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[bookmark: _Toc165815016]Abstract

Adolescence is a crucial period for brain development and shaping a person’s future behaviour. Research has shown adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), traumatic or stressful experiences during childhood, can be a major factor relating to vulnerability in children, and the increase of criminal tendencies in first-time offenders in the criminal justice system. The research conducted during this dissertation aims to determine if ACEs are the primary cause of youth involving themselves in crime. Based on a review of the literature on theories and relevant data about the effects of ACEs and other potential causes of crime in young people. An online survey was distributed to members of the Llansamlet, Birchgrove and Morriston communities to test public knowledge and opinions on the effect of ACEs on criminal behaviour. Analysis of the responses demonstrated that ACEs have major effects on mental health, and physical well-being, and can be a cause for involvement in criminal activities. The results indicate ACEs are a cause of youth involvement in criminal activity. However, the assumption that they are the primary cause disregards other reasoning for young individuals’ involvement in the crime.
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(1.1 ) Graph showing the number of first time entrants to the Criminal Justice System under the age of 16 in the years 2021 (dark purple) and 2022 (light purple)
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Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) are known to be highly stressful and traumatic events that occur in childhood (Royal Manchester Children's Hospital, n.d.) These events can be damaging and detrimental to an individual's physical, emotional and psychological well-being and are linked to long-term issues in individuals from childhood to adulthood, such as mental health issues, poor development in social skills, and chronic health problems, namely cancer and heart disease (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). Many traumatic events in childhood are classed as ACEs, such as experiencing domestic violence, parental abandonment, separation or divorce, a parent with a mental health condition, and being the victim of abuse and neglect (Public Health Scotland, 2021). Experiencing these kinds of traumatic events in childhood or at a young age can also have a detrimental effect on criminality. Adverse childhood experiences are also known to have damaging effects relating to a child or young person getting involved in criminal activities and developing criminal tendencies. The importance of understanding the effect of adverse childhood experiences on criminality during adolescence has risen in recent times in England and Wales. Although there has been an astronomical decrease in the arrests of children aged ten to seventeen for notifiable offences since 2012, in the most recent statistics, there were “59,045” recorded arrests of children in the year ending March 2023 (Youth Justice Board for England and Wales, 2024). Compared to the previous year, in March 2022', just under '53,000' arrests were made of children aged 10 to 17", which shows a 7% increase from the previous statistics found in March 2021 (Youth Justice Board for England and Wales, 2023). Both statistics infer that crimes such as violence, drug, sexual and public order offences are currently on the rise in England and Wales. However, this statistic only identifies arrests when in reality, it underestimates the actual amount. 

[bookmark: _Toc165815020]Research Focus
In order to understand the rise in youth crime, research in this dissertation will be focused on factors that may be causing the potential rise in the criminality of youth in the UK such as the effect of ACEs and their link to criminal behaviour and tendencies, mitigating factors and protective mechanisms in children, families and mental health services that aim to prevent and reduce reoffending of criminal offences and a broader look at crime causation focussing on limitations in ACE theory and criminal activity through examples of social and economic factors that contribute to youth crime, and the role of social policy and crime prevention. This is important to understand because crime "is one of the most socially costly potential outcomes of maltreatment" in children who have suffered ACEs (Currie & Tekin, 2012). Identifying a range of current and past information will help find and amend existing solutions and protective measures to discourage youth from committing crimes and prevent them from occurring. The research aims to focus on relevant periods to help provide an understanding of ACEs theory and how it has developed over time with reference to pre-existing theories of crime causation. Relevant data will be researched to provide context for contemporary societal issues such as current crime statistics from 2021 to the most recent statistics available of youth offenders in England and Wales. It is acknowledged that "the minimum age of criminal responsibility is 10" years of age (Farrington, 1998), and 18 is the legal age of adulthood. Specific demographics such as race, social status, and upbringing often lead to a higher rate of criminality in communities. This kind of research will help analyse whether their offences are linked to trauma based on their experiences, from the conditions vulnerable children are under and the areas where they live. 
[bookmark: _Toc165815021]Aim and Objectives

