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ABSTRACT

Relationships are important to young people as they help them feel listened to, understood,
valued and appreciated for their contribution to their communities. In feeling this sense of
belonging, this can support them in making positive choices in life and for their future. Youth
Workers play an important role in supporting this process could include (Sapin, 2014;

Glending et al., 2021; Huelsnitz, Jones and Simpson, 2026).

This extended literature review explores the title: Growing up with Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs): how early experiences influence relationships and connections during
adolescence. It starts by exploring the importance of relationships and how this links to
young people’s mental health and wellbeing. It then it investigates the levels of awareness
amongst Youth Workers regarding the signs and symptoms of ACEs in the young people they
work with. Finally, it looks at the role Youth Workers play in implementing timely and

appropriate interventions to support young people through the challenges they face.

The current literature was reviewed by using the University of Wales Trinity Saint David
(UWTSD) library, Google Scholar, and Perplex resources to locate relevant texts. To narrow
down the search the following key words were used: Young people; Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs); relationships and adolescence; signs and symptoms of ACEs; Youth
Work, Youth Workers and interventions. Twenty five papers were selected for final inclusion

in the review.

The findings of the extended literature review indicate that developing good relationships
with others has a positive impact on young people’s mental health and wellbeing. It was also

found that that there is a good knowledge and understanding amongst Youth Workers about



the impact of ACEs on young people, and that appropriate interventions are applied in Youth

Work settings to support young people in the best ways possible.

It is recommended that more studies are carried out to examine the impact of interventions on
outcomes for young people. This is so that Youth Workers can measure whether interventions

are working or not.

Additionally, having access to more recent research would help Youth Workers apply the
most beneficial interventions in their professional practice. Finally, including young people’s
voices in data gathering would help both the young people and Youth Workers to gain the
best perspective regarding what support is needed and how this is effectively delivered in

practice.



ACRONYMS

ACEs Adverse Childhood Experiences
UWTSD University of Wales Trinity Saint David

ERI Early Rehabilitation Interventions



1. INTRODUCTION

Positive relationships are important to young people as it helps them feel heard and
understood and gives them choices about what they would like to communicate about
themselves, their background, and their life (Sapin, 2013). According to Sapin (2013) the
relationships that young people have with Youth Workers should be voluntary, because they
should be able to choose the people they feel happy and comfortable around. This links to the
idea of participation, where young people are able to thrive in a “supportive and nurturing
environment” (Sapin, 2013, p. 92). Therefore, it is important to look at how young people’s
interpersonal relationships might be affected by adverse childhood experiences, as this could
help explain some of their more challenging behaviours (Sapin, 2013). Interpersonal
relationships are defined as “...social connections or bonds between two or more individuals
that vary in closeness, commitment and duration” (Huelsnitz, Jones and Simpson, 2026, p.
1201). Adverse childhood experiences, referred to from now on as ACEs, are defined by
Young Minds (2021-2026, np) as “...highly stressful and potentially traumatic events or

situations that occur during childhood or adolescence.”

In terms of the role of the Youth Worker, Davies and Merton (2009) argue that Youth Work
involves ensuring young people are being heard and listened to and that they are having
opportunities to engage in voluntary participation in activities. This allows young people to
be informed in decision-making that affects them, and this helps ensure that they are thriving
within safe spaces and environments in Youth Work settings, with the support of multi-
agency working (Davies and Merton, 2009). Therefore, Youth Work is about getting young
people involved and supporting them to make informed decisions so that they feel
empowered (Davies and Merton, 2009). This can help support young people to reflect on

their choices and decisions with regards to their relationships and friendships. Moreover,
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developing a good understanding of the challenges those who have experienced ACEs may
have, can help Youth Workers to better understand issues from the young person’s
perspective. This can help them build more supportive and trusting relationships with young

people, and help them to access appropriate support through signposting to the right agencies.

The purpose of this research is to examine the current relevant literature to try and find out
how ACEs impact young people’s interpersonal relationships with their friends and Youth
Workers, as well as other community members. An extended literature review has been
chosen because of the ethical issues connected with speaking to young people, as some of the
themes being looked at could be triggering for them, and this needs to be avoided to protect

their health and wellbeing.

