during child-
hood that extends well into adulthood (Felitti et al. 1998;
Hughes et al. 2017; Kalmakis and Chandler 2015).
According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention
(CDC), ACEs represent any individual or environmental ex-
perience that disrupts a child’s sense of safety, stability, or
bonding (CDC 2020a). Though broadly defined, ACEs liter-
ature has generally examined the implications of exposure to
the following adverse events: childhood abuse (sexual, phys-
ical, emotional), household substance abuse and mental ill-
ness, neglect, parental separation or divorce, and household
criminality (Hughes et al. 2017).

The nature and impact of ACEs can be best understood by
referencing the ACE pyramid (CDC 2020b), which depicts
factors influencing exposure to ACEs and how ACEs are con-
nected with poor health outcomes. Positioned at the base of
the ACE pyramid is historical trauma, which refers to the
notion that the collective traumatic experiences of one gener-
ation (e.g., a parent’s own trauma history) can increase pre-
dispositions for disease and suboptimal psychological func-
tioning in future generations (Brave Heart and DeBruyn
1998). Historical trauma informs the local context and social
conditions (e.g., home environment, socioeconomic re-
sources, neighborhood safety) in which youth maturate, di-
rectly effecting the likelihood of exposure and/or direct en-
counters with ACEs. Upon exposure to ACEs, whether direct-
ly (e.g., physical abuse) or indirectly (e.g., witnessing inter-
personal violence), youth may experience disruptions in
neurodevelopment (e.g., prefrontal brain regions), which can
subsequently impair social (e.g., connectedness), emotional
(e.g., emotion regulation), and cognitive (e.g., executive func-
tioning) functioning. These impairments, in turn, are shown to
heighten risk for the adoption of health risk behaviors (e.g.,
substance and alcohol use), which subsequently increase risk
for poor health outcomes (disease, psychological and physical
functioning), and ultimately early death.

Ample research has supported the ACEs pyramid,
highlighting the harmful and widespread effects that ACEs
can have on health across the lifespan. For instance, research
examining the intergenerational transmission of historical
trauma has shown that parental ACEs are associated with
poorer infant health outcomes (Racine et al. 2018) and later
childhood health and health risk behavior (Lê-Scherban et al.
2018). As it relates to the family context, parents with a history
of ACEs are also at increased risk for anxiety and depression
(Letourneau et al. 2019), have greater difficulty forming se-
cure attachments to their offspring (Iyengar et al. 2014), and
are at greater risk to engage in behaviors (e.g., substance use)
that impair positive parenting (Meulewaeter et al. 2019).
Together, these parental risk factors can foster an ACE prone
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environment for youth. Upon experiencingACEs, youth are at
greater risk of neurological (e.g., physiological damage),
social-emotional (e.g., emotion reactivity), and cognitive im-
pairments (e.g., executive functioning), and are more likely to
engage in maladaptive health risk behaviors including sub-
stance use and juvenile offenses (Danese and McEwen
2012; Guinosso et al. 2016; Kalmakis and Chandler 2015).
ACEs have also been linked with chronic physical health con-
ditions such as cardiovascular disease, respiratory disease, and
cancer, especially among those who have experienced multi-
ple ACEs (Bellis et al. 2019; Hughes et al. 2017; Kalmakis
and Chandler 2015). The effects of ACEs may be most pro-
nounced in the context of mental health, with literature sug-
gesting that ACEs could account for as much as 30% of cases
of anxiety, 40% of cases of depression in North America, and
increased rates of suicide (Bellis et al. 2019; Sachs-Ericsson
et al. 2016).

ACEs among Black Youth

Unfortunately, significant disparities exist with respect to ACE
exposure. Socially disadvantaged groups, and Black youth in
particular, are more likely to report multiple ACEs relative to
their White counterparts (Bruner 2017; Maguire-Jack et al.
2019; Slopen et al. 2016; Strompolis et al. 2019). This dispro-
portionate exposure may help to explain why Black youth ev-
idence greater health risk behaviors (e.g., conduct problems,
substance use) and mental health concerns following exposure
to ACEs, compared to youth from other racial and ethnic back-
grounds (Fagan andNovak 2018; Lee and Chen 2017; Liu et al.
2018). The psychological burden of ACEs have lasting conse-
quences that continue to disparately plague Black youth as they
age into adulthood, and has been linked to increases in symp-
toms of depression, anxiety, and posttraumatic stress symp-
toms, as well as increased tobacco, alcohol, and marijuana use
(Elkins et al. 2019; Mersky et al. 2013).

