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ABSTRACT

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) include abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction that may extend
beyond childhood and remain relevant to psychological functioning during young adulthood. This study
examined the prevalence and distribution of ACEs, the levels of self-esteem, and the association between ACE
score categories and self-esteem among college students. A cross-sectional, non-experimental design was used
with 1,015 college students from the selected university. Data were collected using the Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACE) Questionnaire and the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory—Adult Version (CSEI).
Frequencies and percentages were used to describe ACE exposure and self-esteem levels, while the Chi-Square
Test of Independence was used to examine their association. Emotional abuse was the most frequently reported
ACE (41.1%), followed by physical abuse (27.7%) and emotional neglect (24.9%). Most participants reported
three or fewer ACEs (77.2%), while 22.8% reported four or more. In terms of self-esteem, 64.8% of the
participants were classified at the medium level, 30.8% at the low level, and 4.3% at the high level. The analysis
showed a statistically significant association between ACE score category and self-esteem level, y*(2, N=1,015)
=22.501, p <.001. The finding indicates that self-esteem levels were distributed differently across ACE score
categories; however, the observed distribution did not indicate a simple pattern in which greater ACE exposure
was associated with lower self-esteem. The findings underscore the relevance of examining childhood adversity
alongside self-esteem among college students while recognizing that the cross-sectional design does not permit
causal interpretation.

Keywords: Adverse Childhood Experiences; Self-Esteem; College Students; Childhood Adversity; Sociometer
Theory

INTRODUCTION

Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) refer to negative and potentially traumatic events that occur during
childhood, including abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction. Research has linked these forms of childhood
adversity to difficulties in emotional development and overall well-being (Mwakanyamale et al., 2018). Their
effects may also extend into later stages of life, with studies reporting associations between childhood adversity,
psychological distress, and psychiatric conditions in adolescence and adulthood (Freire & Ferreira, 2019; Kalemi
et al., 2019). Childhood adversity has likewise been associated with changes in emotional regulation and
executive functioning (Anda et al., 2010; Flaherty et al., 2013; Shonkoff & Garner, 2012), as well as difficulties
in relationships, coping, and feelings of alienation (Peckins et al., 2015; Waehrer et al., 2020). The accumulation
of these difficulties may influence not only how individuals respond to their environment but also how they
come to view themselves.

Self-esteem is one aspect of psychological functioning that may be affected by these early circumstances. It
refers to an individual's evaluation of personal worth and competence (Mruk, 2006; Lubow, 2009). Rosenberg
(1965) described self-esteem as a global evaluation of the self, which develops through an individual's
experiences and the meanings attached to them. Experiences within the family and other early social
environments therefore provide an important context for the development of self-perception. Repeated exposure
to rejection, criticism, neglect, or instability may contribute to feelings of inadequacy, particularly when these
experiences occur during formative years. Prolonged stress has been associated with emotional dysregulation,
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maladaptive coping, and persistent feelings of inadequacy (Del Giudice et al., 2011; Miller et al., 2011; Kassel
et al., 2003; Pearlin et al., 1997; Umberson et al., 2014). These patterns provide a basis for considering whether
exposure to ACEs is also reflected in students' evaluations of their own worth. At the same time, ACE exposure
does not necessarily result in low self-esteem, since later relationships, coping resources, and other protective
factors may shape how childhood adversity is carried into adulthood.

The issue is particularly relevant to college students. The college years involve changes in identity, autonomy,
relationships, and academic responsibilities, while students are also forming more stable views of themselves
and their capabilities. Childhood adversity may remain relevant during this period even when the adverse
circumstances themselves are no longer present. Although ACEs have been widely studied in relation to mental
health, behavioral problems, and other psychological outcomes, fewer studies have focused specifically on their
relationship with self-esteem among college students. This leaves a need to examine whether differences in
exposure to childhood adversity are reflected in students' current levels of self-esteem. Understanding this
relationship may provide a more specific account of how early adversity relates to psychological functioning
during the college years and may offer useful information for institutions that provide counseling and student
support services. Therefore, the present study aims to examine the association between adverse childhood
experiences and self-esteem among college students, contributing empirical evidence that may inform initiatives
aimed at supporting student well-being and strengthening positive self-concept development (In-Albon et al.,
2017; Szkody et al., 2020).