Cottrell (2014, p. 79) suggests that ““...at the start of your project browse widely, dipping into
the literature to gain a broad sense of the field in which you are working.” She goes on to
explain how a literature review is about finding and pulling together published papers on a
specific topic, then reading through them to determine what the main issues are. This process
is then followed up by writing an article that highlights and summarises the key points and
information that were discovered. Cottrell (2014) believes that an extended literature review
can be useful as it saves having to read all the separate papers, and provides an at a glance

summary of the key issues, as well as highlighting any gaps in the research.

After some consideration, the author opted for the following title to guide the extended

literature review:

Growing up with ACEs: how early experiences influence relationships and connections

during adolescence. Lessons for Youth Workers.
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This extended literature review aims to discover how ACEs may affect the dynamics of
young people’s relationships with friends and Youth Workers in their community. There will
be a focus on the relationships built with Youth Workers, and this research can be used as a
tool for future practice with young people. Exploring these relationships is vital because it
helps create a safe space and environment for young people to find ways of connecting with
others and building positive relationships outside the home environment, where they feel

better understood and supported.

Additionally, this extended literature review aims to determine what levels of awareness there
are amongst Youth Workers regarding ACEs. This is to ensure that there is better awareness
around the underlying reasons for some of the challenging behaviours present in young
people and how this affects their interpersonal relationships with friends and Youth Workers

within community Youth Work settings.

The review also aims to find out how Youth Workers can spot the signs of ACEs, for
example, physical, sexual, emotional and behavioural abuse. It is important that Youth
Workers are able to spot these things so that they can safeguard young people by reporting

anything that they feel is concerning, and signpost them to the help and support they need.

Finally, the review aims to explore interventions to support young people in developing
positive relationships, so that they grow and develop into adults who are able to make
positive choices for themselves, which will benefit their mental health and wellbeing in the

long term.

The objectives of this extended literature review are for the author to research current
relevant literature, by searching the articles in the academic journals and text books, as well
as the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) library resources. Furthermore,

searching relevant additional data through wider reading, for example, from information
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found via reputable Youth Work organisations such as, NSPCC, Unicef, ChildLine,
Barnardo’s, Young Minds, Enterprising Youth and the National Youth Agency. Through this,
the author hopes to discover what the signs and symptoms of the various types of abuse are,

and how these can be recognised through education and training opportunities for practicing

Youth Workers.

Furthermore, by investigating the current relevant literature the author will examine the ways
that ACEs can adversely impact young people’s interpersonal relationships with friends and
Youth Workers. For example, Glending et al. (2021) state that by Youth Workers building
relationships this provides support to the young people, which is very important in giving
them the best chance to succeed in developing positive relationships. Furthermore, Glending
et al. (2021) believe that creating existing relationships with young people makes it easier to
then deliver and support interventions. This is supported by Lester, Khatwa and Sutcliffe
(2020) who say that by Youth Workers being empathetic and taking a non-judgemental
approach, while actively listening to the young people, this can help build supportive
relationships which helps them feel better understood. Moreover, Frederick ef al. (2023)
suggest that by building trustful and supportive relationships will have positive benefits for
the young people, such as, increasing self-confidence and self-esteem, decreasing the feeling
of sadness and worry, and will have a positive impact on better engagement at home and in

the wider community.

Glending ef al. (2021) suggest that negative impacts on relationships may be because of
challenging behaviours from both the young people themselves and also others around them.
They also suggest that young people can have a negative view of themselves, and that some
behaviours can be made worse because of the way adults react, as well as escalating when

other young people get involved. This may be because of Youth Workers not fully



13

understanding how their own attitudes and reactions can impact a young person’s responses
(Frederick et al., 2023). Additionally, the young person’s circumstances may impact their
ability to deal with certain situations on an emotionally mature level, therefore rather than
aiming to avoid conflict, it escalates the situation instead (Frederick et al., 2023). Frederick et
al. (2023) also state that by young people feeling affected by ACEs this can result in them
having emotional stress and feeling isolated socially, which can mean that they very much

want and seek out supportive relationships, where they feel accepted, heard and understood.

