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Literature Review: 


Do Children from Abusive Homes or with Criminal Parents End Up in the Criminal Justice System?

Introduction
The relationship between adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and future interactions with the criminal justice system has been a central focus of research in criminology, psychology, and social work. Children who grow up in abusive households or have parents involved in criminal activities face significantly elevated risks of engaging in delinquent behaviour, substance use, school dropout, and incarceration. This literature review synthesizes findings from seminal and contemporary studies to explore the degree to which childhood abuse and parental criminality contribute to justice system involvement and what mediating or moderating factors might influence this trajectory.

Understanding these correlations is critical for designing preventive interventions, informing policy decisions, and disrupting cycles of intergenerational trauma and incarceration. While it is important to emphasize that not all children exposed to adversity will follow a path to crime, the literature strongly suggests a disproportionately higher risk in these populations.

2. Theoretical Frameworks
Several well-established theories provide conceptual frameworks for understanding how early familial environments can shape future behaviours:

2.1 Social Learning Theory (Bandura, 1977)
This theory posits that individuals learn behaviours by observing others, particularly those they perceive as role models. In households where criminal or violent behaviour is normalized by parents, children may adopt these behaviours as acceptable ways to navigate conflict, frustration, or power dynamics.

2.2 Strain Theory (Agnew, 1992)
Agnew extended traditional strain theory by suggesting that negative emotional states resulting from abuse, neglect, or social disadvantage can create pressure that leads individuals to deviate from norms. For children in abusive homes, crime can become a maladaptive coping mechanism in response to chronic stress and trauma.

2.3 Attachment Theory (Bowlby, 1969)
Children who experience inconsistent, neglectful, or abusive caregiving may fail to develop secure emotional attachments, impairing their ability to form healthy relationships or regulate emotions. These deficits are frequently observed in juveniles with a history of violent or impulsive behaviour.

2.4 The Cycle of Violence Hypothesis (Widom, 1989)
Widom’s hypothesis contends that individuals who are abused or neglected as children are at significantly increased risk of becoming perpetrators of violence in adolescence or adulthood. Her empirical research, among others, supports this cyclical model of victimization and offending.

3. Empirical Evidence: Childhood Abuse and Criminal Justice Involvement
Research over the past four decades has provided consistent and compelling evidence that child abuse and neglect significantly increase the likelihood of later criminal behaviour:

Widom (1989) used a matched control design to compare abused and non-abused children and found that abuse victims were 38% more likely to be arrested as juveniles and 53% more likely to be arrested as adults.

Currie & Tekin (2012) found that children who experience physical or emotional abuse are significantly more likely to engage in violent crimes later in life. The researchers linked abuse to poor impulse control, mental health problems, and substance use—all predictors of criminality.

Mersky, Topitzes, & Reynolds (2012) used longitudinal data to show that childhood maltreatment predicts juvenile arrest, adult criminal convictions, and incarceration, with effects lasting well into adulthood.

Childhood trauma and neglect have also been associated with increased risk of school expulsion, poor academic achievement, and youth homelessness, all of which are risk factors for later justice involvement (Sedlak et al., 2010).

4. The Role of Parental Criminality
Children of incarcerated or criminal parents face compounded adversity due to disrupted family dynamics, social stigma, and economic instability.

Farrington et al. (2001) found that boys with criminal fathers were over twice as likely to become offenders themselves. In many cases, this is due to both direct modelling of criminal behaviour and indirect effects, such as poverty or parental absence.

Murray & Farrington (2005), in a comprehensive meta-analysis, concluded that children of incarcerated parents are significantly more likely to experience behavioural problems, substance use, and future incarceration. The trauma of separation and instability during a parent's imprisonment further exacerbates risk.

Dannerbeck (2005) emphasized that children in such environments often lack stable caregiving and are frequently exposed to multiple risk factors such as parental substance abuse, domestic violence, and community-level crime.

Phillips & Gleeson (2007) noted that incarceration often leads to foster care placement or unstable custody arrangements, which disrupt a child’s development and further diminish protective factors.

5. Overlap of Abuse and Criminal Parenting: A Toxic Mix
Many children experience both abuse and parental criminality simultaneously, compounding the developmental risks:

Smith & Thornberry (1995) found that the combination of experiencing child abuse and having a criminal parent had a synergistic effect, creating a “dual risk” profile. Youth in these situations were found to be at a significantly higher risk for both violent and non-violent criminal behaviour.

Font & Maguire-Jack (2020) analysed national child welfare data and concluded that cumulative exposure to multiple ACEs—including abuse, household substance use, and parental incarceration—produced an exponential increase in risk for justice involvement.

6. Moderating and Protective Factors
While the research clearly shows increased risk, not all children from abusive or criminally involved homes end up in the criminal justice system. Several protective and moderating factors can buffer these adverse effects:

6.1 Supportive Adult Relationships
Mentorship, involvement in pro-social activities, and stable relationships with caregivers or teachers can help develop resilience in high-risk youth (Werner, 1995).

6.2 Educational Engagement
Positive school experiences and academic success serve as strong protective factors. Children who stay engaged in school are significantly less likely to be involved in criminal activity.

6.3 Early Intervention Programs
Programs such as Head Start, Nurse-Family Partnership, and Trauma-Focused Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (TF-CBT) have shown positive outcomes in reducing the risk of antisocial behaviour among at-risk youth.

6.4 Policy Interventions
Policies aimed at reducing the incarceration of non-violent offenders—especially mothers—have demonstrated benefits in reducing the collateral damage to children. Family reunification programs and in-prison parenting courses also show promise.

7. Implications for Policy and Practice
The evidence base supports the need for trauma-informed approaches across the child welfare, education, and juvenile justice systems. Recommended interventions include:

Integrated Data Systems: Sharing information across agencies can identify high-risk children early.

Trauma-Informed Juvenile Justice Systems: Courts and detention centers should adopt trauma screening and therapeutic models over punitive approaches.

Rehabilitation for Criminal Parents: Investing in mental health, substance use treatment, and parenting skills for incarcerated or formerly incarcerated parents can reduce intergenerational transmission of criminality.

Community-Based Supports: Expanding access to mentoring, youth programs, and social-emotional learning in schools can buffer high-risk youth.

8. Conclusion
The relationship between early family adversity and later criminal justice involvement is well documented and multifaceted. Children from abusive households or with criminal parents face significantly heightened risks of engaging in criminal behaviour themselves. These risks are not deterministic but are shaped by the presence or absence of protective factors and the systems meant to support vulnerable youth. Preventing the intergenerational cycle of criminality will require an integrated, trauma-informed, and child-centred approach across public systems.
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