LITERATURE REVIEW

Adverse Childhood Experiences

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) refer to early-life adversities such as abuse, neglect, and household
dysfunction that occur during childhood and may affect psychological functioning beyond this developmental
period (Cohen et al., 2006; Lovallo et al., 2000). Previous studies have associated exposure to ACEs with
difficulties in stress regulation, emotional instability, and maladaptive coping strategies (Burke et al., 2005;
Adinoff et al., 2005). Childhood adversity has also been linked to changes in biological and psychological
responses to stress, particularly in the regulation of systems involved in adapting to stressful situations (Cohen
et al., 2006; Lovallo et al., 2000). These difficulties may continue as individuals move into later developmental
periods, particularly as they encounter increasing demands and responsibilities. College students face academic
pressures, changing interpersonal relationships, and greater independence, which may place additional demands
on their ability to manage stress and adjust to new circumstances. At the same time, exposure to ACEs does not
result in the same outcomes for all individuals, as some develop adaptive coping strategies and resilience despite
adverse circumstances (Ellis et al., 2011; McEwen et al., 2012). Thus, although ACEs occur during childhood,
their psychological implications may not be confined to childhood and may remain relevant to students'
functioning during the college years.

Self Esteem

As previously mentioned, the effects of early developmental circumstances may extend into young adulthood,
including the college years. Self-esteem is one aspect of psychological functioning that becomes relevant
during this period. It refers to how individuals evaluate their own worth and capabilities (Mruk, 2006).
Rosenberg (1965) described self-esteem as a global evaluation of the self that develops through life experiences
and continues to change across the lifespan (Lubow, 2009). Experiences of success, failure, acceptance, and
rejection may influence these evaluations and shape how individuals view their competence and worth (Mruk,
2006). Among college students, lower self-esteem has been associated with greater academic anxiety and
difficulties in adjustment (Croyle et al., 2012; Dan et al., 2014; Peleg, 2009). Higher self-esteem, on the other
hand, has been associated with greater motivation, adaptability, confidence, and healthier interpersonal
relationships (Moore & Shell, 2017; Korhonen et al., 2018; Fingerman et al., 2016). Students with lower self-
esteem may also experience self-doubt, anxiety, reduced participation, and difficulties in forming supportive
relationships (Bettis et al., 2017; Moore & Shell, 2017).
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The development of self-esteem begins before college and is influenced by early social and developmental
circumstances. Experiences of rejection, criticism, limited support, or negative reinforcement may contribute to
negative self-perceptions and beliefs about one's competence (Hart et al., 2003; Shek & Leung, 2017; Over &
Uskul, 2016). Consistent support and positive reinforcement, in contrast, may contribute to a more positive self-
concept (Rosenberg, 1965; Fairlamb & Juhl, 2020). Self-esteem may be viewed as a global evaluation of the
self, although perceptions of the self can also develop across academic, social, emotional, and physical domains
(Shavelson et al., 1976; Barbot, 2019). For college students, these evaluations are formed within a period marked
by academic demands, changing relationships, and increasing independence. Understanding self-esteem within
this period is therefore relevant to examining students' psychological functioning and adjustment.

Adverse Childhood Experiences and Self-Esteem Among College Students

Research has demonstrated an association between adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and self-esteem
among young adults and college students. In a national probability sample of 1,924 college students in Taiwan,
Shen (2009) found that participants who experienced both interparental violence and child physical maltreatment
during childhood reported lower adult self-esteem than those who experienced one or neither form of family
violence. More recently, Yun et al. (2025) found a significant negative correlation between ACEs and self-esteem
among 451 Chinese vocational college students (r = —.54, p < .01), with greater ACE exposure associated with
lower self-esteem. These findings provide empirical support for examining the association between childhood
adversity and self-esteem among college students. Given the developmental importance of self-evaluation during
the college years, the present study examines adverse childhood experiences and self-esteem among college
students.

Research Questions
1. What is the demographic profile of the college students participating in the study?

2. What is the prevalence and distribution of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) among the
participants?

3. What are the levels of self-esteem among the participants?

4. Is there a significant association between ACE score categories and self-esteem levels among the
participants?

Theoretical Framework

The present study is anchored on Sociometer Theory, developed by Leary and colleagues, which
conceptualizes self-esteem as an internal monitoring system that tracks an individual's perceived social
acceptance and relational value. The theory proposes that experiences signaling acceptance, rejection, approval,
or devaluation are reflected in changes in self-esteem (Leary, 2005). Empirical research has continued to support
the relevance of interpersonal relationships to self-esteem, including evidence that perceptions of relationship
quality are associated with self-worth (Perinelli et al., 2021). Sociometer Theory provides a relevant framework
for examining the association between adverse childhood experiences and self-esteem among college students
because many ACEs involve disruptions in early interpersonal and family relationships. Experiences such as
abuse, neglect, household dysfunction, rejection, and inadequate support can constitute social experiences
through which individuals receive cues about their relational value and acceptance. From a sociometer
perspective, repeated experiences of devaluation or disrupted social acceptance are relevant to the development
and maintenance of self-esteem. Thus, the theory provides a theoretical basis for examining whether differences
in ACE exposure are associated with differences in self-esteem among college students, without assuming that
ACEs causally determine self-esteem.
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Conceptual Framework

