	
	
	



	
	
	






ABSTRACT

This study was designed to determine if there is a link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood and criminality. Considering that domestic abuse is a very hidden crime due to the impact it has on individuals, leads to the true prevalence of domestic abuse on children being unknown. From the introduction of Section 3 Domestic Abuse Act 2021, children who hear, see, and experience the effects of domestic abuse are now classed as victims. To understand the detrimental impact it can have on children and their potential link with criminality; this study will utilise both the social learning theory and attachment theory. To explore the participants knowledge on domestic abuse and their viewpoints on the impact it can have on children, a research survey was conducted. According to the study’s findings, children are more likely to be normalised to the violence which therefore leads to an increased likelihood of being involved with criminality. This can be through learning the violent and aggressive behaviours and making them believe this is the normal way to act. By using thematic analysis, several themes emerged including ‘learnt behaviours’, ‘outlet from the abuse’ and ‘normal behaviour’. Further findings demonstrated that these impacts can be reduced by implementing and educating different services to prevent children who are exposed to domestic abuse going unnoticed which would limit the likelihood of turning to crime. 
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[bookmark: _Toc197375261]1.1 Background
According to Women’s Aid (2023) ‘an estimated 160,000 children who live in England are currently living in households where domestic abuse is taking place’. Many of these children suffer from different mental, behavioural, and physical adverse effects which can therefore encourage criminality (Fuller-Thomson et al, 2019). A typical offence from being exposed to domestic abuse usually revolves around drug and alcohol misuse as it can be seen as a coping mechanism of the trauma they have suffered. Despite this, it can have a negative impact by creating a greater desire for revenge on their past, which consequently causes different anti-social behaviour’s (Basto-Pereira et al, 2022). As stated by the Victims Commissioner (2020) ‘following the exposure, children should be recognised as a victim of domestic abuse, rather than just a witness’. This allows for interventions and programme’s to be implemented sooner to prevent them being involved in crime. This strongly links with the introduction of Section 3 Domestic Abuse Act (2021) which states that children who hear, see, and experience the effects of domestic abuse are now classed as victims. Furthermore, research conducted by the Domestic Abuse Commissioner suggested that just 29% of victims and survivors who wanted support for their children received it. In response to domestic abuse, these children have suffered the brunt of a postcode lottery effect as well as navigating significant struggles in terms of regional disparity in this ever-increasing public health crisis (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2021). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375262]1.2 Research focus 
Children and young people commit crimes for many varied reasons. However, when looking more specifically at anti-social behaviours and drug and alcohol related crimes, the reasonings start to overlap. As stated by Bobbio et al (2020, p.2) ‘individual variables have been especially associated with juvenile delinquency’ with these being different emotional and cognitive variables. Similarly, Omoponle and Olanrewaju (2020) highlighted that family background and parenting patterns as well as self-regulation, contributed highly to children committing crime. These factors strongly correlate to a child who has been exposed to domestic abuse as they usually have a poor family background, negative parenting patterns, and have an abundance of emotional and cognitive factors such as mental health disorders that can impact their decisions (Rice et al, 2024). The effects of domestic abuse exposure on children varies depending on their age. Babies usually suffer from elevated levels of ill-health, poor sleeping patterns and excessive crying. Preschool aged children tend to have numerous behavioural disturbances such as bed wetting, eating difficulties and bad sleeping habits. As children get older, the effects can be noticed through under performing at school and engagement in anti-social behaviours (Cafcass Cymru, 2019).
In the UK, 20% of children have been exposed to domestic abuse in their lifetime (NSPCC, 2024b). After being a victim of domestic abuse for some time, the children start to become normalised to the violence, causing them to mimic the violent and aggressive behaviours of their adolescents (Gray, Smithson & Jump, 2021). This can be recognised through the social learning theory which was proposed by Albert Bandura in 1997 to demonstrate that observing and modelling someone’s behaviour can shape the behaviour of another (Yildirim et al, 2020). This can be seen most prominently in relationships of their own or being the perpetrator of the violence, as they have developed an increased tendency to react to situations more aggressively from socially learning to act this way off their parents (Junco-Guerrero, Ruiz-Fernandez & Canton-Cortes, 2021). The Prisoner Ace Survey conducted in 2019, demonstrates the strong link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood and criminality in adulthood. It interviewed male prisoners about their exposure to adverse childhood experiences and the results showed that 40% of prisoners had been a victim of domestic violence (Ford et al, 2019). This figure would be even greater if female prisoners were accounted for as well male prisoners as they are usually perceived as the victim of domestic violence over males (Elkin, 2021).
The public understands that domestic abuse is a public health concern due to the media attention, however raising awareness about the negative consequences it can have on a child, which will later develop into adulthood is essential in encouraging the victims to disclose what has happened and seek support (Sivarajasingam, 2022). This will help attempt to break the link between childhood exposure and criminality. There is not much awareness of the link between exposure and crime. Several adults have views that youths are dangerous and deviant individuals who commit crime to fit in, to earn money or because of peer pressure. But there are other reasons they should consider such as the environment they have lived through because as proven above, it can have detrimental effects (Riddle, 2023). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375263]1.3 Overall research aim and objectives
Aim: To critically assess whether children and young people exposed to domestic abuse are more likely to be involved in crime in England and Wales.
Objective 1: To explore explanations as to why children and young people commit crime in England and Wales. 
Objective 2: Identify the prevalence and effects of domestic abuse exposure in childhood and how this may increase the chances that a child or young person will be involved in crime.
Objective 3: Evaluate the public's perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between childhood exposure and criminality.

