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Abstract

According to the National Health Service (NHS) in Wales, 47% of the Welsh adult population have experienced at least one adverse childhood experience (ACE) within their lifetime, which studies have shown can have detrimental effects on not only a person’s mental health, but also their physical health.  Another study from Brown et al (2009) has shown that there is a positive correlation between ACEs and life expectancy, with people who have experienced six or more ACEs within their lifetime having an average life expectancy that is almost 20 years shorter than those who had not experienced any ACEs.  Without research, these statistics would be unknown.
Within this research project, I will be discussing the importance of research in nursing and health, looking at the benefits of research within healthcare and how it has benefitted our healthcare system as we know it today.  I will also be answering the question: ‘to what extent to adverse childhood experiences affect the physical health of adults in Wales?’ by using research and data from a variety of different sources to investigate what adverse childhood experiences are and the links between them and the diagnosis of physical and mental disorders in Welsh adults.











The Importance of Research in Nursing and Health

Research is defined as ‘a systematic investigation, including research development, testing and evaluation, designed to develop or contribute to generalisable knowledge’ (Nass, S., 2009), and is something that plays a large role in nursing and healthcare as we know it today.  Without research, it could be argued that our modern-day medicines and health services would be nowhere as near as developed as they are, as without it, there would be gaps in the knowledge of healthcare providers and many of the treatments and resources that are available today wouldn’t exist (NHS Northern Care Alliance, 2020).
The role of research within health is to allow for the discovery of what is currently unknown about healthcare, and the information that is discovered as a result of this research can lead to ground-breaking developments in modern medicine, for example, allowing us to diagnose diseases and health conditions earlier, find treatments for currently untreatable diseases and to improve the healthcare that is being provided to people, both in current times and in future generations (NHS Be Part of Research).
Health research is a topic that is very current across the world, especially in the aftermath of the Covid-19 pandemic.  Without research, life-changing vaccines such as the Covid-19 vaccine, MMR vaccine and the HPV vaccine would not exist, and illnesses that are now uncommon due to the development of these vaccines would be running rampant and causing serious harm across the world (NHS, 2019).
As a result of health research, many healthcare practitioners have turned to using a system of ‘evidence-based practice (EBP)’.  EBP means that healthcare decisions are based on research that is current and valid (Chartered Society of Physiotherapy, 2021).  Within EBP, a healthcare practitioner may use various types of research, such as controlled medical trials and observational studies to make the best possible decisions regarding the care they are providing (University of Saint Augustine for Health Sciences, 2020).


Some may argue that there are benefits to EBP, for example, it prioritises the needs of the patient as it takes into account the preferences of the person being cared for alongside the supporting research. (University of Saint Augustine for Health Sciences, 2020).
Overall, health research largely contributes to current day society.  Thanks to research, healthcare organisations are analyse trends within diseases, create new treatments and vaccinations as well as improve those that already exist, create public health interventions to tackle health issues that are prominent in society such as obesity and heart conditions and so much more (Nass, S., 2009).
In the next section of this report, I will be looking at an important piece of health research that examines the link between adverse childhood experiences and the development of chronic health conditions in adulthood.














Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs): An Introduction

The National Health Service (NHS) defines adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) as traumatic events that are experienced during childhood which affect a person’s health and well-being.  The term ‘ACEs’ covers a wide range of traumatic events, including verbal, mental, physical and sexual abuse (NHS, 2016).
ACEs also include any factors within a child’s life that can lead to a lack of safety or stability within the household, for example, living with a parent, sibling or other family member who engages in substance abuse such as drugs or alcoholism, living with someone with mental health issues or a lack of stability within the household due to having a family member who is incarcerated or parental separation (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022).
Research has shown that ACEs can cause what is known as ‘toxic stress’ in many people, a term that is described by the National Scientific Council on the Developing Child to describe an excessive activation response within a child’s brain, immune system and cardiovascular system in response to excessive exposure to traumatic events during a critical time in their lives where they are still developing (Harvard University, 2013). Studies have shown that as a result of experiencing ACEs and toxic stress, there are a number of different health conditions that can be developed within babies all the way up to adulthood, including developmental delays, growth delays, behavioural and learning disabilities, substance abuse, engagement in high-risk behaviours, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) and other mental health issues (ACEs Aware, 2022).
The links between ACEs and physical health issues will now be investigated further in the next section of this report. 





To what extent do adverse childhood experiences affect the physical health of adults in Wales?
Over the past years, there has been a lot of research undertaken into the long-term effects that ACEs can have on a person’s life, including links to mental illness, substance abuse issues and issues with education.  However, it has also been discovered that there are strong links between ACEs and the development of chronic health problems leading into adulthood (Centres for Disease Control and Prevention, 2022).
One important piece of research into the correlation between chronic illnesses and ACEs within Wales was conducted by researchers Ashton et al (2016) for an NHS trust called Public Health Wales.  The study was a part of a series of studies carried out within Public Health Wales to identify the long-term effects of ACEs within adults in Wales.  
The ACE Study for Wales was undertaken by 2000 adults living in Wales who were between the ages of 18-69 years old.  All of the participants volunteered to take part, and the information provided by the participants was completely anonymous and asked them about their experiences involving ACEs before the age of 18 years old, as well as about their lifestyle and their physical and mental health as adults to determine the impact these ACEs had on them as adults (Ashton et al, 2016).  This addresses some of the potential ethical issues often associated with health research, as all of the participants remained anonymous, ensuring that confidentiality standards were maintained, and they all volunteered to take part, ensuring that their autonomy was maintained also (Avasthi et al, 2013). 
According to the results of the study, 47% of the Welsh adult population have experienced at least one ACE, with 14% having experienced four or more ACEs within their childhood. Verbal abuse, physical abuse and parental separation were identified as the most commonly experienced ACEs in Welsh adults, with household drug use and having an incarcerated family member being the least commonly experienced ACEs (Ashton et al, 2016).