SOCIOMETER THEORY

-

Self-esteem functions as a sociometer that
reflects an individual’s perceived relational
value and sensitivity to social acceptance
and rejection.
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Figure 1. Conceptual framework on relationship between adverse childhood experiences and self-esteem among
college students

The study is anchored on Sociometer Theory proposed by Leary et al. (1995). The theory views self-esteem in
relation to how individuals perceive their acceptance and value in their relationships with others. Leary et al.
(1995) proposed that self-esteem serves as an interpersonal monitor, reflecting changes in perceived social
acceptance or rejection. Experiences that communicate acceptance and value may therefore support positive self-
evaluation, whereas experiences of rejection or diminished relational value may be associated with lower self-
esteem.

This view is relevant when considering adverse experiences during childhood, particularly those that occur
within the family and household. Abuse, neglect, and family dysfunction may affect early interpersonal
relationships and the way individuals come to view themselves. Zilioli et al. (2016) examined childhood
adversity and self-esteem across the life span and found that greater childhood adversity was associated with
lower self-esteem. The authors also considered the sociometer hypothesis in explaining this association. Magro
et al. (2019) likewise found support for the role of interpersonal experiences in self-esteem development among
children. These findings are consistent with the view that experiences within important social relationships may
be reflected in later self-evaluation.

In this study, the theory is used to examine whether the adverse childhood experiences reported by college
students are associated with their current self-esteem. The focus on college students is relevant because
experiences that occurred earlier in development may continue to be reflected in how individuals evaluate
themselves during young adulthood. The theory thus provides the basis for examining the association between
the two variables, while the cross-sectional design of the study limits the interpretation to association rather than
causation.

Hypothesis

Null Hypothesis (Ho): There is no significant association between adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and
self-esteem levels among college students.

Alternative Hypothesis (Hi): There is a significant association between adverse childhood experiences (ACEs)
and self-esteem levels among college students.
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Significance of the Study

The study's exploration of the relationship between adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and self-esteem
among college students holds significant implications for the educational sector. Understanding this relationship
is crucial for several reasons:

1. Enhanced Support Services: By identifying how ACEs impact self-esteem, educational institutions can
better tailor their support services to address the unique needs of students affected by early adversities. This
insight can lead to the development of targeted counseling and mental health programs that help improve self-
esteem and overall well-being among students.

2. Early Intervention Strategies: The findings can inform the creation of early intervention strategies within
universities. Recognizing the signs of low self-esteem linked to ACEs allows for proactive measures, such as
workshops or support groups, that can mitigate the negative effects of past adversities on current academic and
personal functioning.

3. Improved Academic Outcomes: Students with higher self-esteem are often better equipped to handle
academic challenges and engage more fully in their educational experience. By addressing the impact of ACEs
on self-esteem, institutions can foster an environment that promotes academic success and personal growth.

4. Policy Development: The study's results can contribute to the development of institutional policies aimed at
creating a more inclusive and supportive educational environment. Understanding the role of ACEs in affecting
students' self-esteem can lead to policies that better accommodate and support students who face these
challenges.

5. Informed Faculty Training: Insights from the study can be used to train faculty and staff to recognize and
address the effects of ACEs on students. Educators who are aware of the impact of early adversities on self-
esteem can be more empathetic and supportive, enhancing the overall educational experience for affected
students.

Scope And Delimitations

Scope: The present study examined the association between Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and self-
esteem among college students enrolled at a single university. It described the participants' exposure to ACEs
based on the types and number of adverse experiences reported and assessed their self-esteem using the Adverse
Childhood Experiences (ACE) Questionnaire and the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (CSEI) — Adult
Version. The study also collected information on age, gender, and academic year. The analysis focused on
whether ACE score categories were associated with self-esteem levels among the participants. A total of 2,000
students were targeted for participation, with the final sample based on the responses obtained during data
collection.

Delimitations

1. Single-University Setting. The study included only college students from one university. A single institutional
setting was chosen to provide a defined student population and a common educational context for examining
ACEs and self-esteem.

