Assignment 1 Support Document- Adverse Childhood Experiences: The Public Health Approach

This Document is in support of my presentation discussing the purpose of preventing and supporting young people who have suffered Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE’s) and the impact it can have on their behaviour in adulthood. This presentation will be discussing how responses to ACE’s have changed over time, this information will give me something to compare modern prevention of ACE’s to, as the approach in modern times is a lot different to how ACE’s, and childhood trauma were treated before we understood the effects of these experiences. I will also be discussing why and how victims of ACE’s are exploited, I will discuss and research specific criminal activity vulnerable people who have experienced ACE’s may be vulnerable to. Next, we will look at safeguarding measures that are in place to protect and support victims and potential victims of ACE’s, this is to see how victims are protected and how we prevent potential victims from being abused in any shape or form of abuse. Finally, I will be discussing potential room for improvement in the current system, and methods of safeguarding young people and expanding on where gaps in research may be.

Firstly, I discussed how responses to ACE’s have changed over time. I found that ACE’s are a relatively new discovery in the psychology of victims of untimely and horrible experiences. I found that ACE’s and its effects were discovered in a ‘groundbreaking’ study by the ‘Centers for Disease Control’ and the ‘Kaiser Peranente health care organisation’ in California in 1998 (Center on the Developing Child, 2023). Before this research and discovery, there was not much of an emphasis on a public health approach to mental health and abuse victims. Because of this, looking for help wasn’t viewed as much of an option, especially I found for men, where looking for help for childhood trauma may be seen as weakness, and contradicts their masculinity.

Moving into the modern day, there is much more of a public health approach. We now know a lot more through research surrounding the impact of ACE’s and the butterfly effect it can have on behaviour in adulthood that lead to vulnerability or criminal activity. We now know “Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are stressful experiences occurring during childhood that directly harm a child (e.g. sexual or physical abuse) or affect the environment in which they live (e.g. growing up in a house with domestic violence)” (Bellis et al, 2016).  We now know ACE’s can have a “tremendous impact on future violence victimisation and perpetration” (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2023). This means children experiencing ACE’s, they will make them more likely to become a victim, or a perpetrator of criminal activity. We also now have a better understanding of a person’s response to stress and trauma.

We now understand types of stress that could impact someone’s behaviour and responses to specific situations that cause stress and discomfort. There are 3 types of stress, being “Positive stress”, “Tolerable stress”, and “Toxic stress” (Springboard Community Services, 2023). Positive stress is the body’s natural and healthy response to a “tense situation/event”, it is healthy to experience this stress in childhood, as it helps develop social skills, and problem solving in later life. Tolerable stress is the body’s response to stress that is “long lasting or severe situation/event”. This kind of stress is more intense from the previous type as its more impactful on a person’s psyche, however it doesn’t leave lasting effects. However toxic stress which is prolonged exposure to “frequent, intense situations/events”. This kind of stress is what leads to everlasting behavioural effects to people who have experienced ACE’s. Toxic stress from trauma can over develop the life preserving part of the brain. The normal response for someone who experiences one of the more tolerable types of stress is, they will enter a state of fight or flight until the point of exhaustion, and then they will return to their default ordinary state and calm down. However, those who have experienced ACE’s will experience a prolonged state a fight or flight, and will be unable to calm down in a fixed allostatic state, which is the behavioural reaction to change in a person’s environment (McEwan, 2005).

Moving onto the causes of stress and trauma, I found the most common causes of Toxic stress and trauma to children according to the Royal Manchester Children’s Hospital are:

· ‘Physical abuse’
· ‘Sexual Abuse’
· ‘Emotional Abuse’
· ‘Living with someone who abused drugs’
· ‘Living with someone who abused alcohol’
· ‘Exposure to domestic violence’
· ‘Living with someone who has gone to prison’
· ‘Living with someone with serious mental illness’
· And ‘Losing a parent through divorce, death or abandonment’ (Royal Manchester Children's Hospital, 2023)

Other causes may include childhood bullying, poverty, financial insecurity, peer rejection, discrimination/racism, and food related insecurities. There is probably an infinite amount of reasons children may experience ACE’s as everyone’s situation is different and unique, and is also based on how a child interprets the situation they are in.

This leads into how victims may be exploited by criminals and people who may mean them harm. I found that in almost every case of this kind of exploitation, vulnerability of an individual will make them more likely to be exploited. On top of this, between the ages of 4-5, children are the ‘most vulnerable’ due to the fact their brains are still in their “early formative years” (Look through their eyes, 2023). This means criminals being involved in their lives at this early stage of their lives will have a tremendously big impact on the way they may perceive the world for the rest of their lives. This could be through a child’s parents being criminals themselves, being abusive physically or being neglectful, or even in some cases, their house is occupied in a county lines kind of operation. ----
I found that experiences such as “poverty, maltreatment, school exclusion and police contact” are most associated with serious offending and “frequent criminal convictions in adulthood” (Street, 2022). Other examples of this kind of exploitation could include cuckooing, and drug trafficking, which can lead to victims committing these crimes themselves.