It is therefore vital that Youth Workers support young people by ensuring regular
engagement with them, as this can help build supportive and trustful relationships, making
young people feel supported, listened to and heard (Frederick ef al., 2023). Furthermore, by
exploring solutions and resolutions around the ways to best support young people who are
displaying challenging behaviours, Youth Workers can help develop their interactions and
engagement with them to help ensure more positive outcomes. Also, it is important that
Youth Workers deliver trauma-informed practice so that young people can be properly
supported on an emotional and practical level, to ensure that the spaces and environments

provided feel safe and secure for them (Glending et al., 2021).
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LITERATURE REVIEW

2.1 Introduction

Huelsnitz, Jones and Simpson (2026, p. 1201) describe relationships as “...social connections
or bonds between two or more individuals that vary in closeness, commitment and duration”.
According to Sapin (2013), young people’s relationships are important in allowing their voice
to be heard, as well as supporting their social skills, such as good communication, self-
understanding, and empathy towards others. Building rapport and trust with Youth Workers
is also important because it enables young people to thrive in a “supportive and nurturing

environment” (Sapin, 2013, p. 92).

This is particularly important for young people who have suffered Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs). ACEs are defined by Young Minds (2021-2026, np) as “...highly
stressful and potentially traumatic events or situations that occur during childhood or
adolescence.” It is therefore vital that Youth Workers have a thorough understanding of the
impact of ACEs, so that they can support young people in ways that give them the best

chance to grow and develop on both a personal and social level (Davies and Merton, 2009).

This extended literature review investigates three main themes, namely, the relationships that
young people experience and the positive impact they can have on their confidence and
wellbeing, the signs and symptoms of ACEs and Youth Workers knowledge and
understanding of them, and the interventions that can support Youth Workers and young
people. Firstly, it focuses on the importance of young people developing and maintaining

positive relationships, both within and outside of the Youth Work setting.

Lester et al. (2020) found that relationships are vital for young people during adolescence, as

they help develop their social and communication skills. Likewise, Whitehead et al. (2019)



15

discovered that young people can form meaningful and trustworthy relationships with Youth

Workers, and that:

...young people commonly view relationships with trusted adults as
supportive, describing a range of benefits such as greater self-confidence,
decreased feeling of sadness and worry, and better school engagement and
achievement.

(Whitehead et al., 2019, p.3).

The next part of the review determines the key signs and symptoms of ACEs, and how Youth
Workers can spot them in order to ensure young people are appropriately supported. It also
explores what current levels of awareness and understanding there are amongst Youth
Workers regarding ACEs, and whether this is effectively applied within Youth Work settings.
Sapin (2013) proposes that by understanding the challenges that young people face, Youth
Workers can help build more supportive and trusting relationships with them, as well as help

them to access the right support through signposting and guiding them to the right agencies.

This leads into the final part of this review, which examines appropriate interventions that
can aid Youth Workers in providing the most valuable and helpful support to the young
people they work with. There is an exploration of solutions and resolutions around the ways
to best support young people who are displaying challenging behaviours, and how they can
be supported in their interactions and engagement with others to secure more positive
outcomes. Also, the review highlights the importance of delivering trauma-informed practice,
so that young people can be properly supported on an emotional and practical level (Glending

etal., 2021).
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2.2 Methodology and methods

Search strategy

The researcher began their search strategy by using the University of Wales Trinity Saint
David’s (UWTSD) Library, Perplex and Google Scholar because they hold current, relevant
literature across several databases that the university subscribes to, as well as having access

to Moodle, which also has relevant sources.

Furthermore, they began by using Google Scholar, which helped them find relevant literature
by using keywords such as “young people; adverse childhood experiences (ACEs);
relationships and adolescence; signs and symptoms of ACEs; and Youth Work, Youth
Workers and interventions.” The reason the researcher used these key terms was to narrow
down the focus of the research and eliminate literature that was not relevant to the extended
literature review. The author also made use of searching the reference lists on relevant

selected articles to follow these up and glean more relevant literature to include.

Cottrell (2014, p. 79) suggests that ““...at the start of your project browse widely, dipping into
the literature to gain a broad sense of the field in which you are working.” She goes on to
explain how a literature review is about finding and pulling together published papers on a
specific topic, then reading through them to determine what the main issues are. This process
is then followed up by writing an article that highlights and summarises the key points and
information that were discovered. Cottrell (2014) believes that an extended literature review
can be useful as it saves having to read all the separate papers, and provides an at-a-glance

summary of the key issues, as well as highlighting any gaps in the research.
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The author read the abstracts first to help with selecting appropriate sources. The electronic

search editor was used to locate relevant texts within the articles and help narrow down the

reading.