Despite the increased mental health risk that Black youth
face because of their increased exposure to ACEs, research
examining why these disparities exist is scarce. One possible
explanation for this lack of research is that the conventional
ACEs framework overlooks unique stressors faced by Black
youth and youth from other racial and ethnic minority groups
(Strompolis et al. 2019;Wang et al. 2019). To this end, scholars
have pointed to the necessity of expanding the conceptualiza-
tion of ACEs to incorporate stressful life experiences of partic-
ular relevance to historically disadvantaged and marginalized
groups. In a qualitative examination of ACEs within a sample
of low-income youth (71% Black), Wade et al. (2014) found
that youth spoke about ACEs in ways that extended beyond the
traditional conceptualization. Specifically, while some re-
sponses aligned with conventional ACEs (e.g., familial sub-
stance, physical abuse), youth also described experiences that

have not been customarily discussed within ACEs literature
including racial discrimination, community violence, poverty,
and interactions with juvenile justice and foster care system. As
such, the authors concluded that the ACEs framework should
be expanded to be more representative of the unique PTEs that
youth of color encounter.

In support of this expanded ACEs approach, a study by
Cronholm et al. (2015) compared the conventional ACEs
framework to an expanded version that included PTEs rele-
vant to experiences of community violence, racial discrimina-
tion, foster care placement, and other experiences among a
racially diverse adult population. Their findings revealed that
racial and ethnic minority adults endorsed more ACEs using
their expanded framework, relative to their White counter-
parts. More recent investigations have yielded similar results
finding that Black youth were more likely to report ACEs
consistent with the expanded framework (e.g., discrimination
and community violence), compared to their White counter-
parts who were more likely to endorse ACEs that more so
aligned with the conventional framework (e.g., exposure to
parental drug and alcohol use; Maguire-Jack et al. 2019).
Taken together, significant variation exists in the typology
of ACEs, which may differ as a function of one’s racial and
ethnic background. Despite this evidence, PTEs that dispa-
rately occur among youth of color remain on the periphery
of scholarly investigations. Integration of culturally-informed
PTEs within the broader ACEs framework is an essential first
step for understanding and addressing critical gaps in the em-
pirical literature on childhood adversity and traumatic stress.

While several unique PTEs fit within this expanded concep-
tualization of ACEs, racism-related experiences, and racial dis-
crimination in particular, are among the most chronic and tax-
ing stressors that Black youth negotiate throughout develop-
ment (Jones et al. 2020; Priest et al. 2013). In cross-sectional
and longitudinal studies of Black youth, racism-related experi-
ences have been directly and indirectly associated with greater
perceptions of other stressors, increased symptoms of anxiety
and depression, hypervigilance, suicidality, lower self-esteem,
and emotion and behavioral regulation difficulties (Cave et al.
2020; Himmelstein et al. 2015; Kirkinis et al. 2018; Priest et al.
2013). Indeed, racism has been extensively discussed as key
social determinant to ACE exposure and health disparity
(Williams and Williams-Morris 2000; Williams et al. 2019;
Williams and Collins 2001; Williams and Mohammed 2009),
suggesting that racism-related experiences are central to pin-
point when discussing PTEs among Black youth.

Conceptualizing Racial Discrimination
as Racial Trauma

Given the enduring and pervasive negative impact of racism
on Black youth’s psychological adjustment, scholars have
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argued that the effects of racism-related encounters (e.g., ra-
cial discrimination) should be conceptualized as a distinct
form of traumatic stress, otherwise referred to as “racial trau-
ma.” Racial trauma can be defined as “the emotional and
psychological response to racism-related incidents that are
unexpected, experienced as threatening, and result in signifi-
cant psychological stress” (Pieterse 2018, p. 205). The con-
cept of racial trauma stems from Carter’s (2007) theory of
race-based traumatic stress (Carter 2007), which asserts that
racism related experiences can cause emotional and psycho-
logical injury which threatens an individual’s sense of safety
and security, subsequently triggering a traumatic stress re-
sponse (e.g., intrusive thoughts, anxiety and depression,
avoidance, vigilance).

In support of the notion of racial trauma, scholarship has
documented the considerable overlap between the conse-
quences of racial discrimination and traumatic stress sequelae.
For example, racial discrimination has been found to predict
negative outcomes that strongly parallel post-traumatic stress
reactions (Bryant-Davis and Ocampo 2005; Carter et al.
2020). The connection between racism-related experiences
and trauma-related symptoms remains even after controlling
for general life stressors and other PTEs (Mendez et al. 2020;
Pieterse et al. 2010; Polanco-Roman et al. 2016), suggesting
that this association may be particularly robust. Thus, it fol-
lows that a recent systematic review has implicated racial dis-
crimination as a significant risk factor for trauma symptom-
atology (Kirkinis et al. 2018).

