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WHAT IS THERE TO KNOW ABOUT 
SUBSTANCE ABUSE, DOMESTIC 

VIOLENCE AND MENTAL HEALTH?
• They all are interconnected in some way, shape or form.
• As ACE scores rise the propensity for violence increases.
• As the perpetrator isolates the victim, they may lose their connections to 

supports, experience decreased feelings of self worth, and experience 
feelings of hopelessness, despair and isolation. Individuals may disconnect to 
the point that they miss primary care or mental health appointments. 

• If there is not hope there is no recovery. A police officer shared at a 
presentation that a woman once told him, “My life is hell, but this is a hell I 
know.” 

• The highest rate of abuse is when the victim is leaving or when pregnant.
• This is a perpetuated cycle in a family unless someone breaks the cycle. 



ACE SCORE
• An Ace score is based upon an Adverse Childhood Experience scale. It uses ten 

questions to find out about the abuse and trauma that a person experienced in their 
life as a child. 

• Ace scores were developed at a weight loss clinic and a later study of weigh gain 
and childhood experiences. This led to more investigation and the development of 
those 10 questions. 

• We know from Trauma informed training that these types of trauma can cause 
isolation, disconnection and/or hypervigilance.

• An individual with a higher ACE score has a greater propensity to smoke, use 
substances, demonstrate risky behavior, have mental health issues, become abusive 
or be in an abusive relationship.

• An individual with a high ACE score is 20% more likely than the general population to 
commit suicide. 

• Source: Centers for Disease Control and Prevention





• 1. Did a parent or other adult in the household often …
• Swear at you, insult you, put you down, or humiliate you?
• or
• Act in a way that made you afraid that you might be physically hurt?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________
• 2. Did a parent or other adult in the household often …
• Push, grab, slap, or throw something at you?
• or
• Ever hit you so hard that you had marks or were injured?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________
• 3. Did an adult or person at least 5 years older than you ever…
• Touch or fondle you or have you touch their body in a sexual way?
• or
• Try to or actually have oral, anal, or vaginal sex with you?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________



• 4. Did you often feel that …
• No one in your family loved you or thought you were important or special?
• or
• Your family didn’t look out for each other, feel close to each other, or 

support each other?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________
• 5. Did you often feel that …
• You didn’t have enough to eat, had to wear dirty clothes, and had no one 

to protect you?
• or
• Your parents were too drunk or high to take care of you or take you to the 

doctor if you needed it?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________
• 6. Were your parents ever separated or divorced?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________



• 7. Was your mother or stepmother:
• Often pushed, grabbed, slapped, or had something thrown at her?
• or
• Sometimes or often kicked, bitten, hit with a fist, or hit with something hard?
• or
• Ever repeatedly hit over at least a few minutes or threatened with a gun or knife?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________
• 8. Did you live with anyone who was a problem drinker or alcoholic or who used 

street drugs?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________
• 9. Was a household member depressed or mentally ill or did a household member 

attempt suicide?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________
• 10. Did a household member go to prison?
• Yes No If yes enter 1 ________



ISOLATION AND 
DISCONNECTEDNESS

• When an ace score is high there is the chance that the victim in the situation 
is not going to have “trust or faith” in many others. 

• Isolation is a process of withdrawing from others, staying to yourself, losing 
positive connections and/or family support. This isolation causes a 
disconnect from society that the victim feels is unwanted or potentially 
harmful. 

• When a child has been abused they may Isolate and disconnect for reasons 
that if you stop to look at it you should understand. No connections to others, 
no chance of harm or abuse, no chance of caring about another with no 
trust or hope of a positive relationship. 

• We learn what we are shown and as a victim they have learned to doubt 
and distrust others as a whole. 



ISOLATION AND DISCONNECTION 
IN DOMESTIC VIOLENCE

• Isolation is the process of withdrawing from others, staying to yourself, losing positive 
connections and/or family support. 

• This may be self-imposed due to feelings associated with the abuse such as 
depression, feelings of embarrassment, loss of self and fear of what people will say.

• This may also be caused by the significant control the abuser has over the victim. 
They may demand the victim quit engaging in activities, quit going out and quit 
speaking to others. 

• The abuser may be jealous, demanding, increase the violence or threaten 
significant harm to the victim, friends, family or animals. They may say friends and 
family are a bad influence or that “I am all that you need.” 

• All of these together leave the woman disconnected from aspects of her life that 
are important. She loses all of her connections with “the world as she knew it.” 



What is hypervigilance? An enhanced state of sensory sensitivity 
accompanied by an exaggerated intensity of behaviors whose purpose is to 
detect activity. May bring about a state of heightened anxiety that could 
cause exhaustion. 
Think about the young girl who has to go to bed at night, not knowing if 
someone is going to come into her room. The young boy who is always being 
bullied, the woman that is a victim of Domestic Violence and the children 
living in that situation.
They all may become hypervigilant as they are waiting to see what is going to 
happen. There is a reason behind their behaviors, even if we do not know 
what it is. 