Inclusion and exclusion criteria

In terms of the inclusion and exclusion criteria used and why, the author focussed their search

on literature from 2020-2025. Even though there were older sources available, the author

decided to focus on this range as it was less than 5 years old which ensured that current and

relevant literature was being used to give the most up to date perspective and view.

Additionally, only English language articles from the academic journals were used, and only

those that were peer reviewed were selected because they would have been thoroughly

checked to ensure their validity and authenticity. On the contrary, literature from before 2020

was excluded as it was not current. Also, any sources not in the English language, or not peer

reviewed, were rejected as they were not considered relevant to this extended literature

review.

Table 1: search criteria

Database name | Key words/phrases used | Boolean Search limits No. of results
operators (inclusions/exclusions)
used
e UWTSD | Young people OR Inclusions: 1000 results
Library | Adverse Childhood AND Literature from 2020-2025 | narrowed
e Perplex | Experiences (ACEs) * Peer reviewed down to the
e Google | Relationships « articles/journals final 66
Scholar | Adolescence ? sources
Signs and symptoms of Exclusions: included in
Because they ACEs Literature from before the extended
hold current Youth Work 2020 literature
relevant literature | Youth Workers Literature that was not peer | review
across several Interventions reviewed
databases that the Anything that was not
University relevant to the focus
subscribes to themes
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Included theories

The author decided to include the following theories in the extended literature review:

e Bandura’s (1971) Social Learning Theory as it links to how Youth Workers act as
important role models to the young people they support. This theory can also be
linked to the positive and negative impact that family and friends have on young
people.

e Bowlby’s (1969, 1988) Attachment Theory because it focusses on the importance of
how young people develop attachments to caregivers, friends, family members and
Youth Workers.

e Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979) because it demonstrates how the
environment can change a person, and how a person can also change their
environment. This includes spending time doing outdoor activities as this can help
young people appreciate and promote sustainability, as well supporting good mental
health and wellbeing in themselves and others.

e Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943) which suggests that the basic needs (air, food,
water, sleep) and necessities (love, belonging, security) need to be met first before
they can achieve higher goals in life (self-actualisation, reaching full potential) .

e Erikson’s (1950) Psychosocial Development Theory as it highlights the links between

early childhood attachment and later developing relationships of trust.

Ethical considerations

There were no ethical issues in terms of researching and writing up this extended literature

review as there were no participants to consider.
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2.3 Relationships

Interpersonal relationships are defined by Huelsnitz, Jones and Simpson (2026, p. 1201) as
“...social connections or bonds between two or more individuals that vary in closeness,
commitment and duration”. It is very important that young people have the opportunity to
build supportive and trusting relationships with others in their life, as there are many positive
benefits for them (Sapin, 2013). For instance, having good relationships with family, friends
and professionals such as teachers and Youth Workers, can help raise self-esteem and self-
confidence, reduce feelings of anxiety and depression and encourage positive engagement
within their community as well as at home (Sapin, 2013). Also, friendships start to become
more important to young people in adolescence, and they value the opinions of their friends
as this helps support their sense of belonging within their friendship groups (Bradford Brown

and Larson, 2019).

This strongly links to Bowlby’s Attachment Theory (1969, 1988 cited in McLeod, 2025, np)
which suggests that relationships are very important to young people. Building attachments to
others around them helps young people navigate their social world, where they can feel
confident and self-assured. Bowlby proposed that creating bonds and connections with others
is fundamental to healthy emotional development in young people and is seen as a survival
strategy. By young people creating healthy emotional bonds in the early stages of their lives,
they are able to grow and mature into positive and self-confident adults (1969, 1988 cited in
McLeod, 2025, np). This is also supported in Erikson’s (1950, cited in Cherry, 2026, np)
Psychosocial Development Theory which suggests there is a link between attachments that

happen in early childhood and the ability to developing relationships of trust later on in life.

