
Chronic Pain and Adverse Childhood Experiences: A 
Connection Worth Knowing About

Have you been diagnosed with a long-term pain disorder? If so, you have 
likely made the rounds between doctors, therapists, and pain specialists with
no meaningful results. The complex nature of the pain is overwhelming and 
severely limiting your quality of life. It’s possible that the pain you are 
struggling with as an adult has its roots in childhood trauma, maltreatment, 
or abuse. These negative events are often referred to as ACE, which stands 
for ‘Adverse Childhood Experience.’

According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, the percentage 
of US adults experiencing at least one type of ACE is quite high: 
approximately 61% in a survey of 25 US states. Sadly, almost 1 in 6 adults 
reported at least 4 types of ACEs. 1

In this article, we delve into the medical research to explain how chronic pain
and other diagnoses, such as fibromyalgia, could be related to numerous the
types of ACE events. We then share some strategies that health care 
professionals are using to help patients overcome the potentially devastating
consequences of life-long pain. 

Scientific Research
Researchers have drawn multiple correlations between ACEs and chronic 
pain in adulthood. These childhood events are generally categorized as 
abuse, family dysfunction, or neglect. Examples of ACEs are:  

1. Physical, emotional, and/or sexual abuse.
2. Physical or emotional neglect.
3. The witnessing of traumatic events, e.g., a caregiver is abused, 

violence in the home, substance abuse, death, parental separation, 
incarceration. 2,3

Particularly over the last several decades, there has been an increased 
understanding of how ACEs and other forms of childhood maltreatment have 
had a negative impact on health conditions in adulthood.4,5

The presence of ACEs can make children more vulnerable to pain disorders 
as an adult. 6,7,8 Although not a direct cause-and-effect relationship,9 health 
experts have found that a large percentage of adults with chronic pain 
syndromes, fibromyalgia, even rheumatoid arthritis, have also been 
subjected various types of traumatic experiences as children.10,11



As the knowledge of healthcare professionals continues to grow, the 
connection between ACE events and numerous types of pain disorders has 
become even more well-documented. For example, we know about the 
disastrous effects of being bullied as a child.12,13 A large study of over 2400 
people indicated that bullying was a critical risk factor (along with other 
adverse events) in the occurrence of pain conditions as an adult. Of note is 
that the largest effect was on those who were victims of emotional abuse.14 
One of the many tragic results of childhood abuse could be a pain condition 
that is so disabling that the individual becomes limited in completing job 
tasks, managing a household, or even participating in leisure activities.15

Upsetting a Delicate Balance
Under normal circumstances, any painful or uncomfortable sensation is in a 
sense, a good thing.  It informs us that we have broken a bone, over-worked 
ourselves during an exercise routine, or need to change positions while we 
work at our desk. A series of sensory signals and/or chemical reactions sends
messages to our brain, telling us that our body needs attention and healing. 
Inflammation can also occur, so as to increase blood circulation to the 
affected body part(s). 

Adverse experiences in childhood can throw these normal healing processes 
out of balance.16 The body’s stress-response system, typically used to 
protect us from danger, is prevented from “turning off” and going back to 
normal. The Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University has 
described this unrelenting stress on the mind, brain, body connection as a 
condition of “toxic stress.”17 Eventually, toxic stress can cause abnormal 
changes to the developing brain, leading to life-long problems in physical 
and/or mental health.18 Other types of traumas may have similar 
consequences: such as racism, bullying, and continued community 
violence.19, 20 

Child maltreatment is associated with structural and functional changes in 
the brain’s limbic system. Such changes can be present even decades later 
in adulthood. The limbic system is the part of the brain that is highly involved
in emotions and memory formation. When the limbic system doesn’t work 
well, it negatively affects how we think and feel.  Ultimately, it can interfere 
with our ability to respond effectively to the present-day environment.21, 22

Restoring the Proper Mind, Brain, and Body Connection
Fortunately, there are ways to counteract toxic stress responses that may lead to 
chronic pain conditions. Essentially, patients are taught by skilled clinicians to 



“unlearn” habits or thought patterns that, although helpful or protective in the past,
are no longer useful. The ability to alter these patterns can be a critical factor in 
relieving the devastating effects of chronic pain.23 

Often, simply talking about these stressful childhood events with a counselor or 
psychiatrist and how they might impact present-day life can be very therapeutic. An
empathetic ear and an acknowledgement may be all that’s needed to lay the 
foundation for recovery 24

There are many non-intensive habits that can help individuals reduce the effects of 
toxic stress, such as:

 Meditation
 Breathing exercises
 Physical/recreational pursuits
 Social supports25

Some ACE survivors may benefit from more formalized therapeutic intervention with
guidance by a properly trained professional counselor, psychiatrist, or other 
licensed clinician. These may include Cognitive Processing Therapy (a type of 
Cognitive-Behavioral Therapy), Eye-movement Desensitization and Reprocessing, 
and Present-Focused Group Therapy.26  

Conclusion 
Thankfully, health care professionals know much more about the complexities of 
treating chronic pain disorders than previously. Although medication can certainly 
help in pain management, the root of the problem may be due, at least in part, to 
adverse experiences during the childhood years. Proper attention to psychosocial 
and spiritual issues may very well be a necessary component of recovery.27

Key Points to Remember

 A US survey revealed that 61% of the respondents experienced at least one 
ACE during childhood.

 Traumatic events do not necessarily need to occur in the home, but also 
within the community in the form of violence, racism, or bullying. 

 Fibromyalgia and other types of chronic pain disorders can be linked to ACE 
events.

 The body’s stress response system and/or structures within the brain can be 
altered as a result of ACE events.

 We can learn how to change our thought processes and habits as adults to 
more effectively manage chronic pain symptoms.

Finally, it’s important to remember that a dysfunctional or abusive childhood does 
not consign you to a life of chronic pain or other post-traumatic battles. Although 
you didn’t have control of your upbringing as a child, you do indeed have the power 
and fortitude as an adult to overcome the challenges. They will never be 
insurmountable. 
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