[bookmark: _Toc197375264]1.4 Research methods 
The research will be conducted between the months of September 2024 and May 2025 in order to keep the research concise and specific. For the purpose of this research, an online questionnaire will be the research method of choice due to it being able to produce reliable and valid responses despite how varied the questions may be (Story, 2019). It will be shared via the researchers existing social media accounts to people of 18 years or older. The researcher will need to reach a sample size of 100 people as a minimum. Both open and closed questions will be used throughout the questionnaire to target a mixed methodology which will give rise to qualitative and quantitative data (Ahmad, 2019). A literature review will be undertaken as the primary research to gather information surrounding the research question. This will help inform a diverse set of questions for the questionnaire which is created as part of the secondary research.

[bookmark: _Toc197375265]1.5 Value of research 
Even though there is research around the number of children who get exposed to domestic abuse each year, the statistics will not be accurate (Women’s Aid, 2024a). This is due to how damaging it can be on a child, leading to numberless cases going unreported. The children will be scared and will not know who to turn to for help and support (Noble-Carr et al, 2019). This causes a ripple effect because these children will not be able to receive different services to stop them going down the wrong path and getting involved with crime. In addition to this, the support children can receive is not effective due to it not being specific or appropriate for the child and it is short term or does not exist in the first place. There needs to be an effective infrastructure available to firstly identify and support the children but eventually it needs to be in place to prevent children suffering (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2024). This research will therefore help break the link between the children exposed to domestic abuse in childhood and their involvement in crime. 
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[bookmark: _Toc197375267]2.1 Introduction  
In England and Wales, the age of criminal responsibility is 10 years old meaning anyone under this age cannot be arrested or charged with a crime (Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). It is important to understand why children and young people commit crime to see whether it is their own rational choice or if there are any internal or external factors either choosing or affecting their decision (Franjie, 2020). The most common reasons as to why children and young people commit crimes revolve around mental health issues, drug and alcohol misuse, difficult family relationships and economic status (World Health Organisation, 2024). They are strongly intwined, as living in a socially deprived area can cause family conflict, this can therefore lead to a child suffering from different mental health disorders and to cope, they may misuse drugs and alcohol (Denney, 2019). Within this, the most common crimes children and young people commit are weapon offences, drug offences and violence against a person (Youth Justice Board, 2022). Recent statistics released by the Youth Justice Board on 30th January, demonstrate that violence against a person still remains the most common offence children commit, with a 5% increase from the year 2023 and it currently accounts for 34% of all proven offences committed by children (Youth Justice Board, 2024). 
Following this, it will be important to consider how exposure to domestic abuse in childhood can increase the likelihood of being involved with crime and what statistics can support this. Children and young people can experience domestic abuse very differently and it can have a direct or indirect impact on them (NSPCC, 2024b).  They do not necessarily have to see the abuse taking place; they can hear it, see any damage to property or witness the injuries sustained on their parents or guardians. The short and long-term effects from the exposure can differ, but criminality in later life has been proven as very likely (Dodaj, 2020). The public’s perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between criminality will be explored as there is a widespread lack of evidence surrounding the child victims (Chandan et al, 2020). 
[bookmark: _Toc197375268]2.2 Why do children and young people offend?
Repeated unlawful behaviour committed by children and young people or otherwise known as juvenile delinquency, is a constant challenge to the UK criminal justice system and the public due to the prevalence of it ever-increasing (Singh & Azman, 2020). In 2023, children aged between 10-17 years old in England and Wales had higher crime rates compared to children in 2022. For example, stop and searches have increased by 13%, arrests of children grew by 9%, the number of children being sentenced in court increased by 8% and lastly the reoffending rates have risen since March 2014 (UK Government, 2024c). There are many reasons for this, but firstly, they may commit a crime if they suffer from mental health issues such as depression or ADHD, as currently, a third of young people in custody have a mental health condition (National Youth Agency, 2023). In addition, people who are neurodivergent represent nearly 50% of the current prison population which has led to the introduction of better rehabilitation to help break the link with crime and stop recidivism rates (UK Government, 2024a). Many people with these conditions display overlapping symptoms such as impulsivity, aggression and low self-control (Slaughter et al, 2019). They struggle to control their emotions and may present this through hitting, kicking or punching someone or something (Ayasrah & Khasawneh, 2022). This can increase the likelihood of getting into fights with other people, which can therefore make them a target to other youths which increases the chances of being in trouble with the police. Once other youths get involved, it can turn into a constant vicious cycle to fight for hierarchy or territory. This can come in the form of youth gangs, and this starts to involve weapons to not only use against another person but to also protect themselves from harm or danger (Beardslee et al, 2018). 

Another reason children and young people offend is due to alcohol and drug misuse. In the year 2022 to the year 2023, there was 12,418 young people in contact with alcohol and drug services, with 87% of young people getting treatment for cannabis and 44% for problems with alcohol (UK Government, 2024b). They can get involved in drugs and alcohol at a young age due to peer pressure, community norms, stress or family history and it is a difficult cycle to break (Geleta et al, 2021). With adolescence being a very critical development phase involving important physical, emotional, cognitive and social changes, misusing substances can have serious, long-lasting effects as it predisposes them to different brain development problems. The two most common issues are increases in risk-taking behaviours and impulsivity (Lees et al, 2020). Children and youths will act differently with alcohol and drugs in their system, and they will start getting involved in anti-social behaviours they were fearful of before misusing the substances. This may start off as low-level crime, but their risk-taking level will gradually increase, causing more serious crimes to occur as they get older (Lees et al, 2019). For example, it may begin with motoring offences, then lead to shoplifting and then to weapon offences and burglaries. To put into context, around 2.9 million adults aged between 16 and 59 in the UK reported substance misuse in 2024 (Office for National statistics, 2024).