However, some young people can fall into the more negative behaviours displayed within

their friendship group in a bid to fit in (Bradford Brown and Larson, 2019). This may be
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because many young people lack the resilience to avoid the harmful effects of the group due
to ACEs, and this can impact their ability to connect with available support systems there to
help them effectively manage the challenges in their life (Healthwatch, 2019). Furthermore,
due to not feeling a sense of value or belonging, this can mean that they end up getting
involved in anti-social or criminal activities such as animal cruelty, bullying, criminal
damage, fighting and gang involvement (Hesselink, 2023). Therefore it is very important that
young people are able to achieve a sense of belonging and responsibility within the
community and environment they live, so that they feel that they want to look after and value
things (Quinones, 2023). This can include community connections which might involve

activities that Youth Work offers, such as litter picking or maintaining communal gardens.

According to Sapin (2013), it is important that young people have opportunities to engage in
positive relationships with Youth Workers, so that they feel safe, happy and comfortable
within the Youth Work setting. For this to happen voluntarily, naturally and successfully,
Davies and Merton (2009) argue that Youth Workers should ensure that young people feel
listened to and that their voices are heard. They also suggest that Youth Workers provide
chances for voluntary participation in a variety of social activities that young people are
interested in. This links to Social Learning Theory which can support “desirable behaviour
change”, especially when activities promote positive outcomes, such as kindness,

compassion, and sustainable practices (Bandura, 1977, cited in Nabavi and Bijandi, 2011, p.

5).

Davies and Merton (2009) also go on to say that Youth Workers should ensure that young
people are informed of, and are able to participate in, any decision-making that affects them.
This helps ensure that they are thriving within safe spaces and environments provided for

them, and have the assistance of multi-agency working when appropriate, so that they are
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able to build healthy relationships with those they come into contact with (Davies and

Merton, 2009).

However, sometimes young people, especially those who have suffered ACEs, struggle with
expressing themselves appropriately, and this can have a negative effect on their behaviour,
which can escalate and create conflict within their relationships (Frederick et al., 2023).
Glenning et al. (2021) suggest that negative impacts on relationships may be because of
challenging behaviours from the young people themselves and also others around them. They
also suggest that young people can have a negative view of themselves, and that some
behaviours can be made worse because of the way adults react, as well as situations often
escalating when other young people get involved. Additionally, the young person’s personal
circumstances and life experiences may impact their ability to deal with certain situations on
an emotionally mature level, therefore rather than aiming to avoid conflict, it escalates the

situation instead (Frederick ez al., 2023).

Therefore, Sapin (2013) argues that it is important that Youth Workers look at how young
people’s interpersonal relationships might be affected by ACEs, as this could help explain
some of their more challenging behaviours. Moreover, exploring and observing young
people’s relationships is vital because it helps Youth Workers create safe spaces and
environments for them to find ways of connecting with others, fostering positive relationships
outside their home, and building environments where they feel better understood and
supported (Sapin, 2013). Frederick et al. (2023) go on to state that by young people feeling
affected by ACEs this can result in them having emotional stress and feeling isolated socially,
which can mean that they very much want and seek out supportive relationships, where they

feel accepted, heard and understood.
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However, sometimes Youth Workers, other adults, or figures of authority themselves play a
part in situations escalating, because of not fully understanding how their own attitudes and
reactions can impact a young person’s reactions and responses (Frederick et al., 2023). Hiles
Howard et al. (2015) suggest this may be because of things that they might be struggling with
in their own history or personal life, work stress, or that they have compassion fatigue.
Compassion fatigue is something that can happen to professionals working in caring or
educational roles where they lose their sense of empathy and understanding towards the
young people they are working with and become cold and dismissive towards them (Hiles

Howard et al., 2015).

Sapin (2013) also highlights how Youth Workers can benefit from taking notice of young
people's perspectives on a range of issues, which can help them develop a deeper
understanding of the challenges faced by those who have experienced ACEs. It is therefore
vital that Youth Workers support young people by ensuring regular engagement with them, as
this can help build supportive and trustful relationships, making young people feel supported,
listened to and heard (Frederick ef al., 2023). Sapin (2013) goes on to say that having an
empathetic non-judgmental approach, when working with young people who have
experienced ACEs, can help Youth Workers build more supportive and trusting relationships
with them as well as helping them to access appropriate support through signposting to the

right agencies.