Given the potentially traumatic implications of racial dis-
crimination, recent literature has taken steps to highlight the
developmental implications of racial trauma among Black
youth. For example, Jernigan and Daniel (2011) assert that
Black youth are particularly vulnerable to racial trauma as
they have yet to develop the skills necessary to adaptively
process and cope with racism-related encounters. According
to Jernigan and Daniel, the school environment is the primary
context in which Black youth are repeatedly subjected to ra-
cial discrimination by teachers and peers, and without consid-
erable support and advocacy, it may be very difficult to reduce
or overcome these traumatic experiences. The Developmental
and Ecological Model of Youth Racial Trauma (DEMYth-
RT; Saleem et al. 2019) builds upon the work of Jernigan
and Daniel by providing a framework to explain how histor-
ical trauma, present day interpersonal racism, and ecological
factors interact to contribute to posttraumatic stress symptoms
among youth of color. Consistent with the intergenerational
transmission of stress (Bowers and Yehuda 2016), the
DEMYth-RT model asserts that historical trauma (i.e., racial
oppression, slavery, parent experiences of racism) informs
baseline stress levels, contributing to social and epigenetic
dispositions in ways that increase vulnerability to contempo-
rary expressions of racism. Present-day encounters of racial
discrimination may further amplify these vulnerabilities and

increase risk for traumatic stress responses, with child ap-
praisals, perceptions, and responses to racism-related experi-
ences being further influenced by developmental age and the
multiple ecological contexts in which youth are imbedded
(e.g., family, community, school).

Although this literature makes a compelling case to suggest
that racial trauma represents a pernicious reality for Black
youth and other youth of color, it is important to acknowledge
that person mediated expressions of racial discrimination rep-
resent only a piece of the racism picture (Harrell 1999).
Indeed, racism simultaneously operates at the individual
(e.g., racial discrimination), institutional (e.g., mass incarcer-
ation), and cultural (e.g., stereotypical representations in me-
dia) level (Jones 1972) to increase risk for ACEs exposure and
health vulnerability among Black youth. Further, racial trau-
ma does not exist in isolation to hinder health trajectories of
Black youth. That is, Black youth are not only expected to
navigate racism, but also do so while negotiating exposure to
other stressors and PTEs that shape physical and psychologi-
cal outcomes over time. Despite increasing calls to acknowl-
edge the importance of the multilevel nature of racism
(Neblett 2019), in addition to how racism-related experiences
may interact with other stressors to inform health outcomes
(De Coster and Thompson 2017; Peters and Massey 1983),
such considerations remain absent within the ACEs literature.
As such, a comprehensive conceptual model of childhood
adversity that fully acknowledges the pervasive, distinct, and
interactive influence of racism on the lived experiences of
Black youth is needed.

A Culturally-Informed ACEs Model

Inspired by developmental frameworks elucidating the signif-
icance of racial trauma on health among Black youth (Jernigan
and Daniel 2011; Saleem et al. 2019), we present a culturally-
informed ACEs model, or “C-ACE,” for understanding the
pervasive mental health impact of racism on Black youth.
This targeted C-ACE model presents racism as a unique so-
ciocultural factor with historical underpinnings that contribute
to present day ACE exposure disparities and subsequent
stress-related psychopathology among Black youth.

Leveraging the preexisting infrastructure of the ACEs pyr-
amid, the proposed model first recognizes risk factors that
increase exposure and vulnerability to ACEs, beginning with
historical trauma (see Fig. 1). Unique to the present model is
our conceptualization of historical trauma through a historical
racism perspective. This allows for the formal recognition of
the historical and intergenerational effects of racism, particu-
larly as it pertains to ACE exposure and health disparities that
disproportionately impact Black youth. With this historical
backdrop serving as the foundation of our C-ACE model,
we then present evidence illustrating how historical racism
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continues to shape present-day social conditions (path a), bi-
ological predispositions of Black youth (path b), and overall
biopsychosocial vulnerability and risk of ACEs (paths c and
d). We next present how contemporary manifestations of rac-
ism qualify as ACEs, and how the distinct and stress-
amplifying characteristics of racism are influenced by post-
ACE risk factors (path e and f) to influence health outcomes
(path g and h). Below, we describe the model in detail,
discussing relevant pathways where appropriate. The discus-
sion integrates several bodies of empirical literature, content
from which is presented in abbreviated fashion to maintain
focus on presenting the fundamental components of the C-
ACE model.