Given the lack of research regarding ACEs and their effects on criminality in young people, this dissertation aims to explore and analyse if the relationship between ACEs and criminal behaviour is the cause of the rise of crime in young people living in England and Wales. In order to achieve this aim, the dissertation will focus on completing three objectives. The first objective is to analyse the relationship between ACEs and crime among young people in contemporary society. Achieving this objective is vital as it will highlight the correlation between exposure to traumatic events in early childhood and an increased likelihood of engaging in delinquent or criminal activities between the ages of 10-17. It will also help in identifying the prevalence of ACEs in young criminals in the youth justice system. Secondly, the next objective is to evaluate the role of other contributing factors in crime causation. This will help to understand examples of crime-preventative measures and strategies in England and Wales, as well as to emphasise the concept of resilience and how some children overcome trauma without turning to crime. The third aim will be to compare and contrast the significance of ACEs to other factors in crime causation. In order to achieve these aims and objectives, a literature review will be constructed to gather secondary research from other academic literature sources.
 
[bookmark: _Toc165815022]Outline of Research Methods
	
To further investigate whether ACEs cause young people to get involved in crime, a data analysis will be created to gather qualitative and quantitative data to assess public awareness and their experiences of ACEs and related crime in their communities. A survey will be utilized to collect data (is found in the Appendix section). Participants targeted for this research will consist of members of the general public from the Llansamlet, Birchgrove, and Morriston areas in Swansea. 

[bookmark: _Toc165815023]Value of Research

[bookmark: _GoBack]Several challenges and issues are associated with the research between ACEs and young people involved in crime; for example, the ACE framework Is often restrictive based on its choice of only including ten official ACEs (Welsh Government, 2021). This means the identification of ACEs in England and Wales is very subjective and discredits other childhood traumatic events that are also prevalent. Another issue is that not everyone with ACEs will continue to become criminals. They are only statistically more likely than people who have not experienced ACEs (Scottish Government, 2018). There are gaps in research in this area, as ACEs and criminality, from an academic perspective, are focused more on criminality in adulthood, with little focus on the more immediate effects on a person in their adolescent years. However, these issues do not take away from the importance of research surrounding this issue. Research surrounding ACEs being the primary cause for youth involved in crime is worth doing as understanding the connection between ACEs and criminality in young people further helps work towards further reformation of the Youth Justice System in terms of early intervention and a broader understanding of ACEs to further support and encourage youth to avoid criminality.


1. [bookmark: _Toc165815024]Literature Review (2500)

[bookmark: _Toc165815025]In this section of the dissertation, a literature review was used to analyse secondary research for and against ACEs being the primary cause of young people’s involvement in crime, to examine what information already exists, and to see what other pieces of academic literature have to say related to the research question. This was done to help identify gaps in the current academic literature and the primary methodologies and research techniques already used in research. Doing this kind of research also provides context to the research used in this dissertation in later sections, such as the methodology and data analysis. As previously mentioned, the objectives of this literature review are divided into three chapters: to find links between ACEs and crime, to analyse different mitigating factors and protective mechanisms to show how ACEs vary based on a young person’s personality and background and a broader look at causes of crime to analyse limitations in the ACE strategy. These topics will help to expand knowledge around whether ACEs are the leading cause of crime in young people.
1.1 The Link Between ACEs and Crime