Offending rates of children and young people can be dependent on the area they live in. More socially deprived areas are seen to have higher crimes rates than lower socially deprived areas (Itskovich, 2023). For example, in the Townhill area of Swansea which is classed as socially deprived, had 26 violent and sexual offences, four public order offences and three anti-social behaviour offences in the month of September 2024, whereas Newton in Swansea which is a less socially deprived area, only had two crimes in the month of September 2024 which was one violent and sexual offence and one vehicle crime (Police.UK, 2024). The West Midlands Crime Commissioner (2021) stated, ‘poverty, disadvantage and social exclusion, linked with systematic failure to address their needs, creates a conveyor belt which propels vulnerable children towards exploitation and crime’. These children are isolated due to the lack of opportunities in socially deprived areas and because of this, they are seen as more vulnerable (Windle, Moyle & Coomber, 2020). They start to take on the family’s money worries themselves as they believe they have to ‘step up’. Criminals take advantage of this and target these children by recruiting them into gangs. The gang manipulates them to deal drugs in exchange for gifts, status and money which is something they do not have whilst living in poverty (British Transport Police, 2023). Moreover, children living in these conditions, tend to have an impaired parent to child relationship due to the stress, which can therefore increase their tendency to walk away from home (Ho et al, 2022). This causes them to become homeless which can lead them to committing low level crime such as property crime and shoplifting to survive. To link back, these youths may also suffer a lot of mental health issues and use drugs and alcohol to cope with the effects (Heerde & Patton, 2020). They are also more likely to be exploited due their state of vulnerability because they do not understand what is happening to them so they will not seek help to prevent it from occurring. To put this into context, the national county lines coordination centre helped safeguard more than 1000 children from being exploited for county lines and drug networks in the year 2023 (National Crime Agency 2024). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375269]2.3 Domestic abuse exposure in childhood and the link with crime
Women’s Aid (2024b) defines domestic abuse as ‘an incident or pattern of incidents of controlling, coercive, threatening, degrading and violent behaviour, including sexual violence, in the majority of cases by a partner or ex-partner, but also by a family member or carer’. A child is now recognised as a victim of domestic abuse from the introduction of the Domestic Abuse Act 2021, when they see the abuse occurring, hear it from another room, receive little to no support from their parents and sometimes they might get injured when trying to stop it from happening (Rasool, 2022). Any type of exposure can cause detrimental effects to children both short and long term. These include: changes in behaviour, poorer physical and mental health, slower or restricted social development, reduced educational attainment and their overall quality of life is affected (Gregory et al, 2019). There are varied behavioural changes the children can go through which can depend on different factors such as their age, the severity of the exposure and even the time period. For example, preschool aged children in particular become very sensitised to the noise of the shouting and may try to think of strategies to tune out the noise such as walking away from home or trying to focus on something such as a toy or a book to distract themselves (Winfield et al, 2023). This therefore poses issues when placed in a school setting and they will start to isolate themselves from other peers. This restricts them from making friends and socially engaging with anyone (Lloyd, 2018). Crime levels can increase because of this as they will be preyed upon by grooming gangs that will try to exploit their state of vulnerability by making them commit crimes such as being a county lines drug runner (Metropolitan Police, 2025). Babies on the other hand, usually suffer more with ill-health, which could be due to being emotionally and physically neglected during the experience (Mueller & Troncik, 2019). 
In addition to this, children who usually witness physical acts of abuse such as hitting and punching, usually become quite aggressive and angry individuals with unpredictable behaviour (Children’s Commissioner, 2018). At school and in relationships of their own, they become the perpetrator of the violence instead of the victim which could be due to them wanting to get revenge on their past (Tomlinson, Kleintjes & Lake, 2022). Many studies have proven that exposure to violence in childhood does have links with criminal behaviour in adulthood and even youth crime. Steketee et al (2019) demonstrated that witnessing interparental violence is linked with violent offences, Chesworth et al (2019) stated how it is linked to bullying at school and Basto-Pereira & Da Maia (2019) also determined it is linked to criminal behaviour and delinquency. These children have a tendency to commit more violent crimes which warrant a custodial sentence. For example, they are more likely to be associated with gang crime as 24% of these young people were found to have witnessed domestic abuse (Children’s Commissioner, 2019). Children join gangs as they have a need to escape the trauma and seek gangs for a form of protection. They believe they will gain a sense of belonging as they have felt isolated in their home for so long due to being neglected by their parents (Victim’s Commissioner, 2020). The children start to become attached to the gang leaders and form early bonds with them which they would not have had with their own primary care givers. Another term for this is called attachment theory (Grady & Yoder, 2024). 
One study examined children in secure training centres in the United Kingdom which is a place of detention for children aged between 12 and 17 years old. It discovered that 51% of children in this type of custody had been subjected to violence in the home during childhood and adolescence (Paterson-Young, 2018). The term subjected in this sense, refers to either witnessing or directly experiencing violence in their home. Another study conducted, which looked at offenders, is the Prisoner Ace Survey. However, this study interviewed 468 adults in a Welsh prison and their experiences during childhood. The results highlighted that 40% of the offenders had experienced domestic violence in the home during childhood and this strongly links with 50% experiencing verbal abuse, 19.1% emotional neglect and 40.8% physical abuse (Ford et al, 2019). Reasonings behind this are associated with being normalised to the violence, meaning in adulthood they do not know any different. Another way to explain this is through the social learning theory. This was Albert Bandura’s theory to demonstrate that people learn through imitating, observing and modelling other people’s behaviour (Koutroubas & Galanakis, 2022). He explained his theory through conducting the bobo doll experiment. Bandura got one group of children to watch two adults kick, punch and scream at the doll and another group of children to watch the adults perform non-aggressive behaviours towards to doll. The results indicated that the children which faced the violence and aggression, reproduced the same behaviours towards the doll which affirmed that behaviours, particular aggression are learnt (Cosme, 2021). This shows that being exposed to domestic abuse can cause children to repeat the same aggression, which therefore can lead to criminality. 