2. Focus on ACEs and Self-Esteem. The study focused on two primary variables: adverse childhood
experiences and self-esteem. Other psychological, social, academic, and environmental factors were not included
as primary variables so that the investigation remained focused on the association between ACEs and self-
esteem.

3. Standardized Instruments. The ACE Questionnaire was used to assess childhood adversity, while the CSEI-
Adult Version was used to assess self-esteem. Using the same instruments across participants provided a
consistent basis for scoring and comparing the two variables.

Page 6561

www.rsisinternational.org


http://www.rsisinternational.org/

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF RESEARCH AND INNOVATION IN SOCIAL SCIENCE (1JRISS)
ISSN No. 2454-6186 | DOI: 10.47772/1JRISS | Volume X Issue VIII August 2026

4. ACE Score as the Measure of Exposure. ACE exposure was represented by the number of adverse
experiences reported through the ACE Questionnaire. Participants were grouped according to their ACE score
categories for the analysis. The study therefore focused on the number of ACE categories reported rather than
examining the severity or clinical impact of each individual adverse experience.

5. Cross-Sectional Design. Data were collected at a single point in time from college students. The design
allowed the study to examine the association between participants' reported exposure to adverse childhood
experiences and their current level of self-esteem. It did not involve follow-up assessment or examination of
changes in self-esteem over time.

6. Selected Demographic Characteristics. The study included age, gender, and academic year as demographic
characteristics. These variables were collected to describe the participants and provide context for the study
population. Other demographic and background characteristics were not included in the analysis.

Definition Of Key Terms

1. Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs): In this study, Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are
operationalized as the presence or absence of specific traumatic events experienced during childhood, as
measured by the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Questionnaire. The questionnaire includes binary
questions (e.g., "Yes" or "No") regarding experiences such as emotional abuse, physical neglect, sexual abuse,
domestic violence, and parental substance abuse. Each affirmative response to a question about a particular type
of adversity is recorded to determine the overall ACE score for each participant.

2. Self-Esteem: Self-esteem in this study is operationalized using the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory
(CSEI) — Adult Version, which assesses self-esteem through a series of binary responses ("Like me" or "Unlike
me"). The CSEI evaluates self-esteem across different domains, such as academic, social, and personal aspects.
The total self-esteem score is derived from the sum of responses, providing a measure of the participant’s overall
self-esteem level.

3. Demographic Profile: The demographic profile in this study is operationalized as the collection of specific
participant characteristics, including age, gender, and academic year. This information is gathered through a
demographic questionnaire included in the study’s survey. The demographic data help to categorize and analyze
how these characteristics may influence the relationship between ACEs and self-esteem.

4. Severity or Number of ACEs: The severity or number of adverse childhood experiences is operationalized
by counting the total number of affirmative responses on the ACE Questionnaire. Each type of adversity is scored
individually, and the total number of ACEs is summed to reflect the cumulative severity. This total is used to
assess the relationship between the extent of adversity and self-esteem levels.

5. Cross-Sectional Design: The cross-sectional design in this study refers to the research method where data on
ACEs, self-esteem, and demographic factors are collected from participants at a single point in time. This design
allows for an analysis of the relationships between ACEs and self-esteem within the studied population but does
not account for changes over time or establish causality.

METHOD

Research Design

The study employed a cross-sectional, non-experimental research design to examine the association between
adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and self-esteem among college students. Data were collected at a single
point in time, and the variables were examined as they occurred naturally without intervention or manipulation
by the researchers. This design was appropriate for the study because it allowed the researchers to examine the
two variables within the participants' existing circumstances and determine whether an association existed
between reported ACE exposure and current self-esteem. A similar design was used by Ansar et al. (2023) in
examining adverse childhood experiences and self-esteem among undergraduate students. Their study also
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examined these variables within a naturally occurring setting and collected data at one point in time. Consistent
with this approach, the present study used a cross-sectional design to examine the association between ACEs
and self-esteem among college students without making a causal claim.

Research Participants

The selected university had an estimated population of approximately 8,000 college students during the period
of the study. Based on the sample size table of Krejcie and Morgan (1970), a population of this size corresponds
to a recommended minimum sample of 367 participants at a 95% confidence level and a 5% margin of error.
The study obtained responses from 1,015 college students, exceeding the recommended minimum. The
participants came from different age groups, genders, and academic years within the selected university.
Stratified random sampling was used to select participants from the identified groups within the student
population. This approach allowed the different strata of the student population to be represented in the sample
(Creswell & Creswell, 2018). The resulting sample provided sufficient observations for examining the
association between adverse childhood experiences and self-esteem among college students.