Furthermore, Lester, Khatwa and Sutcliffe (2020) and Glending ef al. (2021) believe that by
continuing to nurture existing relationships with young people, this makes it easier to then

deliver support interventions as and when needed. Glending et al. (2021) state that by Youth
Workers focussing on building strong long lasting and meaningful relationships with young

people in these ways, it provides continuous support to them, which is very important in
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giving them the best chance to succeed in developing positive relationships with others in
their life. This can in turn positively impact other areas of young people’s lives, “helping
them to grow up to become healthy, caring and responsible” (Clary and Rhodes, 2006, pp. 6-

7).

Therefore, Davies and Merton (2009) suggest that Youth Workers should take every
opportunity to support young people, whilst continuously reflecting on their own attitudes,
behaviours, and professional practice, so that they are presenting themselves as good role
models to the young people. They also draw attention to the fact that Youth Work is about
getting young people involved in their communities, providing them with a sense of
belonging, as mentioned earlier (Quinones, 2023), and supporting them to make informed
decisions so that they feel empowered to build strong healthy lasting relationships that benefit

them across the whole of their lives in a variety of positive ways (Davies and Merton, 2009).

2.4 Signs and symptoms of ACEs and levels of awareness amongst Youth

Workers

Definition

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are defined by the NHS (2026, np) and Young
Minds (2021-2026, np) as “...stressful or traumatic experiences that can greatly impact

children and young people throughout their lives”.

The NHS (2026, np) suggest there are ten types of ACEs that could affect young people in

their lives:

...physical abuse, sexual abuse, verbal abuse, emotional neglect, physical
neglect, ...adults with alcohol and drug problems, ...adults with mental
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health problems, ...domestic violence, ...adults who have spent time in
prison and parents that have separated.

(NHS, 2026, np)

ACEs matter to Youth Workers and young people, because, as pointed out by the NHS (2026,
np), they affect young people’s lives, as they “...can create harmful levels of stress, which

impact healthy brain development. This can result in long-term effects on learning behaviour

and health”.

Signs and symptoms of ACEs

The signs of ACEs that a Youth Worker could spot in young people are stated in Young
Minds (2021-2026, np) as “...Nightmares or flashbacks, acting out, withdrawing, agitated

and hyper-sensitive, zoned out, substance misuse and changes in eating habits”.

According to Hardcastle et al. (2018), young people’s early life experiences, whether they be
positive or negative events, can affect cognitive development in a number of ways. They
suggest that this can include things such as experiencing trauma and chronic stress which can
affect their neurological and hormonal development, resulting in poor mental health and
behavioural issues, also they may have trust issues, especially when it comes to those who are
figures of authority. Likewise, O’Neill, Boullier and Blair (2021) found that young people
who have experienced four or more ACEs are more likely to have a risk of poor mental
health and wellbeing and display behaviours that can cause a risk to their health. They also
found that people who had suffered ACEs in childhood were four times more likely to suffer
chronic disease before the age of 69 years, including Type 2 diabetes, and they are three
times more likely to develop respiratory or heart disease compared to those who had not

suffered ACEs. Moreover, O’Neill, Boullier and Blair (2021) found an America study that
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showed that those who suffered ACEs in childhood were more likely to die 20 years earlier

than those who had not suffered ACEs.

Young people experiencing ACEs were three times more likely to never, or hardly ever relax,
or form social closeness with other people, and were six times less likely to feel positive and
optimistic about their future, or feel useful (O’Neill, Boullier and Blair, 2021). Furthermore,
O’Neill, Boullier and Blair (2021) say that by having these feelings, young people were more
likely to increase their risk taking behaviours, such as drinking alcohol to excess, using drugs

like crack cocaine or heroin, and were twenty times more likely to end in up in jail.

Young people who have experienced three or more ACEs are also more likely to have a risk
of poor school attendance, behavioural issues, and a failure to reach grade standards in
mathematics, English, and writing (Blodgett and Lanigan, 2019). Having ACEs can also lead
to poor sexual health outcomes in young people, resulting in them having early sexual
intercourse, becoming a mum or dad at a young age, and increasing their risk of having a

lifetime diagnosis of sexually transmitted infections (Wood ef al., 2022).