To prevent this from happening, or to reduce the amount that it occurs, it is important to create protective measures to safeguard children from being victims, and prevent them from becoming criminals. “If an infant is raised in a safe, nurturing environment that is free from persistent stress, he or she will become a healthy, resilient person”. This relates to types of stress, as previously mentioned, a child should be subject to tolerable and positive stress, so that they can develop healthily, and learn important skills for adulthood, such as communication and problem solving. An infant raised in a dysfunctional, stressful or dangerous environment will most likely see their social and emotional growth severely impaired” (Wave Trust, 2021). This means that due to too much stress, it alters their emotional growth negatively. I also found a hierarchy based chart displaying the potential suffering that comes with being exposed to this kind of toxic environment, that some children do grow up in.
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(University of Strathclyde Fraser of Allander Institute, 2022)

This graph shows that being exposed to ACE’s in your childhood can potentially lead to these specific issues, such as “Disrupted Neurodevelopment” which means these experiences can impact how the pain functions, and interprets certain issues and problems. For example, being told off by a teacher to a child that may have been subject to ACE’s may interpret them as a threat and act differently and maybe more defensive than someone who hasn’t experienced ACE’s. “Social, Emotional and Cognitive Impairment” means the ACE’s a child has experienced may affect the way their thinking, communicative and social skills develop and may be below what a normal child has. Furthermore, in later life, they could experience specific “disease, disability & social problems’. This means in adulthood, people who may have experienced ACE’s specific health problems such as cancer and heart disease, as well as social problems such as being quick to violent, or being vulnerable to violent behaviour. And finally, experiencing ACE’s in childhood in early life, could then lead to an early death, brought on from the mental and health problems, such as a heart attack, or suicide.

In terms of specific organisations working in ACE prevention, I found a Northern Irish organisation called the EITP (Early Intervention Training Program) which work towards recognising the risk of some of the situation children live in and intervening early to minimalize the impact it can have on their life. The EITP work through partnership agencies such as the Police, Social Service as well as many others that have an obligation to safeguard children. They aim on “creating and maintaining safe environments and relationships for all children” to keep them away from becoming vulnerable to criminal influences (Safeguarding Board for Northern Ireland, 2020). 
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With further research, I was also found specific laws that are made for safeguarding vulnerable children. The ‘Children’s Act 1989’ created the foundation for safeguarding children in the UK. It specifically “places a duty on local authorities to promote and safeguard the welfare of children in need in their area”  (HM Government, 2018). It means that if there is clear evidence of abuse such as physical examples like bruising, cuts, and malnutrition, to more psychological mental abuse signs such as behavioural issues, and timid and preserved behaviour, authorities such as the police can intervene and get the child the help they may need. The Child’s Act 2004 further adds and amends the previous legislation to further promote the safeguarding of vulnerable children, it aims to “make provisions for the establishment of a Children’s Commissioner; to make provisions about services provided to and for children and young people”. It also built framework to help children suffering from sexual abuse. Current legislation enforces the point that every child matters and they don’t have to suffer in silence.

I next wanted to discuss what I thought could be done to further protect victims of ACE’s and prevent children from experiencing them. I believe that there can always be more support to victims, and services designed to help them can always promote the well-being of children more. Specifically, I feel the way certain ACE’s are seen by the public is very similar, and unspecific. This I feel is an issue, as every child’s problems and situation are unique to them. Identifying that every child who experienced violent and mental abuse can be compared, and have the same solution is wrong. Specific assessment of the issue should be more specific to include every factor that makes that child vulnerable, including the area they are growing up in, to the parent’s way of raising them, to the way they behave in school etc. I also feel services such as the police and social services, should have more power to intervene with the interest of the child’s welfare. Currently, I feel we rely too much on clear and obvious signs of abuse such as bruising and physical damage to the child. The reason I think this is because of the rise in domestic violence in the UK during the COVID 19 pandemic. “Between April and June 2020, there was a 65% increase in calls to the National Domestic Abuse Helpline, when compared to the first three months of that year” (Harvard, 2021). This is alarming as there would have been families unable or too scared to call this helpline, correlating to more child victims. Even if the figure has reduced since the lift of lockdown, there is still families and children who are too scared to find help. I also believe that less children should be kept in school and not suspended, as to some children, school is a safe place, and their behaviour in school should not mean they deserve abuse at home making the problem worse.

Gaps in current research which should be expanded on include looking further into a child’s perspective on their abuse. Currently most people who experience ACE’s are questioned about their experiences when they are adults. Having a child’s perspective may allow us to come up with new solutions. Another gap I find there is class specific research. Current research usually excludes factors such as social class. When researching I could not find much information on whether children who live in upper class, higher income areas as likely to suffer from ACE’s as lower class, lower income areas.
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