
Stage 1 - Step 1, Get Informed  •  1ACE Screening Implementation How-To Guide

How ACE Screening, Toxic Stress 
Treatment, and Trauma-Informed 
Care Work Together
Your clinic can become more trauma-informed,  
one step at a time

We screen for Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) to help determine 
our patients’ risk for toxic stress and to prevent and more specifically, 
treat ACE-Associated Health Conditions by addressing the root cause — 
the prolonged activation of the stress response. Through screening and 
responding with evidence-based interventions to address toxic stress, we 
are recognizing that people’s biology, environments, relationships, and 
lived experiences affect their health. 

Studies on ACE screening feasibility report high patient acceptance 
of screening and low levels of patient rejection.1 However, based on 
experiences of addressing sensitive topics through screening and 
counseling (e.g.,intimate partner violence, HIV, pregnancy) and recognizing 
the similarly sensitive nature of ACE screening, we should anticipate and 
prepare for a range of emotional reactions among patients. This is also 
true for clinicians and staff as they reflect on and revisit parts of their lived 
experiences. These emotions can range from sadness or anger to feeling 
grateful about making the connections between ACEs, toxic stress, their 
current and future health, and receiving appropriate care. 
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Therefore, it is important to interact with patients and others in the clinical 
setting with an awareness of these factors — and to be compassionate, 
patient-centered, and create a space where all patients and their 
families feel emotionally and physically safe and supported. Adopting 
trauma-informed approaches to care can help create a more welcoming 
environment for patients, their families, and your staff.  

Becoming trauma-informed: A journey

The premise of trauma-informed care is to assess and modify services to 
include a basic understanding of how trauma impacts the life of a patient.2 
Applications in practice demonstrate that adopting and sustaining trauma-
informed care requires that an organization also pay attention to how these 
same principles are applied to understanding and supporting staff.3 

It is important to understand that becoming more trauma-informed as 
an organization is a journey, not a quick adjustment. It is a process with 
the ultimate goal of integrating trauma-informed care approaches into an 
organization’s overall culture, practice, and standards of care.

Applying a trauma-informed approach

Numerous models support organizations in applying trauma-
informed approaches. ACEs Aware offers a framework and key 
principles for a trauma-informed approach to ACE screening 
and toxic stress treatment based on the Substance Abuse and 
Mental Health Services Administration’s (SAMHSA) guidance, 
recognizing that the journey may look different for each 
organization.

http://www.acesaware.org/ace-fundamentals/principles-of-trauma-informed-care/
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A clinic does not have to “be” trauma-informed before beginning to 
screen patients for ACEs and implement toxic stress treatment. Working 
on developing an ACE screening initiative and learning how to integrate 
trauma-informed care can occur simultaneously. In fact, preparing for 
and implementing ACE screening and toxic stress treatment can be an 
effective early step in helping to move an organization towards a more 
trauma-informed approach to care. 

What is trauma-informed care? 

The term “trauma” in trauma-informed care is defined broadly by SAMHSA 
as “an event, series of events, or set of circumstances that is experienced 
by an individual as physically or emotionally harmful or life threatening and 
that has lasting adverse effects on the individual’s functioning and mental, 
physical, social, emotional, or spiritual well-being.”4 

Trauma-informed care seeks to improve health outcomes of patients with 
histories of adverse experiences and create healthier work environments 
for clinicians and their teams. 

A trauma-informed approach to clinical care includes the following:

• “A foundation grounded in trauma-informed principles and a team 
approach

• An environment that is calm, safe, and empowering

• Education about the impacts of current and past trauma and other 
adversities on health 

• Inquiry about and response to recent and past trauma that includes 
onsite or community-based resources and treatments”5 
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Principles of trauma-informed care 

The following key principles of trauma-informed care can serve as a 
guide for clinicians and staff:

1. Establish the physical and emotional safety of patients and staff

2. Build trust between clinicians and patients

3. Recognize the signs and symptoms of trauma exposure on 
physical and mental health

4. Promote patient-centered, evidence-based care

5. Ensure clinician and patient collaboration by bringing patients 
into the treatment process and discussing mutually agreed 
upon goals for treatment

6. Provide care that is sensitive to the patient’s racial, ethnic, and 
cultural background, and gender identity

Source: ACEs Aware. Adapted from the Substance Abuse and Mental Health 
Services Administration. SAMHSA’s concept of trauma and guidance for a 
trauma-informed approach. Rockville, MD: US Department of Health and Human 
Services, 2014.

Benefits of a trauma-informed approach

Taking a trauma-informed approach to care can improve the health and 
well-being of patients.6 It equips clinicians with knowledge about the signs 
and symptoms of a dysregulated stress response due to toxic stress so that 
they are able to respond with the appropriate care (e.g., employing trauma-
informed principles) and evidence-based interventions to help regulate the 
biological stress response. 
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A trauma-informed approach to care creates a supportive and sustainable 
screening environment in which clinicians and staff can stay healthy and 
do this fulfilling and sometimes challenging work.7 It encourages the 
clinical team to recognize when their own stress response is activated and 
how to regulate it (e.g., through self- and team-care). This approach also 
calls for establishing physical spaces that make patients, clinicians, and 
staff feel safe and supported.

In addition, trauma-informed care supports the building of collaborative 
care networks in communities that are focused on prevention, integration 
of behavioral health, case management, and care coordination services.8

Trauma-informed care for staff 

We hear a lot about trauma-informed care as it relates to 
patients. However, being trauma-informed also supports 
more resilient clinics and organizations. For example, a 
trauma-informed and resilient organization includes leaders 
and staff who have the language and skills to have difficult 
conversations, offer constructive feedback, hold each other 
accountable, and build trust. 

Source: ACEs Aware. Assessing Readiness & Building Resilience in the 
Clinical Workforce: A Foundation for ACE Screening Integration Webinar, 
Sept 30, 2020.
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 Steps to becoming more trauma-informed

While a practice-wide approach to becoming more trauma-informed 
may be valuable for some, being totally “transformed” is not essential for 
beginning ACE screening and toxic stress treatment. In fact, implementing 
ACE screening to identify risk of toxic stress can help organizations 
understand the benefits of trauma-informed approaches to care on a 
smaller scale and can encourage broader adoption of trauma-informed 
approaches from the ground up.  

Becoming more trauma-informed and communicating and interacting in 
more trauma-informed ways with patients and staff can start with you and 
others in your clinic. Education and training are a key first step, and there 
are many resources available, including online trainings and webinars. 

In addition, there are many small changes you can make to support more 
trauma-informed experiences at your clinic, including:9 

• Creating calm waiting areas and exam spaces that are safe and 
welcoming

• Providing a private setting for completing ACE screening when 
possible

• Respecting patient privacy in all interactions

• Employing motivational interviewing and empathic communication 
skills to support clinician and patient collaboration

• Providing clear information about the purpose of ACE screening and 
how it will inform the clinician’s assessment and treatment strategies

• Ensuring informed consent

• Asking patients if there is anything their clinician needs to know to 
make their upcoming visit more comfortable

• Displaying messages and information in multiple languages
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Getting started on your journey

The process of adopting any new clinical practice often starts small — with 
individual people trying to make a difference. While implementing trauma-
informed approaches to patient care represents an important shift in 
the way care is being delivered, it is a process and a journey that will take 
time. To start, you can focus on your screening implementation team and 
work to incrementally educate and engage others in your organization. 
Creating the structure and environment for ACE screening and toxic stress 
treatment can be a mechanism by which your clinic begins to move 
towards more trauma-informed approaches to care.  
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