Furthermore, Stout, Tsotsoros and Hawkins (2022), suggest that young people with ACEs
can suffer isolation and loneliness, and this can affect their cognitive and social functioning.
They go on to explain that because young people with ACEs may not have the ability to
instigate social interactions, partly because they do not have the coping mechanisms to
navigate what they perceive to be potential stressful situations. Mohling ef al. (2024) also
discovered that female young people were more at risk of self-harm and cutting behaviours as

well as suicidal ideation, if they had suffered ACEs.
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Levels of awareness amongst Youth Workers

Riley et al. (2019) have found that there is a high level of awareness of Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs), including among individuals employed within the publicly funded
services and sectors in Wales. Riley ef al. (2019, p. 7) suggests that “75% of 3,033
respondents reported having heard of the term ACEs before engaging with the survey”. They
also found that awareness of the term ACEs was highest within the Youth Work sector at
92%, and the charitable and third sector at 90%. This suggests that the more awareness of
ACEs in the Youth Work sector, the more they can prevent and mitigate the impact of ACEs

on young people.

The Institute of Health Equity (2015) suggests that if Youth Workers have low awareness of
ACEs, it may result in a range of problems that could impact effective relationships and delay
support for vulnerable young people. This could result in Youth Workers not understanding
the young people's challenging or misunderstood behaviours, missed opportunities for
interventions, and potentially retraumatising the young people they serve (Institute of Health

Equity, 2015).

Young Minds (2021-2026, np) states that this lack of awareness can mean that young people
may not engage with Youth Work services. This could result in a breakdown in trust, with the
consequence of them engaging in risk-taking behaviours, such as substance misuse,
behavioural issues, and low engagement in accessing and attending support services (Young

Minds, 2021-2026, np).

Recent studies in Wales, have found that Youth Workers have demonstrated a commitment to
developing and forming an understanding of ACEs through an effective nationwide response,
via a series of ACE-based studies (Bellis et al., 2015; Ashton et al., 2016; Hughes et al.,

2018, all cited in Spratt and Kennedy, 2020, p. 5).
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Furthermore, Hughes (2018, cited in Spratt and Kennedy, 2020, p. 5) examined the
importance of resilience and managing relationships with harms from ACEs, and discovered
that having a reliable, trustworthy and supportive adult figure may moderate negative
outcomes. The positives of Youth Workers having a good understanding of ACEs are that
young people are more likely to engage in Youth Work services and attend support groups or
services that practitioners have referred them to. Youth Workers will also be more likely to
be able to help and support young people to thrive and grow in a safe space and environment.
Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological Systems Theory (1979, cited in Guy-Evans, 2024) states that
the environment young people are raised in and interact with will determine their long term
outcomes. Similarly, Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943, cited in McLeod, 2026)
demonstrates the importance of young people’s basic needs being met so that they can

achieve their full potential in life.

2.5 Interventions

Interventions are defined by Youth Link Scotland (2024, p. 1) as “Youth work can be
targeted or universal. Targeted Youth Work involves focused and tailored interventions
aimed at specific groups of young people to bring about often pre-agreed outcomes”. Youth
Futures Foundation (no date) say that interventions are an important part of Youth Work
practice, because by tackling issues as they arise, Youth Workers can intervene at an early
stage which can help reduce the young person’s chance of disengagement. It can also support
them in making better choices towards improved long term outcomes (Y outh Futures
Foundation, no date). Interventions can also help improve short term outcomes, such as better
mental health and wellbeing, improved educational accomplishments, and reduced risk-

taking behaviours (UK Youth, 2024).
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Sonneveld et al. (2021), say that although interventions are focussed on young people, they
can also help practitioners further develop their knowledge and understanding, by promoting
good standards of professional practice, extending experiences with a variety of young
people, which can then help refine interventions, to provide more tailored approaches in
future. Youth Workers can exercise interventions by offering group activities within Youth
Work settings, designed to educate and guide the young people in a variety of areas, such as
substance misuse, sexual health, and treating others with kindness and respect. Similarly,
interventions can also happen on individual one-to-one basis. This may be in response to
observing issues that arise within the Youth Work setting, for instance, bullying, challenging
behaviours, or racist language. Using these different methods they can reach more young
people and help them to develop team working skills as well as share good practice outcomes
amongst You