[bookmark: _Toc197375270]2.4 Public’s perception on domestic abuse exposure and the link with criminality
The public has many different views on domestic abuse and there is an overall lack of knowledge and understanding of the effects of what any type of exposure can have on children. Approximately two thirds of adults in the UK are unaware that children can now be recognised as victims of domestic abuse from just witnessing it (Casebourne, 2022). It is essential that people are educated in order to spot the signs early which therefore leads to the correct support and guidance being given to these children (Neighbourhood Watch, 2024). Also, both the public and the police overlook children’s negative behaviours and provide them with incorrect disciplines, without first delving into their background. They respond to youths carrying weapons, participating in anti-social behaviour and gang crime and they do not investigate the deeper reasons to why it could be occurring (Franklin et al, 2019). Different services view trauma informed practices differently as they all have their own view of what trauma is, which therefore leads to varied responses to it (Senker et al, 2023). Furthermore, a lot of the public blame children and stereotype them as ‘evils’ when any crime is committed. This is usually aimed at vulnerable and marginalised people. Even though youths often retaliate aggressively, their own victimisation and disadvantages disappear in their accounts of the public (Schissel, 2021). 
The vulnerability index found that 830,000 children experienced domestic abuse in their homes in the year 2019. The public understands a few of the effects it can have on adults, however, they fail to notice the equally devasting impact it can have on children (Children’s Commissioner, 2020). One reason for the lack of knowledge on children exposed to domestic abuse could be due to domestic abuse as a whole being a hidden crime. Overall, it is a very underreported crime meaning there is less children being identified as victims. Children are more vulnerable and may not know who is safe to talk to when they have been neglected by their parents or carers who have a legal duty of care (NSPCC, 2023a). Therefore, many children’s experiences go unnoticed as no one apart from people in their household know what is going on. The public cannot create a view or perception on something which they do not know is happening (Belfast’s Women’s Aid, 2021).

[bookmark: _Toc197375271]2.5 Conclusion 
There is evidence demonstrating the lack of concurrence between children and their care givers when relating to the child’s exposure to domestic abuse. This arises because the parent is usually the perpetrator of the violence and will not report it due to them not wanting to be found accountable or for their children to be taken away from them (Swaca, 2022). In addition, this, the children are often in two minds whether to report it themselves as they do want to stop the violence, however, they still want to feel the sense of belonging of being part of a family (NSPCC, 2023b). This can lead to many issues such as statistics being unreliable as there are many children who do not report it, interventions cannot be put in place as services are unaware of it happening and the reasoning’s behind youth crime is missing factors such as the exposure to domestic violence (Women’s Aid, 2024a). Children’s services can help children and young people convicted of crimes by providing supporting evidence on the child’s background and how it could have affected their decision. However, 40% of children exposed to domestic abuse are unknown to children’s services meaning they cannot support them (Safelives, 2024). There is a lack of knowledge in general regarding children as victims of domestic abuse because studies prioritise the stereotyped victim which is women. This leads to further problems when studying the link between exposure to domestic abuse in childhood and criminality (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2021). 
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[bookmark: _Toc197375273]3.1 Introduction 
This methodology chapter is crucial in determining whether the research conducted on the link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood and criminality is reliable and valid. It lays out a structure for how the research should be undertaken in order to maintain consistency throughout choosing techniques, tools, and philosophy (Swarooprani, 2022). During this, it will aim to answer the three research objectives: 

Objective 1: To explore explanations as to why children and young people commit crime in England and Wales. 
Objective 2: Identify the prevalence and effects of domestic abuse exposure in childhood and how this may increase the chances that a child or young person will be involved in crime. 
Objective 3: Evaluate the public's perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between childhood exposure and criminality. 

To conclude this chapter, limitations on the research study will be stated to strengthen the overall research, as well as demonstrating a better understanding for the researcher and the reader. 

[bookmark: _Toc197375274]3.2 Research onion
The construction of a research methodology can be based off a theoretical context named the research onion. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2007) proposed this theory, and they presented the foundations on the theory behind how the research will be designed, the approach taken when conducting the research, the specific research strategy and the type of the data that will be used, the timescale of the study and lastly the techniques to examine the practicality of the research. To summarise, the six layers of the research onion are: philosophy, approach to theory development, methodological choice, strategy, time horizon and lastly techniques and procedures (Melnikovas, 2018). 
Figure 1. ‘The Research Onion’ (Saunders, Thornhill & Lewis, 2019).
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This is situated at the outer layer of the research onion and explains the assumptions made about different contexts and the engagements between people (ontological) and the reflection on the assumptions about knowledge and what people can know (epistemological) (Bianchi, 2021). Within this, there is both positivism and pragmatism but in this specific research study, interpretivism will be applied as it takes into account everyone’s thought processes and how different social and cultural factors can affect humans. This is essential as this study is aiming to ascertain a variety of opinions on the subject matter (Koralage, Kulatunga & Ingirige, 2024). 


[bookmark: _Toc197375276]3.4 Research Approach
[bookmark: _Int_XiJX33S7]This refers to the wider method the study will use to inform the decisions on data collection and data analysis choices. An inductive approach will be adopted because this research is aiming to generate theories from the research question. Following this, there is a review of literature to understand what research has already been undertaken and this will assist in testing the theory as well as building upon the theory through further research (Mardiana, 2020). The two alternative approaches are deductive and abductive, but they are not suitable as they look to start off with the theory as the foundation (Gul, 2019). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375277]3.5 Methodological Choice 
There are two fundamental research methods named qualitative and quantitative, and these allow for either a mono, mixed or multi method approach (Borgstede & Scholz, 2021). A mixed method approach is the most appropriate for this research as it uses both qualitative and quantitative methods to firstly investigate people’s opinions and feelings on the subject matter through open ended questions but to also to gather numerical data by collating numbers and statistics together through closed questions (Dharmadasa et al, 2024). This therefore produces a varied data sample that can be analysed to answer the research objectives thoroughly. On the contrast, a mono approach defines as only using one data type and a multi-method approach uses two or more different types of research methods (Ojebode et al, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375278]3.6 Research strategy
The main purpose of this layer is to understand how the research is going to be carried out when considering different factors such as the expectations of the research, who is involved within the research and the specific timeframe of the study (Abdelhakim & Badr, 2021). Due to the research adopting a mixed method approach, results in the most effective strategy being a survey as it allows for both numerical and descriptive data to be produced. With the sample target needing to be 100 responses, surveys can reach a wide range of people and this assists in solidifying a representative sample that can be analysed effectively in correspondence with the research objectives (UK Government, 2020). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375279]3.7 Time Horizon 
This refers to the time frame in which the study is expected to be completed by and for this research, it will be May 2025 (Hossain et al, 2024). A cross-sectional time horizon suits this study as it is asking the sample varied questions at that one specific time. This is due to the time limit and data collection being confined to a shorter time period. 