This same study also showed that 24.9% of the individuals who had experienced four or more ACEs reported being diagnosed with a chronic disease by the age of 49, a figure which is much higher than in adults who had never experienced an ACE, as only 6.9% of those adults reported being diagnosed with a chronic disease by the age of 49.  Overall, the adults who had experienced four or more ACEs in their childhood were identified as being twice as likely to develop a chronic disease in adulthood than those who had never experienced an ACE.  Diabetes, heart disease and respiratory diseases were identified as the most commonly diagnosed chronic health conditions in those who had experienced four or more ACEs, with them being four times more likely to develop type two diabetes, three times more likely to develop heart disease and three times more likely to develop a respiratory disease (Ashton et al, 2016).
[bookmark: _Int_MbiX0UAn][bookmark: _Int_12LgDfrT][bookmark: _Int_H1Yte6RP]When looking at the data for specific chronic diseases, the most commonly diagnosed chronic disease in adults who have experienced an ACE is type two diabetes.  A graph within the report provides a useful visual aid to show the difference between the number of adults who had experienced an ACE and been diagnosed with type two diabetes in comparison to adults who had never experienced an ACE and received a type two diabetes diagnosis (see Fig. 1).  The graph shows a positive correlation between age and being diagnosed with type two diabetes, however, it also shows that the number of adults who had experienced an ACE during childhood and been diagnosed with type two diabetes is much higher than the general population.  The researchers later go on to discuss how a previous Welsh ACE survey discovered how ACEs can lead to people partaking in behaviours that can negatively affect their health, which could explain this rise (Ashton et al, 2016).  Other researchers such as Danese and Tan (2013) and Hemmingson et al (2014) could explain this trend, as they have both published research which shows a correlation between abuse during childhood and obesity during adulthood, which could explain the increase in the number of adults who have experienced ACEs developing type two diabetes.
Previous reports from the Welsh ACE survey have demonstrated that ACEs are associated 




with uptake of poor health behaviours, such as increased smoking and alcohol consumption, and low mental well-being in adult life [4,22]; all factors which can lead to the development of poor physical health and chronic disease.
The researchers suggest that there is a correlation between premature mortality and ACEs, stating that the levels of diagnoses of various chronic diseases in individuals who had experienced four or more ACEs was noted as being similar to those around ten years older who had never experienced an ACE leading to premature mortality, likely due to the increased likelihood of developing a chronic health condition (Ashton et al, 2016), a statistic that is supported by another previously mentioned study (Brown et al, 2009). 

What Improvements Could Be Made by the Welsh Government to Solve This Issue?
Whilst it is unlikely that the issue of ACEs can be eliminated completely, there are steps that the Welsh Government could take to protect children from these experiences, which in turn, would reduce the number of adults being diagnosed with these chronic diseases.
[bookmark: _Int_VYxs1tIv]One of the first steps that should be taken by the Welsh Government is to further ensure the protection of all children living in abusive or neglectful environments via the implementation of more Government-funded programmes which are in place to not only protect children, but their families too.  An example of this is Flying Start, a programme that is funded by the Welsh Government that provides various services to families and children in disadvantaged areas across Wales, such as part-time childcare, parenting programmes and social care support (Family Information Service Carmarthenshire).  By the implementation of more services such as this, both children and their families can access the support they need to prevent ACEs from occurring or intervene in cases where children are living in neglectful or abusive environments and give them the start in life that they need.

In many cases, prevention comes from education, therefore, if the Welsh Government were to provide more funding for research into ACEs and the long-term effects they can have, this could lead to massive improvements in the number of children being exposed to ACE’s. For example, this could lead to more training for early-years healthcare professionals or care providers into the signs of abuse or neglect and what to do if they suspect a child is living in an unsafe environment, which in turn, could save millions of children from experiencing these traumatic events (Barnardo’s, 2022).
[bookmark: _Int_3poR1Cgq]Furthermore, there could be the introduction of more Government-funded support systems for adults in Wales.  As previously mentioned, it is almost impossible to eradicate ACE’s completely, therefore, the introduction of more support systems for adults could lead to a decrease in the number of adults who have experienced ACEs being diagnosed with chronic health conditions as instead of turning to unhealthy behaviours as a result of their traumas, these support systems could provide them with coping mechanisms to help them heal from these traumas instead. 
 Conclusion
ACE’s are a very prevalent issue in today’s society, and it has been shown that these traumatic experiences have serious effects on the mental and physical health of many adults in Wales, in many cases leading to the development of chronic health conditions later in adulthood and causing premature mortality.  Whilst it is unlikely that the issue of ACEs will ever be eradicated in its entirety, there are many steps that could be taken by the Welsh Government to not only support the adults who have experienced these traumatic events, but to also prevent children from having these experiences, which in turn will cause a large decrease in the number of adults being diagnosed with these often life-altering chronic health conditions. 
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Appendix

Figure 1: ‘Unadjusted cumulative percentage of individuals reporting diagnosis of type 2 diabetes by age and ACE count’ - Ashton et al (2016)
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