Historical Trauma

As referenced previously, the intergenerational transmission
of historical trauma may inform the extent to which youth are
exposed to and affected by adverse experiences. The multi-
generational nature of historical traumawas initially examined
in relation to the Holocaust, with the psychological effects of
this mass trauma continuing to be detected in the offspring of
Holocaust survivors and even three generations later (Giladi
and Bell 2013; Kellerman 2001; Scharf 2007). Building from
this compelling evidence, scholars have continued to link his-
torical trauma to contemporary health disparities, particularly
among groups who have been subjected to mass trauma as a
result of historical colonization, marginalization, genocide,
family separation, generational displacement, and other trau-
matic losses (Brave Heart 2003; Brockie et al. 2015; Mohatt

et al. 2014; Sotero 2006). In the United States, historical trau-
ma is especially important to consider for individuals of
African descent, with their ancestors being forcefully taken
from their homeland, shipped across the Atlantic, and forced
into slavery (Harrell 2000).

The atrocities that occurred during American slavery are
well-documented and included the abduction and separation
of families, sexual exploitation, chronic abuse, and mass mur-
der (Kolchin 2003). Enslaved youth and adults were subjugat-
ed to these daily traumatic experiences for generations. The
systematic disenfranchisement and persecution of Black
Americans continued following the abolishment of slavery
at the end of American Civil War, as evidenced by the wide-
spread practice of lynching and eventual institutionalization of
Jim Crow laws, which reinforced and maintained the
dehumanized and devalued status of Black individuals in
America. The historical legacy of racism and slavery in the
United States has been linked to the continuedmarginalization
of Black communities within contemporary society, chiefly
operating through institutional and structural practices that
sustain inequity across multiple sociocultural domains
(Williams et al. 2019).

Historical Racism and Current Social Conditions

As noted by Ruef and Fletcher (2003), the enduring effects of
historical racism on contemporary social conditions (path a)
represents an institutional legacy, or “the reproduction of
material-resource and cultural conditions from a social insti-
tution despite the fact that the institution has been formally

Fig. 1 Culturally informed
adverse childhood experiences
framework for understanding the
pervasive mental health impact of
racism on black youth
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dismantled” (p. 447). That is, while formal practices of chattel
slavery, lynchings, and Jim Crow laws may have ended, the
ideologies, behaviors, and beliefs that undergirded these prac-
tices continue to shape the current cultural context, and serve
to maintain economic, educational, and social disadvantage
within the Black community (Williams et al. 2019). To this
end, the effects of historical racism can be detected within
numerous structural systems including housing and lending,
residential segregation, education and employment, and ac-
cess to healthcare (Williams et al. 2019), which in turn, in-
crease risk to ACE exposure and health disparities (path c).

Although there are several ways that historical racism has
shaped present day social conditions, perhaps the most influ-
ential on the social landscape of the United States is the un-
equal distribution of wealth, particularly between White and
Black households (Thomas et al. 2020). Recent estimates sug-
gest that the medium household income for Black families is
only 61% of that of White households, and that this disparity
has only marginally improved since 1970 (Pew Research
Center 2020). This unequal distribution continues to exist
even after accounting for educational attainment and other
factors traditionally affiliated with economic mobility, such
as home ownership (Darity et al. 2018). This financial dispar-
ity may help to explain why Black youth are more likely to
live beneath the poverty line compared to youth of any other
racial demographic (Bruner 2017), which factors into the
maintenance of residential segregation practices, and the dis-
proportionate concentration of Black families within
impoverished and high-crime communities (Williams 2018;
Williams and Collins 2001). Such, financial disparities and
institutional practices increase risk of exposure to ACEs such
as community violence, food insecurity, and household insta-
bility (Graves et al. 2010).

Moreover, the historical legacy of slavery and racism has
fundamentally altered the way broader society perceives
Black youth and the Black community as a composite.
People, including police officers, are more likely to perceive
Black youth as older, less innocent, less intelligent, and more
violent compared to youth from other demographic back-
grounds (Epstein et al. 2017; Goff et al. 2014). As evidenced
by the countless incidents of racial profiling (e.g., stop and
frisk, driving while Black) and murders of innocent Black
youth and adults by law enforcement and others in the com-
munity (e.g., Trayvon Martin, Tamir Rice, Renisha McBride,
Ahmuad Arbery, Breoana Taylor, George Floyd), these neg-
ative perceptions can have traumatic and potentially lethal
consequences. Literature has tied these skewed perceptions
of Black individuals to the negative historical depictions and
portrayals of Black individuals during and after slavery (Goff
et al. 2014; Smiley and Fakunle 2016), which has only con-
tinued in modern day media and news (Entman and Rojecki
2001). Such negative depictions and perceptions of Black
people may inform, in part, why Black youth are suspended

from school, arrested, incarcerated, and more harshly sen-
tenced in the justice system relative to their White peers
(Jarvis and Okonofua 2020; Mallett 2018; Morris and Perry
2016), each of which may considerably increase risk for
ACEs. This may also help to explain why Black youth in
the U.S. are six times more likely to have a parent in jail,
compared to White youth (Sykes and Pettit 2014). Although
having a parent in prison is currently conceptualized as an
ACE, it also increases ACE exposure for youth by reducing
the ability of Black families to establish stability and indepen-
dence, financially support children, and attain social mobility
(Harris et al. 2010; Sykes and Pettit 2014).