[bookmark: _Toc197375280]3.8 Techniques and Procedures 
This layer is the core of the onion, and the main purpose is to focus on data collection and data analysis (Wisenthige, 2023). Firstly, when relating to data collection, a survey will be constructed by forming a range of questions that link with the three research objectives, with an aim of providing answers and reasonings behind them. The questions will be designed to allow the sample to provide numerical answers which have an enhanced reliability due to them producing uniform data. In addition, they will be written in a specific way so the participants can form their own opinion and response on the matter (Fink, 2024). This is essential when answering objective three as this relates to the public’s perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between child’s exposure and criminality. Whilst in the process of constructing the questions, it is important to understand who the sample will be. The sample will be anyone over 18 years old due to the sensitivity of the topic and the participants will remain anonymous throughout the research which will increase the likelihood of honest responses (Kang & Hwang, 2023). In order to make it an efficient process, convenience sampling will be utilised as the researcher can choose a sample based on their availability and willingness to participate. This is because the questions will be shared via the researcher’s social media accounts meaning everyone in the sample is known to the researcher making them more likely to participate (Golzar, Noor & Tajik, 2022). 
Data analysis is the process of extracting and summarising data for the purpose of interpretation to highlight any possible relationships, patterns and trends (Islam, 2020). When analysing the data that will be produced from the open-ended questions in particular; thematic analysis will be applied. It can be defined as identifying and analysing any patterns within a data set (Leer et al, 2023). Thematic analysis is comprised of six stages which list as: familiarisation, codes formulation, generation of themes, themes review, defining and naming themes and report formulation (Aslam & Rana, 2022). It is important for it to be used within this research due to it having the flexibility of analysing large data sets and the varied answers that will be produced by identifying key features and excluding anomalies (Sovacool, Iskandarova, Hall, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc197375281]3.9 Limitations 
One limitation which relates to data collection is that the sample could be limited due to it being shared only through the researchers existing social media account. Problems arise when wanting to gather information from people above the age of 70 as they stereotypically have a weaker knowledge on how to navigate social media which therefore discourages them to have it (Momeni et al, 2018). People from this age group may be able to provide different viewpoints and knowledge on domestic abuse exposure and criminality and this could be compared to present information on the subject (Oudat & Bakas, 2023). 
Secondly, even though the sample will be known to the researcher, they may find it quite distressing because of the nature of the topic and may not want to participate. They might have had the same or a similar experience during childhood and they don’t want to trigger their past feelings. People that do participate despite the sensitivity could answer dishonestly due to having feelings of embarrassment (Ibbet et al, 2023). Overall, there is a lack of limitations within this study as precautions have been taken and before undertaking any research, a proposal form and ethics form were filled in to make sure it was suitable to proceed. 

[bookmark: _Toc197375282]3.10 Conclusion 
Despite the limitations, conducting the study still provides major value as it is determining whether there is a link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood and criminality. This can aid future services including the police, as children who are exposed could receive better help, support and guidance on different coping mechanisms which therefore could prevent them being involved with criminality (Millar et al, 2021). Furthermore, the study provides information on domestic abuse as a whole, allowing the participants to learn something which could lead them to spot early signs of exposure, in order to stop the link with criminality (NSPCC, 2024a). 












[bookmark: _Toc197375283]CHAPTER 4 – DATA ANALYSIS

[bookmark: _Toc197375284]4.1 Introduction 
This chapter will evaluate the results from the survey by providing an interpretation of the research findings which will be consistent with the methodology and evidence within the literature review. The main aim is to continuously link back to the research objectives in order to provide an answer to the research question. Data will be demonstrated in graphs, pie charts and through thematic analysis as these are effective for analysing a large data set by providing a wide variety of answers, highlighting the key features and excluding any anomalies (UK Government, 2025).

Objective 1: To explore explanations as to why children and young people commit crime in England and Wales. 
Objective 2: Identify the prevalence and effects of domestic abuse exposure in childhood and how this may increase the chances that a child or young person will be involved in crime. 
Objective 3: Evaluate the public's perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between childhood exposure and criminality. 

[bookmark: _Toc197375285]4.2 Data analysis of participants 
The data collection method for this research was a survey and to ensure it was reliable and valid, a target of 100 responses was set. The survey was sent and shared across the researcher’s social media platforms for two weeks until the target was met. Overall, 104 participants took part in the research, but not all of these participants answered every question which will be demonstrated within the results. Reasons for this could have been due to the sensitivity of the topic and participants were informed before the survey that if they felt uncomfortable, they could leave the survey at any point or skip any questions they did not want to answer. 

[bookmark: _Toc197375286]4.3 Age of the respondents 
The age of all 104 participants was classified into four different categories: 18-24, 25-39, 40-59 and 60+. The frequency and percentage of the age demographic is presented in table 1. Of all the participants, the age range of 18–24-year-olds was the most common response with a percentage of 39%. Following this, 27% were 40–59-year-olds, 22% were 25-39 years olds and the smallest group was 60+ which only accounted for 12%.