This chapter is concerned with examining the link between ACEs and crime. Early theories regarding factors that made someone a criminal followed the consensus that it could be inherited and was recognisable through visual characteristics such as the shape of an individual’s skull, the colour of an individual’s hair, and if someone had tattoos from the atavistic theory of Cesare Lombroso (Gibson & Rafter, 2006). However, in today’s society, experts better understand the effects of exposure to ACEs. Being exposed to these traumatic events in childhood can lead to a child experiencing harmful amounts of toxic stress. Organisations such as the United Nations Children Emergancy Fund (n.d.) say toxic stress can occur when a child is exposed to repeated or chronic stressful situations. Allostatic load is a term used to define "wear and tear" on organs in the body, such as the different parts of the brain that control behaviour and the response to stress, such as the amygdala, hippocampus, and pre-frontal cortex (Shonkoff, et al., 2012) While exposure to positive and tolerant types of stress is healthy for the brain to develop a healthy fight or flight response, toxic stress from chronically traumatic events can lead to a prolonged state of fight or flight in situations that are perceived as a threat, causing individuals to continue past the point of exhaustion, that would usually return the brains emotion control to a calm state. Damage like this “can be associated with lasting changes in these brain areas” (Bremner, 2006).  This means that damage caused by chronic toxic stress, like ACEs, can heighten a child’s perception of a perceived threat, making their response to ACEs more unpredictable and erratic. This explains why some young individuals may develop criminal tendencies, leading to them committing crimes at a young age. Damage to the brain, like allostasis in fight or flight situations, can alter the homeostasis or regulation in parts of an individual's brain that control impulses due to a lack of regulation of emotions from damaged parts of the brain due to chronic stress (McEwan, 2007)  . This can lead to exaggerated or a diminished reaction to situations that cause discomfort or stress (Lovallo, 2013). This signifies that based on a young individual’s exaggerated or diminished reaction to ACEs they experienced can lead to them being attracted to or repulsed from actions and crimes relating to the traumatic event. For example, if an individual’s parents suffered from alcoholism or drug addiction, based on the trauma and stress they experienced because of it, it could lead them to become addicts themselves or may discourage them from ever drinking alcohol or using drugs (Launder, et al., 2013) 

Another aspect linking ACEs and criminal behaviour is the implications of attachment theory on children. Attachment theory refers to the unique relationship between “an infant and his caregiver that is the foundation for further healthy development” into adulthood (Flaherty & Sadler, 2011). In the context of ACEs, attachment theory can be related to the causation of sexual offences because the theory infers children can develop “beliefs and behavioural patterns” from the relationship they have with their parent or carer (Grady, et al., 2016). This means if a parent or carer is sexually abusive towards other people or the child itself the child could be more likely to mirror these behaviours and continue the cycle. This theory can relate to criminal offences such as sexual abuse, hate crimes, or any crime that a parent or carer may commit that the child is aware of. Theories like attachment theory around the causation of ACEs and how they can lead to criminal behaviour are essential to understanding the role of a child’s environment, which can link to the type of crime an individual is likely to commit. An example of this link is between physical punishment and maltreatment in childhood and violent tendencies. It is stated that “individuals who had been physically abused in the first 5 years of life were at greater risk for being arrested as juveniles for violent, nonviolent, and status offences”, such as demonstrating violent behaviour to an intimate partner (Lansford, et al., 2007). 
In the context of violent offences recorded in England and Wales in people aged sixteen and above for the year ending December 2023, a crime survey states that “1,036,000” violent-related offences were recorded (Office for National Statistics, 2024). In relation to youth under the age of sixteen involved in violent offences in England and Wales (graph can be found in List of Tables and Figures section), statistics show violence against another person offences were the “largest share of offences” recorded, at an estimated amount of just under “12,000” proven offences from youth aged 10-17 (Youth Justice Board, 2024). 
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While witnessing violence in youth can normalise violence as a way to resolve conflict, the correlation does not always equal causation. These figures do not consider factors such as socioeconomic influences, gang involvement, or crime rates in specific cities or towns in England and Wales.