Research Materials / Instruments

The study used two instruments to obtain the data: the Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE) Questionnaire
and the Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (CSEI) — Adult Version. The ACE Questionnaire asked respondents
to indicate whether they had experienced specific forms of adversity during childhood, such as emotional abuse
and physical neglect, using “Yes” or “No” responses (Felitti et al., 1998). The questionnaire has been widely
used in research on childhood adversity, with previous studies reporting evidence of its reliability and validity
(Anda et al., 20006).

The Coopersmith Self-Esteem Inventory (CSEI) — Adult Version measured self-esteem through “Like me” or
“Unlike me” responses to statements concerning the respondents' perceptions of themselves (Coopersmith,
1981). Previous research has reported evidence supporting the instrument's reliability and construct validity
across different populations (Hills et al., 2011). The two instruments were selected because they corresponded
directly to the variables examined in the study: ACE exposure and self-esteem.

Data Gathering Procedure

Data collection was conducted from October to November 2024 at a single university. After the classes were
selected through the fishbowl random-selection procedure, invitations to participate were distributed through the
available class group chats of the selected classes. Students who received the invitation were provided with
information regarding the study and were asked to provide informed consent before participation. Participation
was voluntary. Participants completed the ACE Questionnaire and the CSEI-Adult Version during the same
survey session. The instruments were administered using standardized instructions. Researchers were available
to clarify procedural or instructional questions without directing participants' responses.

After data collection, completed responses were compiled and anonymized. ACE responses were scored to
obtain cumulative ACE scores, while CSEI responses were scored to determine self-esteem levels. The resulting
data were organized according to the categories specified for statistical analysis.

Data Analysis

Descriptive statistics were used to summarize the participants' demographic characteristics, ACE score
categories, and self-esteem levels. Frequencies and percentages were used to describe categorical variables,
while mean and standard deviation were used to summarize age. A Chi-Square Test of Independence was
conducted to determine whether a significant association existed between ACE score categories and self-esteem
levels. The test examined whether the distribution of self-esteem levels differed across the ACE score categories.
Statistical significance was evaluated at the 0.05 level.
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RESULTS
Demographic Profile of the Participants

Table 1. Demographic Profile of the College Students Participating in the Study (N=1,1015)

Characteristic n ) M SD
Age (18-24) 1,015 | — 19.02 1.68
Sex
Female 647 63.7 — —
Male 368 36.3 — —
Year Level
Ist year 647 63.7 — —
2nd year 245 24.1 — —
3rd year 86 8.5 — —
4th year 37 3.6 — —
Number of Siblings
None 107 10.5 — —
1-2 554 54.6 — —
3-4 276 | 27.2 — —
5 and above 59 5.8 — —
Other/unspecified 19 1.9 — —
Birth Order
Only child 107 10.5 — —
First-born 413 40.7 — —
Middle child 171 16.8 — —
Youngest 318 313 — —
Other/unspecified 6 0.6 — —
Monthly Family Income (P)
Below 20,000 397 39.1 — —
20,001-40,000 308 30.3 — —
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40,001-60,000 138 13.6 — —
60,001-80,000 80 7.9 — —
80,001-100,000 32 3.2 — —
100,000 and above 60 5.9 — —

A total of 1,015 college students (table 1) participated in the study. Participants’ ages ranged from 18 to 31
years (Md = 18; M = 19.02, SD = 1.68). Females comprised the majority of the sample (63.7%), while males
accounted for 36.3%. Most respondents were first-year students (63.7%), followed by second-year (24.1%),
third-year (8.5%), and fourth-year students (3.6%). In terms of family structure, 54.6% reported having one to
two siblings, 27.2% had three to four siblings, and 10.5% reported having none. Birth order distribution showed
that first-born participants represented 40.7%, youngest children 31.3%, middle children 16.8%, and only
children 10.5%. Monthly family income was largely concentrated below £40,000, with 39.1% reporting below
P20,000 and 30.3% reporting 20,001-P40,000. The sample was predominantly composed of younger college
students, females, and first-year enrollees. Frequency distributions also indicate that most participants came from
families with at least one sibling and from lower to lower-middle income brackets. These distributions indicate
that the dataset reflects a relatively homogeneous early-college population, which provides the demographic
context in which adverse childhood experiences and self-esteem were examined. The demographic profile serves
as a descriptive baseline for understanding the participants included in the analysis of the relationship between
adverse childhood experiences and self-esteem among college students.