Historical Racism and Biological Predispositions

Historical trauma also contributes to the biological predispo-
sition of Black youth (path b) in ways that increase risk of
ACEs (path d). Behavioral expressions of racism (i.e., racial
discrimination) have been shown to compromise health from
one generation to the next, particularly through its influence
on the prenatal environment of Black women (Alhusen et al.
2016; Dominguez 2008). Racial discrimination has been im-
plicated as a key mechanism to explain why Black mothers
face significant disparities in rates of birth complications, pre-
term births, and low birthweight babies, regardless of
sociodemographic characteristics and maternal health behav-
iors (Alhusen et al. 2016; Giurgescu et al. 2011).

The link between racial discrimination and adverse birth
outcomes among Black women has been conceptualized as a
result of stress-induced disruptions in immune and inflamma-
tory processes that negatively impact the prenatal environment
(Christian 2012). For example, among pregnant Black wom-
en, racial discrimination has been associated with abnormal
cortisol levels produced by the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-
Adrenal (HPA) axis–one of the body’s major neuroendocrine
stress response systems. Abnormal cortisol levels have been
connected with pregnancy and delivery complications, such as
preeclampsia, fetal growth delay, and preterm birth (Davis and
Sandman 2006; Nepomnaschy et al. 2006; Reis et al. 1999),
all of which are disparately observed within Black women
(Giscombé and Lobel 2005; Lu and Halfon 2003; Slaughter-
Acey et al. 2019). Maternal experiences of racial discrimina-
tion have also been linked to decreased cellular immune func-
tion (Christian et al. 2012), which increases risk for infection
and birth complications, further compromising the health of
Black infants during delivery and postnatally. Finally, experi-
ences of racial discrimination among Black women have been
linked to increased cardiovascular reactivity, which has been
linked with poor postnatal infant outcomes, such as low birth
weight and delays in fetal growth rates (Hilmert et al. 2014).
These adverse birth outcomes can have long-term effects on
the health Black children, leading to socio-emotional prob-
lems (Montagna and Nosarti 2016) and sustained disruption
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of physiological stress response systems, including diastolic
blood pressure and the HPA axis (Arpi and Ferrari 2013;
Covelli et al. 2007). Indeed, dysregulation of stress response
systems can increase risk for attention and behavioral prob-
lems, impulsive behaviors, and socioemotional difficulties,
which can further shape exposure and vulnerability to ACEs
(Arpi and Ferrari 2013; Heard-Garris et al. 2018).

Interaction of Social and Biopsychological
Vulnerability and Risk of ACEs

The joint interplay of social disadvantage and biopsychological
predispositions ultimately determines risk for Black youth to be
exposed to and affected by ACEs (paths a-d). The interaction of
social and biological factors in relation to ACEs aligns with the
diathesis-stress model, which asserts that as the degree or number
of diatheses (i.e., predispositional vulnerabilities) increase, the
stress required to negatively influence well-being decreases
(McKeever and Huff 2003). In line with this literature, the pro-
posed C-ACEmodel postulates that parental experiences of stress
and trauma related to and/or compounded by racism-related ex-
periences are passed down to offspring biologically, as well as
through negative social conditions that shape the parent-child
relationship and the family’s access to resources. Adverse social
conditions shaped by historical and institutional racism such as
poverty, exposure to community violence, and social marginali-
zation also serve to uniquely affect and conjointly amplify Black
youth’s preexisting biopsychological vulnerabilities, disrupting
neurological, cognitive, and behavioral development (Blair and
Raver 2016; Janusek et al. 2017). Thus, we assert that the inter-
active and intergenerational nature of social and biological vul-
nerabilities position Black youth to be particularly susceptible to
ACEs and the deleterious health consequences that follow.

