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How to Reduce the 
Effects of ACEs 
and Toxic Stress

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) may increase a child’s risk of health problems, but 
parents’ consistent care and support help to protect children’s health. Relationships with 
loving and supportive adults can reduce children’s stress levels. Even simple activities like 
playing with bubbles, bear hugs, lullabies, listening to music together, and coloring can 
make a difference.

What’s the best way to respond to a child’s ACEs? If 
possible, prevention of ACEs is best. In addition, you can:

• Tune in and learn your child’s signals. Help your child calm down when you sense that 
she is stressed or scared. Soothe your child, and teach ways to calm down when feeling 
upset. 

• Talk and play with your child. Babies like to be rocked, cuddled, and massaged. Toddlers 
thrive on hugs, shared stories and songs, and daily routines. These actions can help 
children feel seen, heard, and understood. 

• Focus on managing your own stress. This can help you better adjust the way these 
feelings impact how you respond to your child. Having a calm parent will help protect 
your child during periods of stress.

• Take your child to regular medical visits. Your medical provider can help you understand 
when your child’s health may be at risk. 
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Other ways to help your child’s body deal with stress:

• Stick to daily routines. They help children 
know what’s happening next, which can 
reduce stress.

• Have your child exercise regularly. Make 
sure your child is getting at least an hour 
per day of active play.

• Help your child eat well. Good nutrition 
builds brain health and protects the body. 
Serve fruits and veggies at meals and 
avoid junk food. 

• Turn to supportive relationships in your 
family and community.

• Ensure your child gets adequate sleep. 
Sleep gives the body time to grow and 
recharge and children who get adequate 
sleep manage stress more easily.

• Seek mental health care if needed.

• Practice being in the moment; try 
breathing and meditation. It can help the 
body manage stress.

• Talk to your health care provider about 
whether your child’s ACEs might be 
affecting his health and what you can do 
about it. 

ACEs don’t just affect children,
they affect families. Some of the most important things you can do to stop the effects of ACEs 
include learning to manage your own stress so you can be a healthy, stable, and caring 
presence for your child. This includes making lifestyle choices such as eating healthy food, 
getting regular exercise, making a good night’s sleep a top priority, and practicing mindfulness. 
Getting mental health support can also be helpful if you experienced ACEs and trauma in your 
own childhood or are currently experiencing stressful or traumatic situations in your life. The 
good news is that science shows how bodies and brains grow and change every minute of the 
day! This means that by starting today, putting some of these lifestyle choices into action and 
getting the right help when you need it, can help build a healthier future for you and your family. 
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