Prevalence and Distribution of Adverse Childhood Experiences

Table 2. Prevalence of Specific Adverse Childhood Experiences

Adverse Childhood Experience n %

Emotional abuse 417 41.1
Physical abuse 281 27.7
Emotional neglect 253 24.9
Parental separation 220 21.7
Domestic violence 205 20.2
Mental illness in household 174 17.1
Substance abuse in household 152 15.0
Sexual abuse 83 8.2

Incarceration of household member 37 3.6

Emotional abuse was the most frequently reported adverse childhood experience, reported by 417 participants
(41.1%). This was followed by physical abuse (27.7%, n =281) and emotional neglect (24.9%, n =253). Parental
separation and domestic violence were reported by 21.7% (n = 220) and 20.2% (n = 205) of the participants,
respectively. Mental illness in the household (17.1%, n = 174) and substance abuse in the household (15.0%, n
= 152) were reported less frequently. Sexual abuse was reported by 8.2% (n = 83), while incarceration of a
household member had the lowest reported prevalence at 3.6% (n = 37). Overall, emotional abuse was the most
commonly reported ACE in the sample, while incarceration of a household member was the least reported.
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Table 3. Distribution of ACE Scores

ACE Score Category n %

3 and below 784 77.2
4 and above 231 22.8
Total 1,015 100.0

Most participants reported three or fewer ACEs (77.2%, n = 784), while 22.8% (n = 231) reported four or
more ACEs (see Table 3). The larger proportion reporting three or fewer ACEs reflects the variation in ACE
exposure described in the literature, as responses to childhood adversity are not uniform across individuals (Ellis
et al., 2011; Danese & McEwen, 201). At the same time, the 22.8% who reported four or more ACEs indicates
that multiple adverse experiences were present among a substantial portion of the sample, consistent with the
characterization of ACEs as involving multiple forms of abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction (Cohen et
al., 2006; Burke et al., 2005). The distribution also falls within the broader variation reported among university
students, where ACE prevalence differs across populations and study characteristics (Majid et al., 2023;
Hamilton et al., 2024). However, the finding that 77.2% of participants reported three or fewer ACEs should not
be interpreted as an absence or minimal presence of childhood adversity. A lower ACE score indicates fewer
categories of adverse experiences were reported, but it does not establish that the experiences were
inconsequential or that participants were unaffected by them. ACEs encompass different forms of abuse, neglect,
and household dysfunction, and exposure to adversity can vary considerably across individuals (Cohen et al.,
2006; Burke et al., 2005; Ellis et al., 2011; Danese & McEwen, 201). Thus, the 77.2% with scores of three and
below should be understood as a distribution of reported ACE exposure rather than an indicator of the absence
of childhood adversity.

Levels of Self-Esteem among the Participants

Table 4. Levels of Self-Esteem Among the Participants

Self-Esteem Level n %
Low 313 30.8
Medium 658 64.8
High 44 4.3
Total 1,015 100.0

It can be seen from table 4 that most participants were classified as having medium self-esteem (64.8%, n =
658), followed by low self-esteem (30.8%, n = 313) and high self-esteem (4.3%, n = 44). The predominance of
medium self-esteem is relevant to the developmental context of college students, for whom self-esteem is
associated with identity formation, increasing autonomy, and adjustment to academic and social demands (Mruk,
2006; Rosenberg, 1965). The proportion of participants with low self-esteem is also consistent with the literature
linking lower self-esteem among college students with self-doubt, anxiety, reduced participation, and difficulties
in forming supportive relationships (Croyle et al., 2012; Dan et al., 2014; Bettis et al., 2017; Moore & Shell,
2017). These findings can also be considered in relation to participants' reported childhood experiences, as
previous research indicates that abuse, neglect, rejection, criticism, and inadequate support can contribute to
negative beliefs about competence and self-worth that persist into later developmental periods (Hart et al., 2003;
Nida & Saylor, 2017; Fairlamb & Juhl, 2020). This provides the basis for examining whether ACE exposure is
associated with self-esteem levels in the succeeding analysis.
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Association Between ACE Score Categories and Self-Esteem Levels

Table 5. Association Between ACE Score Categories and Self-Esteem Levels Among Participants

ACE Score Category Low Medium High Total
3 and below 268 (34.2) 478 (60.9) 38 (4.8) 784
4 and above 45 (19.5) 180 (77.9) 6 (2.6) 231
Total 313 (30.8) 658 (64.8) 44 (4.3) 1,015