Conceptualizing Racial Discrimination as an ACE

In addition to serving as a risk factor for ACE exposure, the
trauma conferring potential of direct and vicarious experi-
ences of racism (e.g., racial discrimination) can serve as both
a distinct, or time-limited, experience (e.g., being called a
racial slur) and as a cumulative stressor (e.g., being treated
as less intelligent than non-minority peers). While time-
limited or more blatant experiences of racism can certainly
reoccur (e.g., repeated exposure to Black individuals being
harmed or murdered via social media; Tynes et al. 2019),
cumulative or more subtle racism-related experiences such
as “microaggressions”– brief behavioral or environmental ex-
changes that transmit denigrating messages due to their racial
or ethnic background (Sue et al. 2007) – are posited to occur
more frequently. Nevertheless, blatant and subtle manifesta-
tions of racism are equally harmful to mental health (Jones
et al. 2016), and can both contribute to short- and long-term
mental and physical health problems and disparities (Carter

2007; Cave et al. 2020; Jones et al. 2020). These lasting phys-
ical and psychological consequences are believed to result
from prolonged activation of biological stress response sys-
tems, such as the aforementioned HPA axis, which can have a
deleterious “weathering” effect on the body and on cognitive
development (Berger and Sarnyai 2015; Geronimus et al.
2006; Matheson et al. 2019).

The biopsychosocial pathways by which racism-related expe-
riences and stressors increase risk for disruptions in
neurodevelopment, socio-emotional and cognitive development,
health risk behaviors, and mental and physical health outcomes
(Clark et al. 1999; Gibbons et al. 2018;Williams andMohammed
2013), strongly parallel the pathways by which conventional
ACEs have been conceptualized to influence health outcomes
(Nurius et al. 2016). Specifically, racial discrimination among
Black youth has been linked to a cadre of poor outcomes across
theACEpyramid including biological dysregulations (Berger and
Sarnyai 2015), executive functioning and socio-emotional con-
cerns (Bair and Steele 2010; Pachter and Coll 2009), substance
use and delinquent behaviors (Gibbons et al. 2012; Simons et al.
2003), anxiety and depression (Priest et al. 2013), and increased
mortality rates (Assari et al. 2017). In light of this evidence, it is
crucial to expand conceptualizations of adversity to include
racism-related experiences as an ACE, as this omission may lead
to the underestimation of ACEs among ethnic and racial minority
communities (Cronholm et al. 2015; Maguire-Jack et al. 2019;
Wade et al. 2014).

Racism as Post-ACE Mental Health Risk Factor

In addition to being conceptualized as a risk factor for ACE
exposure and as a distinct ACE, it is equally important to
consider how racism contributes to post-ACE mental health
vulnerability. The historically informed social conditions that
increase risk for ACEs among Black youth also increase risk
for poor psychological adjustment following ACE exposure.
For example, there are clear racial disparities that exist in the
quantity and quality of health care that Black andWhite youth
and families receive (Alegria et al. 2010;Williams and Rucker
2000), which has been tied to institutional and structural rac-
ism as well as racial inequity in the United States. These
disparities are further compounded by the fact that physi-
cians and clinicians are remarkably ill-equipped to effec-
tively discuss, diagnose, or treat issues pertaining to
racism-related stress (Alvidrez et al. 2008; Snipes et al.
2011); for instance, Black youth are misdiagnosed as hav-
ing more severe behavioral problems at higher rates than
their White peers (Fadus et al. 2020; Liang et al. 2016),
and as such, they are less likely to receive appropriate
treatment. With access to quality healthcare and other
forms of support being limited following exposure to
ACEs, Black youth are at an increased risk for poor men-
tal health outcomes (path g).
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In addition to its enduring effects on societal social condi-
tions, the omnipresent nature of racism also continues to con-
fer increased biopsychological vulnerability to future stressors
(path f), increasing risk for negative mental health outcomes
(path h). Previous experiences of racial discrimination can
lead Black youth to become particularly vigilant of their sur-
roundings in efforts to mentally prepare themselves for future
discriminatory events (i.e., racism-related vigilance; Clark
et al. 2006). While vigilance can serve an important and con-
textually adaptive function to protect onesmental and physical
well-being, the energy needed to sustain a constant state of
vigilance can be psychologically and physiologically demand-
ing, leading to increased sleep difficulty, increased physiolog-
ical and immunology reactivity, and somatic concerns (Clark
et al. 2006; Hicken et al. 2013; Williams and Mohammed
2009), thereby increasing stress vulnerability and risk of neg-
ative health outcomes (Himmelstein et al. 2015).

The combined biopsychosocial impact of racism following
ACEs can contribute to poor mental health outcomes (i.e.,
trauma-related sequalae) among Black youth in several ways.
First, dysregulated biological stress responses, increased cog-
nitive distress, and lack of supportive resources following
racism-related incidents may amplify the sensitivity to, and
perceived severity of, other stressors that may not appear to
on the surface be related to racism-related experiences
(Williams 2018)—a process referred to as stress proliferation
(Pearlin et al. 2005; Peters and Massey 1983). As an example,
racial discrimination has been found to exacerbate the nega-
tive impact of other life stressors (including exposure to
PTEs), and subsequently increase negative emotional and be-
havioral functioning such as anger and delinquency among
Black youth (De Coster and Thompson 2017). Second, the
significant impairment stemming from direct and vicarious
racism-related experiences and social conditions may ulti-
mately hamper one’s ability to engage in effective and adap-
tive coping strategies that assist in stress regulation. This may
help to explain why Black youth evidence disparate rates of
maladaptive coping strategies, such as substance use (Cooper
et al. 2008; Miech et al. 2019), that only further add to stress
vulnerability over time. Third, negative racial messages that
existed in the pre-ACE environment may be further reinforced
in the post-ACE environment due to the continued prevalence
of high-profile racism-related incidents that occur and the lack
of societal resource to assist in processing andmaking sense of
these events.