[bookmark: _Toc165815026]1.2 Mitigating Factors and Protective Mechanisms

The following chapter will discuss mitigating factors and protective mechanisms some people have and develop to overcome ACEs and deter them from crime. An example of a mitigating factor that is sometimes developed in individuals to protect themselves from distress caused by ACEs is the concept of resilience. In regards to children who have experienced vulnerability due to hardships in their lives, such as ACEs, resilience is defined as “children who succeed in spite of adversity” by developing the strength to overcome adversities they have suffered from (Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012). It can also be defined as “the process of, capacity for, or outcome of successful adaptation despite challenging or threatening circumstances”  (Masten, et al., 1990). This means children who develop this kind of resilience could become resistant to types of chronic toxic stress, like ACEs, that have affected them previously in their lives. Resilience in children and their reaction to chronic toxic stress is different from person to person. According to Masten and Barnes (2018), the amount of stress an individual can take before developing resilience can differ due to “the severity of exposure either to one extremely traumatic event or in the sense of cumulative risk”. This means that the amount of resilience developed due to a stimulus such as ACEs could depend on the severity of the situation or the amount of trauma they have experienced because of it. Without this kind of resilience to ACEs and trauma, specific individuals lack the strength and capacity to resist committing criminal offences in ways such as acting on maltreatment and trauma they experienced from parents and carers, like the previously mentioned attachment theory, or as a coping mechanism to subdue the effects of ACEs, such as through temporary and intense abuse of drugs (Hammersly, 2011).

Resilience can be nurtured and developed to help deal with emotions and behaviours that may develop as a result of toxic stress caused by ACEs. This is achieved through methods such as having close bonds with family and positive role models to look up to. Having a strong attachment and bond with family and positive role models can instil and foster resilience and hope through methods such as a family’s beliefs to make meaning of traumatic experiences like bereavement, such as transcendence and spirituality in religion (Walsh, 2007). Another example of the positive role strong bonds with family and role models is through acceptance of a child’s decisions and traits that make them unique or different. For context, if a family is not accepting of a child’s sexual orientation and “posits that boys need adult males to model what is expected of men, just as girls need adult women as role models”, then it could negatively affect their relationship and how they may look at people who are supposed to be role models in their lives (Bos, et al., 2012).  This kind of positivity and involvement from family and positive role models in an individual who has experienced ACEs can be crucial to maintaining a healthy mental state. However, it will also help them develop essential “social emotional and cognitive skills”, which will deter them from committing crimes (Thompson, 2006). 

To conclude this chapter, early intervention is also an important factor in mitigating the effect of ACEs to deter young people from crime. In terms of crime prevention in young people, early intervention aims to identify and address potential problems in children and families before these issues can escalate into problems such as poor physical and mental health, low educational attainment, crime and anti-social behaviour (Powell, et al., 2021). Types of programs such as trauma-informed therapy and social support programs have been successful in preventing crime in young people and families with vulnerable children. Trauma-informed practises and therapy involves providing support to children based on their specific needs. For example, having focussed on creating a safe environment to grow up in and providing long-lasting treatment needed to help them recover and move past potential trauma they may experience and trauma they have experienced (Bath, 2008).  According to Centers for Disease Control and Prevention  (n.d.), six guiding principles to a trauma-informed response and looking at the support a child needs are:

· How safe a child’s environment,
· Their trustworthiness and transparency (regarding their issue)
· The amount of peer support (financially and in care)
· Their collaboration and mutuality
· The empowerment and choice
· and a child’s cultural, historical and gender issues 

Social support further helps to support vulnerable children by providing health-promotive and protective services (Mitchell, et al., 1982). These kinds of support service programs assist in preventing ACEs and their effects by helping them develop skills in order to move past potential detriments to their development and avoid involvement in criminal activity.

[bookmark: _Toc165815027]1.3 Beyond ACEs. A Broader look at Crime Causation

This final chapter will focus upon discussing a broader look at other reasons for crime causation in order to explain the limitations of looking at ACEs as the primary cause of young people and their involvement in criminal behaviour and offences. Although there is plenty of data regarding the effects of ACEs and their psychological impact on adulthood, long-term effects are understudied by research on the effects on young people, focusing on the effects during childhood after trauma (Schilling, et al., 2007); this kind of perspective often fails to consider that not all people who experience ACEs will turn to a life of crime. Resilience developed in children (as previously mentioned in Chapter 2) can help them resist the trauma of ACEs and “succeed in spite of adversity” (Zolkoski & Bullock, 2012). This means the correlation found in studies does not always lead to causation. Viewing ACEs as the primary cause of crime can also limit studies from considering them as the sole cause. This diminishes alternative perspectives, such as social learning theory, which suggests that criminal behaviour can be influenced based on an individual’s need to conform to deviant behaviour in their community due to social expectations and peer pressure (Akers, 2002). On the other hand, Shaw and McKay’s (1942) theory of Social disorganisation refers to how members of a community help and cooperate to provide mutual support to each other (Sampson & Groves, 1989). This means that in the context of crime prevention, close-knit communities are less likely to commit crime, whereas social disorganisation theory refers to how dangerous communities can contribute to deviance and crime in a community.