It can be seen from Table 5 that among participants with three or fewer ACEs, 34.2% had low self-esteem, 60.9%
had medium self-esteem, and 4.8% had high self-esteem. Among those with four or more ACEs, 19.5% had low
self-esteem, 77.9% had medium self-esteem, and 2.6% had high self-esteem. The Pearson Chi-Square Test of
Independence showed a significant association between ACE score categories and self-esteem levels, ¥*(2, N =
1,015) = 22.501, p < .001. The predominance of medium self-esteem should not, however, be interpreted as
indicating that most participants had an optimal level of self-evaluation. Within the college context, self-esteem
is relevant to identity formation, increasing autonomy, and adjustment to academic and social demands (Mruk,
2006; Rosenberg, 1965). The literature further associates higher self-esteem with motivation, adaptability, and
confidence, while lower self-esteem has been associated with self-doubt, anxiety, reduced participation, and
difficulties in forming supportive relationships (Croyle et al., 2012; Dan et al., 2014; Bettis et al., 2017; Moore
& Shell, 2017). Thus, the large proportion of participants classified with medium self-esteem may indicate that
many students were functioning within a moderate range of self-evaluation rather than demonstrating
particularly strong self-regard. This is relevant when considered alongside their ACE exposure, particularly
because experiences of abuse, neglect, rejection, criticism, and inadequate support have been associated with
negative beliefs about competence and self-worth (Hart et al., 2003; Nida & Saylor, 2017; Fairlamb & Juhl,
2020). The significant association therefore warrants consideration of how childhood experiences may be related
to the level of self-evaluation students bring into the developmental demands of college, rather than interpreting
the result simply as a distinction between “low” and “high” self-esteem. The present finding establishes an
association between ACE score category and self-esteem level, but does not establish that ACE exposure caused
the observed self-esteem levels.

Table 6. Chi-Square Test of Independence Between ACE Score Categories and Self-Esteem Levels

Test e af |p

Pearson Chi-Square 22.501 2 <.001

The Pearson Chi-Square Test of Independence showed a statistically significant association between ACE score
categories and self-esteem levels, ¥*(2, N = 1,015) = 22.501, p < .001 (see Table 6). This indicates that the
distribution of self-esteem levels differed according to ACE score category and that the observed pattern was
unlikely to have occurred by chance alone. The finding provides empirical support for examining childhood
adversity in relation to self-evaluation among college students, particularly because self-esteem is shaped
through accumulated life experiences and is relevant to students' developing sense of competence, autonomy,
and personal worth (Mruk, 2006; Rosenberg, 1965). The finding is also relevant to the interpersonal nature of
the experiences represented by ACEs. Abuse, neglect, rejection, criticism, and inadequate support may provide
experiences through which individuals develop beliefs about their competence and self-worth (Hart et al., 2003;
Nida & Saylor, 2017; Fairlamb & Juhl, 2020). From the perspective of Sociometer Theory, these experiences
are particularly relevant because self-esteem functions as an indicator of perceived relational value, responding
to experiences of acceptance, rejection, approval, and devaluation (Leary, 2005). The present finding therefore
suggests that childhood adversity and self-esteem cannot be treated as entirely independent aspects of college
students' psychological functioning. Although the cross-tabulation does not show a simple pattern in which
greater ACE exposure corresponds directly to lower self-esteem, the significant association indicates that the
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distribution of self-esteem varies across levels of ACE exposure. This is important for understanding college
students because self-esteem is connected with motivation, adaptability, confidence, academic participation, and
social adjustment (Croyle et al., 2012; Dan et al., 2014; Bettis et al., 2017; Moore & Shell, 2017). Thus, the
central contribution of the present finding is not that ACEs determine self-esteem, but that students' histories of
childhood adversity are statistically related to how self-esteem is distributed during the college years.

CONCLUSION

The demographic profile shows that the study was composed mainly of young, female, and first-year college
students, with a mean age of 19.02 years. The predominance of first-year students places much of the sample at
an early stage of college, where students are adjusting to increased academic demands, greater autonomy, and
new social environments. The predominance of students from families reporting lower monthly incomes also
provides an important socioeconomic context for understanding their experiences. These characteristics describe
the population represented in the study and provide context for interpreting the subsequent findings on ACE
exposure and self-esteem.