Future Research Considerations

It has been established that the lives of Black youth are fun-
damentally altered by the profound effects of racism. Thus, we
join the chorus of literature advocating for the need to account
for racism-related stressors when discussing issues of

childhood adversity and trauma, and for expanded conceptu-
alizations of adversity to include PTEs that may be predomi-
nately relevant among socially disadvantaged communities
(Cronholm et al. 2015; Jernigan and Daniel 2011; Saleem
et al. 2019; Wade et al. 2014). Integrating racism into adver-
sity research provides a foundation for understanding how
best to address ACEs among Black youth from a clinical
and public health perspective. Below, we detail several areas
of future consideration that build on a culturally-informed,
integrated approach to understanding ACEs among Black
youth, particularly with respect to assessment, study design,
and intervention and prevention programing research.

Assessment

With the recent proliferation of literature establishing the fre-
quency and deleterious implications of childhood trauma,
many have determined the prevalence of ACEs to be a public
health crisis that warrants immediate attention (Dube 2018).
To this end, several assessment tools have been utilized to
assess ACEs (Cronholm et al. 2015; Ellis and Dietz 2017;
Felitti et al. 1998; Koita et al. 2018; Mersky et al. 2017;
Reuben et al. 2016). However, these assessment tools vary
in how they categorize and measure ACEs, with only a few
including items relevant to experiences of racial discrimina-
tion and other culturally relevant stressors (e.g., community
violence). The inconsistent evaluation of such experiences
makes it difficult to assess ACEs in a reliable and uniform
manner and highlights a broader challenge with respect to
how ACEs are operationalized and assessed. More specifical-
ly scholars have noted that the inconsistent language, mea-
surement, operationalization, and assessment of ACEs makes
it difficult to know how or when to systemically intervene
(McLaughlin 2016).

As ACE-related data is directly tied to the creation of state
and federal funded policies, programs, and initiatives
(Strompolis et al. 2019), there is an immediate need to con-
ceptualize adversity in a consistent and inclusive manner to
incorporate considerations of racism and racial trauma, and
update ACE-related assessment tools to more comprehensive-
ly assess PTEs across racial and ethnic groups. At the time that
this paper was written, 17 states have active ACE data being
collected, primarily through an 11-itemmodule includedwith-
in the Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System (BRFSS),
sponsored by the CDC (CDC 2019). The BRFSS is a large-
scale state-based surveillance system that gathers information
about targetable risk factors for chronic diseases and other
leading causes of death. Notably absent from the ACEmodule
within the BRFSS protocol are any items relevant to racism-
related experiences or other PTEs documented within previ-
ous expanded ACE measures. These omissions make it diffi-
cult to ascertain the prevalence and impact of culturally rele-
vant ACEs among racial and ethnic minority communities,
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and subsequently limits the possibility for clinical researchers
to develop prevention and intervention strategies that can ef-
fectively address critical needs.

Study Design

While it has been established that ACEs can significantly af-
fect mental health outcomes across the lifespan, scholarship
has indicated that the type and developmental timing of an
ACE may dictate the severity of subsequent biopsychosocial
dysregulation and may have differential effects at different
pubertal stages (Herzog and Schmahl 2018; Luby et al.
2019; Schalinski et al. 2016). Interestingly, the impact of
racism-related experiences has been found to evidence similar
developmental patterns (Cuevas et al. 2019; Gibbons et al.
2018). Thus, additional prospective work is needed to eluci-
date how racism-related encounters at the interpersonal and
institutional level operate in tandem with other ACEs to
uniquely and cumulatively impactmental health across critical
developmental stages.

Additionally, while Black youth are more likely to be ex-
posed to affected by ACEs, it is equally important for research
to incorporate considerations of resilience into scholarly ex-
aminations of adversity. Black youth are not monolithic in
their responses to adversity, and as such, it is important to
understand individual, community, and contextual factors that
may shape both risk and resilience over time. Mixed methods
and community-based participatory research approaches rep-
resent specific techniques that could more precisely locate
unique manifestations of ACEs, while also highlighting cul-
turally relevant mechanisms that promote resilience and
healing in the context of adversity among Black youth (e.g.,
racial identity, racial socialization, activism).