HYPERVIGILANCE



WHAT DOES HE NEED RIGHT NOW?



•



WHAT IS HAPPENING TO YOU  RIGHT NOW?

• Increased Blood Pressure (cardiovascular disease due to scarring in 
circulatory system)
• Decreased immune functioning
• Affects hippocampus growth
• Decreased integration of memory
• Decreased digestion
• Decreased reproductive functioning
• Decreased neurogenesis – development of nerve cells



FIGHT OR FLIGHT 

• This man needs help. He is experiencing a surge of adrenalin and is thinking 
fight or flight. 

• He is paying close attention to detail and making the best decisions he can. 
• He does not experience this often but if he did he would be experiencing 

hypervigilance. 
• Imagine yourself being chased by a bear, you would be scared for your well 

being, fearing for your life and afraid to make the wrong decision or move. 
• This is how victims of domestic violence, their children and others involved 

feel daily. 
• A lot of these individuals turn to substance use to stop the bear from raging.



WHAT IS IT REALLY LIKE?
• Think about being chased by a bear and the only time you can get away is when 

you leave the bear outside of the bar and go in for a drink.

• You can only get rid of the bear when you are too tired of running so you get high. 

• As a child you can only get rid of the bear when you act out, it keeps you safe. 
Nobody is going to bully me if I act out first. 

• The girl in her room hoping no one comes in her room at night may sleep in school so 
she can be hypervigilant at night. 

• For those that experience significant depression, anxiety or other mental health 
symptoms, the person living in a domestic violence situation or in any other unstable 
living environment:  How do they lose the bear???



QUESTIONS TO ASK  

How can we keep you safe?

• What has happened to you? (NOT What is wrong with you?)
• What are you trying to accomplish?
• What would you like to happen?

• Never – What are you doing, for the first line of questioning. The individual 
could feel attacked, ashamed or at fault.



• Sources of mental health disorders
• Nature VS. Nurture

• You can be genetically predisposed
• You can experience traumas in your life
• It can be both

• Think about the little girl that is scared at night. This trauma could cause 
mental health issues, she could also have a genetic predisposition from 
family.

WHERE DO MENTAL HEALTH 
DISORDERS COME FROM?



WHY DO THEY STAY?

Have you asked yourself this question?

What are your answers?

Have you tried putting yourself in their shoes?



REASONS THAT ARE REAL!
• A victim of domestic violence has a significant issue to attend to with the abuse, but 

they still have to live a daily life.
• To begin with they may have been raised in a situation to be unaware that abuse is 

abnormal.
• They may believe it is wrong to leave, or not good for the children. 
• They need to provide for themselves and their children. Where is the financial 

support?
• They need to be able to have transportation. Do they have a car?
• They may be lacking support and have nowhere to go.
• Shelters are few and far between with limits on capacity and stay time. And what 

about male children, especially as they get older?
• What about my animals? He will kill them if I leave them. 



JOURNAL ENTRY OF SARAH M. BUEL
FROM 1977, A DOMESTIC VIOLENCE 

SURVIVOR
•“…I’m a single Mom, without child support and 
trying to go to night school and keep my job. 
But with minimum wage, I can’t seem to pay 
both day care and the rent, so sometimes I 
think about going back, just to make sure my 
son has enough to eat. It hurts more to watch 
him eat macaroni with ketchup for the third 
night, than it ever did to get beaten.” 



VICTIM BLAMING

• From the article “Fifty Obstacles to Leaving, a.k.a., Why Abuse Victims Stay” 
by Sarah M. Buel, The Colorado Lawyer, October 1999. 

• Sarah shared that she had been a previous victim of abuse and that people 
would look at her and wonder why. She was frequently asked, “How is it you 
could get a full scholarship to Harvard Law School, but you stayed with a 
violent husband for three years?” 

• She said some believe that “remaining with a batterer indicates stupidity, 
masochism, or codependence.” 

• Which she said is not true. “Far from being accurate, such labels prove 
dangerous to victims because they tend to absolve batterers of responsibility 
for their crimes.” 



THINK ABOUT THIS
“One chilling statistic reveals that 63% of boys 
between the ages of 11 and 20 who commit 
homicide, kill a man who was abusing their 
mothers.” (The War Against Women: Overcoming 
Female Abuse, 1985)
-Susan Kelly-Dreiss, executive director, Pennsylvania Coalition Against Domestic 
Violence. 
-Statement made during hearings before the Committee on the Judiciary, United 
States Senate, 101st Congress, Second Session, on legislation to reduce the growing 
problem of violent crime against women, August 29 and December 11, 1990. 
Published 1991.



NOT AS SIMPLE AS IT SOUNDS…

Victims stay for valid reasons, anyone who 
wants to help them must first understand those 
reasons and help the victims accomplish the 
goals they set for themselves and their families. 
We have to understand that as simple as it 
sounds to “Just leave,” leaving is one of the 
most difficult things and the most dangerous 
time for a victim. 