Emotional abuse was the most prevalent adverse childhood experience among the participants, followed by
physical abuse and emotional neglect. Other reported experiences included parental separation, domestic
violence, mental illness and substance abuse in the household, sexual abuse, and incarceration of a household
member. The findings indicate that the participants experienced varied forms of childhood adversity, with
emotional abuse representing the most commonly reported form. Most participants reported three or fewer
ACEs (77.2%), while 22.8% reported four or more ACEs. This indicates variation in the number of adverse
childhood experiences reported by the participants. The larger proportion with three or fewer ACEs should not
be interpreted as an absence or insignificance of adversity, since the ACE score reflects the number of reported
ACE categories, rather than the severity or impact of those experiences.

Most participants were classified as having medium self-esteem (64.8%), followed by low self-esteem
(30.8%), while only 4.3% were classified as having high self-esteem. The findings indicate that medium self-
esteem was the predominant level among the participants; however, it should not be regarded as an optimal level
of self-evaluation for college students. The proportion with low self-esteem also indicates that a considerable
group of students may experience difficulties in their perceptions of personal worth and competence. The small
proportion with high self-esteem further indicates that strong positive self-evaluation was uncommon among the
participants.

The findings established a statistically significant association between ACE score categories and self-esteem
levels, ¥*(2, N = 1,015) = 22.501, p < .001. This indicates that self-esteem levels were distributed differently
across the two ACE score categories. However, the distribution did not show a simple pattern in which a higher
ACE score corresponded to lower self-esteem. The finding therefore demonstrates that ACE exposure and self-
esteem were associated among the participants, while the nature of this association cannot be interpreted as
causal based on the present study.

RECOMMENDATIONS

The findings establish that college students in the sample have experienced various forms of adverse childhood
experiences, with emotional abuse emerging as the most prevalent. Given that these experiences are present
within the student population, the university should ensure that accessible and confidential psychological and
guidance services are available to students who may need support related to adverse childhood experiences. Such
services may provide opportunities for students to seek assistance, understand their experiences, and develop
appropriate coping strategies without requiring disclosure of personal experiences as a condition for receiving
general student support.

The finding that 22.8% of participants reported four or more ACEs, together with the presence of ACEs among
the broader sample, also indicates the value of early identification and appropriate referral mechanisms within
student support services. Screening or assessment, where ethically and professionally appropriate, may help
identify students who could benefit from further support; however, the number of ACEs should not be used alone
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to determine psychological need because a lower ACE score does not indicate that an experience was
insignificant or without impact.

The finding that 64.8% of participants had medium self-esteem, while 30.8% had low self-esteem and only 4.3%
had high self-esteem, indicates a need to address self-esteem within the college student population. The
predominance of medium self-esteem may serve as an early indicator that many students may not yet have a
strong level of self-evaluation needed to support competence, autonomy, confidence, and adjustment to the
demands of college life. The university may therefore strengthen student development and psychological support
initiatives that help students build stronger perceptions of competence, personal worth, autonomy, and
confidence, with more focused support available to students who demonstrate low self-esteem.

The finding of a significant association between ACE score categories and self-esteem levels indicates that
childhood adversity should be considered when understanding the psychological experiences of college students.
The university may strengthen accessible, confidential, and developmentally appropriate psychological and
guidance services that allow students to receive support when difficulties related to childhood experiences and
self-esteem emerge. Such support should not be based solely on the number of ACEs reported, but should
consider the student's individual experiences, present functioning, and need for assistance. The findings also
support the need to extend ACE research to other college student populations and educational settings.
Examining students across different universities, programs, year levels, and contexts may provide a broader
understanding of how adverse childhood experiences are experienced and how they relate to students'
psychological functioning. Such research can help institutions identify student needs more accurately, strengthen
appropriate support systems, and develop interventions that are responsive to the actual experiences of their
students. The present study provides a basis for continuing this work so that ACE research can move beyond
documenting exposure toward informing meaningful support for college students.

Building on the present findings concerning adverse childhood experiences and self-esteem, future studies may
examine these variables across different universities, student populations, and educational settings to determine
whether a similar association is observed in other contexts. More detailed measures of ACEs and self-esteem
may also be considered, particularly those that capture the frequency or severity of adverse experiences and
provide a broader assessment of self-esteem. Longitudinal and qualitative approaches may further clarify how
childhood adversity is associated with self-esteem over time and how students understand and cope with these
experiences. Including factors such as socioeconomic status, peer support, and resilience may also help explain
why students with similar ACE histories differ in their levels of self-esteem. Intervention-based studies may then
examine whether counseling, peer support, or resilience-focused programs can support self-esteem and
psychological well-being among students with histories of adverse childhood experiences.
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