Intervention and Prevention

While there are competing philosophies and evidence as to the
importance and benefit of modifying psychological treatment
based on patient demographics (Castro et al. 2010; Pieterse
2018; Snipes et al. 2011), it is important to recognize that
Black youth are less likely to receive mental health treatment
(Kilpatrick et al. 2003a). Even when Black youth do receive
treatment, literature has found that they evidence lower treat-
ment completion and poorer treatment outcomes compared to
their peers (Weiner et al. 2009). Scholars have hypothesized
that these disparities may exist, in part, due to the oversight of
culturally specific coping strategies that may assist in navigat-
ing stressors pertinent to their daily lived experiences such as
racism-related stress and trauma (Metzger et al. 2020).
Previous literature has connected the minimization of patient
experiences of racial discrimination in therapy to weaker ther-
apeutic alliances, lower treatment satisfaction, and higher rates
of drop out (Constantine 2007; Sue et al. 2007). These low

rates of treatment engagement and retention are further
compounded by the lack of adequate training that clinicians
receive to comfortably talk about race and racial discrimina-
tionwithin the clinical context (Cardemil and Battle 2003; Sue
et al. 2010). Thus, therapeutic spaces conceptually designed to
be a place of safety and refuge may actually be perceived by
Black youth as a space of invalidation and discomfort.

Despite this concerning data, formal trainings to assist cli-
nicians in their development of the awareness, knowledge,
and skills needed to discuss topics of racism-related stress
and trauma within the clinical context remain few and far
between. However, the present model suggests that clinicians
must be made aware of how the historical mistreatment and
marginalization of Black communities within the United
States has led to the present day skepticism that Black indi-
viduals may hold towards the medical field (Kennedy et al.
2007), and how barriers informed by historical trauma may
also inform present day racial disparities in the utilization of
healthcare services (Gaskin et al. 2012). This includes the
history of medical and societal mistreatment (e.g., Tuskegee
Syphilis Study, Henrietta Lacks) that Black communities have
and continue to be subjected to, which can be directly linked
to disparities that continue to occur across various domains of
contemporary society (Magaña et al. 2012; Williams and
Rucker 2000). Similarly, clinicians need to be prepared to
discuss strategies for adaptively navigating racial discrimina-
tion and its potentially traumatic consequences (Anderson
et al. 2019; Anyiwo et al. 2020; Metzger et al. 2020;
Stevenson 2014) as they work to promote positive mental
health trajectories among Black youth.

Concluding Remarks

To date, scholarly examinations of the ACEs framework that
consider the significance of racism have been limited in num-
ber and in scope. In efforts to address this significant limita-
tion, we provide a culturally informed framework centrally
focused on demonstrating the harmful effects of racism across
the ACEs pyramid to highlight its deleterious biopsychosocial
effects among Black youth. As literature continues to shed
light on the traumatic implications of racism-related experi-
ences among Black youth (Anderson et al. 2019; Jernigan and
Daniel 2011; Saleem et al. 2019), it is imperative that mani-
festations of racism be appropriately conceptualized as a
unique form of adversity that can have acute and long lasting
impacts on mental health trajectories. Consistent with stress
proliferation literature (Peters and Massey 1983), our model
articulates how behavioral manifestations of racism can be
conceptualized as a discrete and amplifying form of adversity
among Black youth that can lead to the adoption of health risk
behaviors that ultimately inform negative mental health out-
comes and increased vulnerability to future ACEs. In
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alignment with recent research (Neblett 2019), we also high-
light the necessity of recognizing how institutional and cultur-
al manifestations of racism inform current social conditions to
increase and maintain the disparate rates at which Black youth
are exposed to and impacted by adverse events.

The ultimate goal in presenting this model is to validate the
lived experiences of Black youth through utilization of a
framework commonly used to illustrate the effects of child-
hood trauma and adversity. Formal integration of racismwith-
in the ACEs framework is crucial and brings much needed
attention to the need to bolster public health efforts to better
comprehend and to more comprehensively assess PTEs
among Black youth. Gaining a more accurate and nuanced
understanding of the prevalence, impact, and typologies of
ACEs that disparately influence Black youth can shed light
on targetable areas of intervention at the individual (e.g., adap-
tive coping strategies), contextual (e.g., community initia-
tives), and institutional (e.g., equitable health care) level that
can disrupt the noxious and lasting effects of adversity. It is
our hope that this model adds to the scholarly discourse
documenting the profound and potentially traumatic impact
of racism on Black youth and guides research efforts aimed
at clarifying culturally specific mechanisms of risk and
resiliency.
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