Table 1: Age of the respondents
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It was important to ask the age of the participants as objective three in this research is based around the public perceptions on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between childhood exposure and criminality. This therefore allowed many different viewpoints from each age range category which can be compared with each other (Call et al, 2022). The 18-24 age category could form bias responses to some questions due to a desire for group cohesion as they may want to answer the questions that align with the group norms despite this not reflecting their own personal opinions (Forsyth, 2021). Whereas the age group of 60+ had the least number of participants which could be due to struggles accessing social media and difficulty filling in the form which was highlighted in the methodology (Age UK, 2023). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375287]4.4 Understanding of what domestic abuse is
Participants were asked about their understanding of what domestic abuse is on a scale of one to five with one being that they fully understand and five being that they do not understand at all. Based on the results, 44% said they fully understood with 30% choosing option two which meant they are confident with their knowledge. Only one participant stated they do not understand what domestic abuse is at all. 9% chose option four which relates to having little knowledge on domestic abuse and the remaining 16% stated they were option three, meaning they have some understanding but still needed more knowledge on the subject. 

Table 2: Understanding of what domestic abuse is
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Overall, ten participants chose option four and five combined meaning they have little to no understanding of what domestic abuse is. Within this statistic, 70% of these participants were 18–24-year-olds which therefore means the younger population require better education as if they do not understand domestic abuse as a whole, they will not understand the impact it can have on children. This links back to the literature laid out within the Domestic Abuse Act 2021 as this states that a child can now be recognised as a victim of domestic abuse when they see, hear or experience the effects of domestic abuse. Furthermore, the majority of the participants chose either option one or two which means they are confident in understanding what domestic abuse is. However, this statistic only accounts for domestic abuse in general terms not specifically with children. To add to this, question four of the survey related to the prevalence of children who lived in households where domestic abuse took place in England in the year 2023. Out of 102 responses, only 35 participants chose the correct answer. These findings support those previously mentioned by NSPCC (2023b) which suggest that due to the hidden nature of domestic abuse, the true prevalence is difficult to estimate. This produces many dangers as people may lack knowledge on how to spot a child victim, notice the effects it can have on them and be unsure of what help they can provide (Ho, 2022). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375288]4.5 Likelihood of a child committing crimes if they have been exposed to domestic abuse
Participants were then asked if a child or young person who has been exposed to domestic abuse is more likely to commit crimes than a child or young person who has not been exposed to domestic abuse. According to the results, out of all 104 participants, 74% agreed that an exposed child is more likely to commit crimes with only 10% stating no and 16% stated they were unsure. 

Table 3: Likelihood of a child committing crimes if they have been exposed to domestic abuse
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These responses link closely with question 13 as that question asked participants if a child will get normalised to violence after being exposed to domestic abuse and 74% responded yes. Both these questions consolidate the evidence mentioned by the Children’s Commissioner (2018) who proposed that children who witness physical acts such as hitting and punching, learn negative behaviours and usually become aggressive and angry individuals. For both questions, participants were asked to explain the reasonings behind their choice. Through using thematic analysis, common themes were highlighted by finding patterns within the responses. These themes were either words or phrases that either repeated or appeared more consistently than other responses such as ‘’learnt behaviours’’, ‘’outlet from the abuse’’ and ‘’normal behaviour’’. The phrases provided demonstrate that these participants agree with the social learning theory presented by Albert Bandura. He suggested that behaviours are learnt through observing, imitating and modelling and this correlates with committing crime through being normalised to the behaviour (Koutroubas & Galanakis, 2022).

[bookmark: _Toc197375289]4.6 Why do children and young people commit crime 
Results for this question were more difficult to interpret as some participants chose each separate option as well as choosing all of the above. Based on the results, 82 participants chose the option all of the above meaning they believed each option was a reason to why children and young people commit crime. The remaining participants chose different options, with 13 people choosing vulnerability, 18 chose exposure to violence, eight chose family history, four chose community norms, 20 chose peer pressure and 17 chose mental health issues. One person chose ‘other’ and stated drugs would be a reason to why they commit crime. The reason the total of each option does not add up to 104 is because it was a multiple-choice question.

Table 4: Why do children and young people commit crime

This question was asked to participants as it targets objective one of the research study, which is to explore explanations as to why children and young people commit crime in England and Wales. The option ‘peer pressure’ received 20 responses which relates back to gang crime and how individuals are pressured by family and friends who suggest they need to ‘step up’ to take over the family’s money worries (British Transport Police, 2023). In addition, exposure to violence received 18 responses and mental health issues received 17 responses which both link very closely. As stated previously by the UK Government (2024a), 50% of the prison population are neurodivergent and display overlapping symptoms such as impulsivity, low self-control and aggression which also link with being exposed to violence. It was important to ask this question, to see if people would still choose exposure to violence when given other options to choose from. Overall, 100 out of 104 participants included the options of all of the above and exposure to violence in their response. This demonstrates that all apart from four participants agree that exposure to violence causes criminality. The study conducted in the secure training centre solidifies this statement as 51% of children in this facility had been subjected to violence in the home during childhood and adolescence (Paterson-Young, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375290]4.7 The link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood and criminality
For this question, participants were asked to what extent do they agree with the following statement: domestic abuse exposure in childhood links with criminality. Altogether, 73% of participants agreed with the statement with 51% stating they agree and 22% responded with strongly agree. Moreover, 18% of participants responded with ‘other’ which could imply that they were either unsure of which answer to choose, or they did not have a final answer to the question. For the remaining participants, 6% chose neither agree nor disagree and 3% chose the option of disagree. Out of all the participants, not one participant chose the option of strongly disagree which shows how most participants thought that there is some link with domestic abuse exposure and criminality. 
Table 5: The link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood and criminality
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This question was placed at the end of the survey to allow participants to understand the topic first and to gather different opinions in order for them to make a final decision of whether they agree with the research question. In total, 76 participants said they either strongly agree or agree with the statement. This builds upon evidence stated by Gregory et al (2019) as they mentioned that any type of exposure can have a direct impact as well as secondary impacts such as substance misuse. This can increase the likelihood of imitating violent and aggressive behaviours which can lead to criminality. In addition, these participants understand that children can become trapped within a cycle of violence from the normalisation of the negative behaviours and actions they witness (Beardslee et al, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375291]4.8 Conclusion
To conclude, there is a variety of reasons to why children and young people commit crime, and this was demonstrated within the survey as the majority of participants agreed that all the options were valid reasons. However, it was highlighted that exposure to violence was the most common option out of the responses and it made up the bulk of the answers. There is an overall understanding of what domestic abuse is as a whole, but when relating to domestic abuse on children there is still a lack of knowledge which consolidates the evidence on how hidden the nature of the crime is. Overall, most participants agreed that there is a link between domestic abuse exposure in criminality which supports all previous evidence relating to being normalised to different behaviours such as aggression and violence through socially learning them. 




