ACE theory also fails to consider non-traumatic factors that influence youth crime, including social and economic factors such as poverty and a lack of educational opportunities. Poverty can lead to a rise in crime due to a lack of equality and can be motivated by the need for essential basic commodities in order to live, such as food, water and a place to live (Bourguignon, 1999). A lack of education through academic attainment can lead to a lack of employment opportunities because of rising academic standards in society. This can lead to possible criminal behaviour for those who cannot reach those standards. For example, a study from 2020 of prisons in the UK states that “around 47% of people entering prison have no prior qualifications” and “42% were expelled or permanently excluded from school” (The Prisoner Learning Alliance, 2020). 

To reduce youth offending in the UK, due to reasons such as the factors mentioned previously, the Youth Justice Board (2024) has proposed a new strategy for their goal to reduce the amount of children under the age of 16 from entering the criminal justice system. This will be through working with children to develop “pro-social identities” by collaborating with other children and diverting them from associating with the stigma surrounding having been involved in crime in the past.

Conclusions to Literature Review

In conclusion, the secondary research found in this literature review has found that there is a significant correlation between more traumatic events in childhood and a greater risk of criminality. Neurobiological studies highlight the potential for trauma to disrupt brain development, impacting decision-making and emotional regulation. Additionally, the psychological effects of ACEs, such as depression and anxiety, further increase vulnerability to criminal behaviour. However, it is crucial to move beyond a simplistic cause-and-effect narrative. While ACEs are a vital risk factor, social and economic contexts play a significant role. Social learning theory emphasizes how exposure to violence or criminal behaviour normalizes such actions for young people. Social disorganization theory highlights how disadvantaged communities with limited opportunities can create environments where crime flourishes. Focusing solely on ACEs overlooks broader societal issues like poverty and lack of educational opportunities that can push youth towards crime. 
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· Short and general summary of what was
· Answer the research question 
· Make sure you identify the research aims and objectives from the introduction of your work and say exactly how your research has answered them. State your research aims and objectives clearly, and then go through one by one and explain how you have researched them and what you have found.
· Make sure you remember to include references here to the literature that you have discussed in your literature review chapter; linking back between your findings and the existing literature helps to show if you are confirming what has been found before, or challenging it with new information specific to your research context.
· Summarise and Reflect on your research
· Remind the reader of the key methodological decisions you have made and why they were relevant to the questions you were answering.
· Explore what challenges were faced in the research (limitations) and discuss how future research may improve or expand on your methods and scope
· Make recommendations
· Your research should have clear implications on how the problem you have discussed can be dealt with in the future. Your recommendations could be based on public policy, policing or additional research which could expand on what you have found.
· If you are making recommendations on further research, make these recommendations positive and constructive, rather than focusing on the shortcomings of your own. E.g. future research could expand to evaluate the same topic in another area, or with another sample, to see if your research findings can be replicated in another context.
· Explain your contribution to the field you are researching.
· Link back to your overall research objective – How has your research solved the problem you were interested in the first place?
· Restate the gaps in the literature you identified in your literature review chapter – What did your lit review tell you that people don’t know about your area, and has your work contributed to addressing that?
· Explain how your work has addressed a key theory behind your work – Has your research confirmed a previous theory, or have you found a new perspective on your problem area/topic?
· Finishing statement
· Report key findings in context and summarise what you think is important about your research
· By understanding the limitations of viewing ACEs as the sole cause, we can develop more effective strategies to address youth crime. A multifaceted approach that considers individual risk factors, social context, and preventive measures is essential for creating safer communities for all young people.

· No new data
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