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Effects of  Childhood Stress 

• Toxic stress 

– Intense adverse experiences that may be 
sustained over a long period of  time 

– Children cannot effectively manage this 
type of  stress on their own 
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People with six or more ACEs died nearly 
20 years earlier on average than those 

without ACEs 
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Children exposed to family violence show the same pattern of activity in their brains 
as soldiers exposed to combat, new research has shown.  
 
In the first functional MRI brain scan study to investigate the impact of physical abuse 
and domestic violence on children, scientists at UCL in collaboration with the Anna 
Freud Centre, found that exposure to family violence was associated with increased 
brain activity in two specific brain areas (the anterior insula and the amygdala) when 
children viewed pictures of angry faces.  
 
Previous fMRI studies that scanned the brains of soldiers exposed to violent combat 
situations have shown the same pattern of heightened activation in these two areas of 
the brain, which are associated with threat detection. The authors suggest that both 
maltreated children and soldiers may have adapted to be ‘hyper-aware’ of danger in 
their environment.  
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