[bookmark: _Toc197375292]CHAPTER 5 - CONCLUSION

[bookmark: _Toc197375293]5.1 Introduction 
The overall aim of this research study was to develop an advanced understanding of whether children and young people exposed to domestic abuse are more likely to be involved in crime in England and Wales. Within this chapter, a layout of each research objective will be presented with a summary of the findings as well as a conclusion which will highlight the key points. Also, recommendations will be provided from assessing the limitations of the research as a whole to aid future research.
The specific research objective are: 
Objective 1: Explore explanations as to why children and young people commit crime in England and Wales.
Objective 2: Identify the prevalence and effects of domestic abuse exposure in childhood and how this may increase the chances that a child or young person will be involved in crime.
Objective 3: Evaluate the public’s perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between childhood exposure and criminality. 

[bookmark: _Toc197375294]5.2 Objective 1: To explore explanations as to why children and young people commit crimes in England and Wales
As explained by the World Health Organisation (2024), the most common reasons as to why children and young people commit crime arise from mental health issues, drug and alcohol misuse, difficult family relationships and economic status. It was essential to include these options as part of the specific question in the survey to gather different viewpoints from the specific age categories. Based on the results, 82 participants chose ‘all of the above’ which solidifies the previous evidence relating to why these factors are the most common reasons. Many of these children and young people who are exposed to these difficulties usually have overlapping symptoms of impulsivity, low self-control and aggression (Slaughter et al, 2019). This links to the continuous cycle of violence they can be involved in as they have an increased likelihood of being involved in fights which makes them seen as more of a target to others, leading to being more noticed by the police (Beardslee et al, 2018). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375295]5.3 Objective 2: Identify the prevalence and effects of domestic abuse exposure in childhood and how this may increase the chances that a child or young person will be involved in crime.  
Due to domestic abuse exposure on children being such a hidden crime causes the prevalence of it to be harder to identify because children are less likely to disclose their experiences (Children’s commissioner, 2020). Women’s Aid (2023) stated that around 160,000 children in England live in households where domestic takes place and when examining the prevalence from a criminal point of view, the study of 468 adults in a Welsh prison demonstrated that 40% of these offenders had experienced domestic abuse in the home during childhood (Ford et al, 2019). This causes many issues for children and young people as they socially learn the violent and aggressive behaviours which promotes them to reproduce these behaviours themselves and this can be seen through them being the perpetrator of the violence (Tomlinson, Kleintjes & Lake, 2022). Furthermore, they become normalised to the violence from being a constant witness to the abuse. During the survey, participants were asked if they believe a child will become normalised to violence after being exposed to domestic abuse and 74% agreed with the statement. This consolidates that being exposed to domestic abuse in childhood does increase the likelihood of being involved with crime. 

[bookmark: _Toc197375296]5.4 Objective 3: Evaluate the public's perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between childhood exposure and criminality
Firstly, it was understood that two thirds of adults in the UK are unaware that children can now be recognised as victims as domestic abuse (Casebourne, 2022). This was supported through question five of the research survey which asked the participants if they are aware that children who witness domestic abuse in a household classified as victims of domestic abuse. Approximately 25% of participants stated they were either unsure or were not aware that children can now be victims and this demonstrates there is still a lack of understanding on domestic abuse on children which therefore means the effects and the link with crime is still hidden (NSPCC, 2023b). Overall, 73% of participants were in an agreement that there is a link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood and criminality. This adds significant value to the research as it clarifies all previous literature in the topic such as Gregory et al (2019) revealing how children can have changes in behaviour and poor physical and mental health. The Children’s Commissioner (2020) supported this by stating how children escape trauma by joining gangs as a form of protection and Grady & Yoder (2024) mentioned how children form early bonds and become attached with the gang leaders because of the lack of care they have received from their primary care givers. Overall, it demonstrates a link with domestic abuse exposure and criminality. 

[bookmark: _Toc197375297]5.5 Limitations 
This research applied a survey as the research strategy for the purpose of producing a wide variety of responses which could be analysed and interpreted effectively as well as allowing participants to answer on their own terms due to the nature of the topic being sensitive (UK Government, 2020). One challenge which arose when analysing the survey came from the multiple-choice questions when there was an all of the above option. Participants chose each option as well as ‘all of the above’ which affected the results and the graph as it was not a true representation of the participants responses. To overcome this, a new graph was formed by excluding these anomalies and this allowed for a more valid data set and prevented functional redundancy (Nguyen et al, 2023). For future research, creating a format which would eliminate other choices when ‘all of the above’ was chosen would be beneficial to keep the results accurate and easy to interpret. Even though the minimum target of 100 responses was met, there was a lack of participants from age 60 plus. Instead of just keeping the survey online based, other methods such as print out versions could have been provided to people who struggled accessing or completing the survey (Kelfve et al, 2020). 

[bookmark: _Toc197375298]5.6 Recommendations  
This research has highlighted that further research needs to be undertaken on domestic abuse around children with the aim of making children feel protected and safe. It would prevent them from going unnoticed and receiving negative assumptions about their reasonings behind committing crimes (Women’s Aid, 2021). Services such as the police and teachers should be educated more on how domestic abuse exposure can affect a child. This would consequently help in identifying children who are potential victims of domestic abuse and allow them to adopt a more trauma informed response. This could possibility lead to children feeling more encouraged to report the crime and as a result of this, different services can be implemented to limit their chances of being involved with criminality (Women’s Aid, 2025). This includes all ages, as from reading the literature, it was noticed that different ages can experience different effects of domestic abuse exposure (Winfield et al, 2023). 
‘There comes a point where we need to stop just pulling people out of the river. We need to go upstream and find out why they're falling in’ (Tutu, 2020, quoted in Wedlock & Molina, 2020, p. 2). 
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The link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood
and criminality

Thank you for expressing an interest to take part in this research questionnaire. Before starting the questionnaire, please
read the information below carefully to make sure you fully understand the importance of why the research is being
conducted and what is involved. My name is Jemima and | am currently studying a Criminology and Policing degree. The
purpose of this research is to gather valuable information on the link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood
and criminality. To undertake this research you must be 18 years or older. Your participation in the research is voluntary,
meaning it is your choice if you want to take part. If you feel that you do not want to continue once you begin, you have
the right to withdraw at any stage. You can also skip any questions you do not wish to answer. You will remain
anonymous throughout and all data will be kept confidential. It is a very sensitive topic area and if you feel affected at
any stage, please refer to the contact links at the end of the questionnaire.




image9.png
1. What is your age range? *

O 1824
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2. On ascale of 1 to 5, what is your understanding of what domestic abuse is?

O 1 =Fully understand

O 5 - Do not understand
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3. Which of the following behaviours do you think come under the title of domestic abuse?

Controlling
Coercive
Threatening
Degrading
Violent

All of the above
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4. In 2023, how many children do you think lived in households where domestic abuse took
place in England?

O 80,000

115,000

O
O 160,000
O

200,000
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5. As far as you are aware, are children who witness domestic abuse in a household classified as
victims of domestic abuse?

O Yes
O No
O Unsure
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6. What do you think are effects of domestic abuse exposure in childhood?

Changes in behaviour

Poorer physical and mental health
Slower or restricted social development
Reduced educational attainment
Quality of life affected

All of the above

Other
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7. What effects of domestic abuse exposure do you think babies experience? Tick all that apply.

Il health

Sleep disturbance
Bed wetting
Excessive crying
Constant fear

All of the above

Other
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. What effects of domestic abuse do you think school aged children experience? Tick all that
apply

] Isolation
Vulnerability
Behavioural problems
Anxiety

Depression

All of the above

Other
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9. What types of crimes do you think children and young people commit in England and Wales?
Tick all that apply

[_] Drug crime
Weapon offences
Gang crime
Motoring offences

Shoplifting

All of the above

Other




image18.png
10. Why do you think children and young people commit crime? Tick all that apply

Mental health issues
Peer pressure
Community norms
Family history
Exposure to violence
Vulnerability

All of the above

Other
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11. Do you think a child or young person exposed to domestic abuse is more likely to commit
crimes than a child or young person who has not been exposed to domestic abuse?

O Yes
O No
O Unsure
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12. Please explain your answer to question 11.

Enter your answer
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13. Do you think children and young people get normalised to violence after being exposed to
domestic abuse?

O Yes
O No
O Unsure
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14. Please explain your answer to question 13

Enter your answer
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15. In 2019, a study conducted of 468 adults in a Welsh prison looked at how many experienced
domestic abuse during childhood, what percentage do you think did experience domestic
abuse during childhood?

O 20%

30%

50%

O
O 40%
O
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16. Do you think children and young people with mental health issues are more likely to commit
crimes than a child or young person without any mental health issues?

O Yes
O No
O Unsure
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17. Please explain your answer to question 16

Enter your answer
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18. Do you think if a child or young person received appropriate interventions, it would prevent
the link between domestic abuse exposure and criminality?

O Yes
O No
O Unsure
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19. Many studies show that substance and alcohol abuse in children and young people arises
from domestic abuse exposure, why do you think this is?

Enter your answer
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20. To what extent do you agree with the following statement ‘domestic abuse exposure in
childhood links with criminality'.

O Strongly agree
O Agree
Neither agree nor disagree

O
O Disagree
O

Strongly Disagree
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Likelihood of a child committing crimes if they have been
exposed to domestic abuse

Participants were then asked if a child or young person who has been exposed to
domestic abuse is more likely to commit crimes than a child or young person who has
not been exposed to domestic abuse. According to the results, out of all 104
participants, 74% agreed that an exposed child is more likely to commit crimes with
only 10% stating no and 16% stated they were unsure.

Table 3: Likelihood of a child committing crimes if they have been exposed to domestic
abuse

o5

These responses link closely with question 13 as that question asked participants if a
child will get normalised to violence after being exposed to domestic abuse and 74%
responded yes. Both these questions consolidate the evidence mentioned within the
literature review regarding how different behaviours such as aggression and violence
are learnt from seeing, hearing or witnessing domestic abuse. For both questions,
participants were asked to explain the reasonings behind their choice. Through using
thematic analysis, common themes were highlighted by finding patterns within the
responses. These themes were either words or phrases that either repeated or
appeared more consistently than other responses such as leamnt behaviours, outlet
from the abuse and normal behaviour. These phrases demonstrate that the
participants agree with the social learning theory, and this therefore strongly correlates
with committing crime through being normalised to the behaviour.
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