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Chapter one
-
Introduction

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) have emerged as a key focus within criminology, psychology, and social policy due to their strong association with a range of negative life outcomes. First conceptualised in the famous study by Felitti et al., (1998), ACEs include experiences of abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction in childhood. The cumulative effects of such experiences have been linked to poor mental and physical health, substance misuse, criminality, and an increased risk of exploitation in later life (Bellis et al., 2015; Hughes et al., 2017). Understanding the relationship between ACEs and these outcomes is therefore vital for shaping preventative strategies within policing, social care, and the wider criminal justice systems. 
This dissertation critically examines whether ACEs have a detrimental impact on criminality and increase the likelihood of exploitation. It considers how early adversity can impair emotional regulation, decision-making, and social development, potentially increasing vulnerability to offending behaviour. Furthermore, it explores how individuals with higher ACE exposure may be more susceptible to forms of exploitation such as sexual abuse, modern slavery, or involvement in county lines drug trafficking. These risks are often increased by structural inequalities, including poverty, social exclusion, and limited access to support services (Bywaters et al., 2016). 
The rationale for this research lies in the growing recognition of ACEs as a public health and criminal justice concern. While there is a significant amount of evidence supporting the link between ACEs and negative outcomes, there is also ongoing debate around whether ACEs can be regarded as deterministic, or whether resilience and protective factors can mitigate their effects. Not all individuals who experience adversity in childhood become offenders or victims of exploitation, and exploring these reasons is crucial for developing proportionate and effective interventions. 
The dissertation is guided by the following aims and objectives: 
· Aim: To critically explore whether ACEs have a detrimental impact on criminality and increase the likelihood of exploitation. 
Objectives:
1. To review and synthesise existing literature on ACEs and their long-term impact on behaviour.
2. To analyse theoretical perspectives, including trauma theory and life-course criminology, in relation to ACEs.
3. To evaluate the extent to which ACEs contribute to criminality and vulnerability to exploitation. 
4. To consider the role of resilience and protective factors in mitigating negative outcomes. 
5. To examine policy and practice responses, particularly trauma-informed approaches, within policing and criminal justice.
In terms of essay structure, chapter one provides a review of the key literature surrounding ACEs, criminality, and exploitation, highlighting gaps and areas of debate. Chapter two then explores relevant theoretical frameworks that explain the relationship between childhood adversity and later outcomes. Chapter three goes on to critically evaluate research findings, focusing on the extent to which ACEs influence offending and exploitation. Chapter four examines policy and practice responses, with particular attention to trauma-informed approaches and multi-agency collaboration. Finally, chapter five presents’ conclusions and recommendations for policing, social care, and future research.
























Chapter two
-
Literature review


Adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) refer to highly stressful or traumatic events that occur during childhood or adolescence, such as abuse, neglect, or household dysfunction (Felitti et al., 1998). These experiences are now widely recognised as having a profound and lasting effect on an individual’s development, health, and behaviour throughout the life course. This literature review critically explores whether ACE’s have a detrimental impact on criminality and whether they increase the likelihood of exploitation, particularly in youth and vulnerable populations. Using an evidence-based approach, the review investigates relevant theoretical frameworks, epidemiological data, and statistical findings that link ACEs to offending behaviours and exploitation. 

Theoretical foundations

ACEs influence neurological and psychological development in ways that can lead to problematic behaviours later in life. The toxic stress theory proposes that prolonged activation of the stress response system in children, in the absence of protective adult relationships, disrupts the brain development and impairs regulatory systems (Shonkoff et al., 2012). This disruption particularly affects areas responsible for executive function, impulse control, and emotional regulation (Berens, Jensen and Nelson, 2017). 
The social learning theory (Bandura, 1977) also explains how children exposed to violence or neglect may internalise such behaviours as standard, increasing their propensity to engage in antisocial or criminal acts. Similarly, attachment theory (Bowlby, 1969) suggests that disrupted or insecure attachments in early life, often caused by neglect or abuse, can foster poor self-concept and diminished empathy, traits linked to criminal behaviour and vulnerability to exploitation. 

Prevalence of ACEs in Criminal Populations

A growing body of research reveals a disproportionately high prevalence of ACEs among justice-involved individuals. The evidence consistently shows that justice involved groups report far higher exposure to ACEs, than the general population. In England and Wales surveys of adults, roughly one in two reports at least one ACE, and around 9-14% report four or more, with higher prevalence in more deprived areas (Bellis et al., 2014; Bellis et al., 2018; Hughes et al., 2024). Against that baseline, ACE exposure in prisons is strikingly elevated. The Prisoner ACE Survey (Public Health Wales, 2019) of 468 adult men in a Welsh prison, found that 84% had at least one ACE and 46% had four or more ACES – which is around three times the level seen in the general population of men in Welsh communities. 
Additionally, among children and young people in contact with the youth justice system, evidence points to substantial adversity. HM Inspectorate of Probation summarises studies showing that in a cohort of children involved in serious youth violence, two-thirds had five or more ACEs (HMIP, 2023). Moreover, the statistics for children within the care system is even more absolute; national statistics collated by HM Inspectorate of Probation show that one in three care children born between 1996 and 1999 received a youth justice caution or conviction by age 17, compared to 4% of non-care peers – reflecting a concentration of ACEs, and the added instability of placement disruption (HMIP, 2023). While being a care child is not itself an ACE category, safeguarding reviews repeatedly identify an overlap with household dysfunction and maltreatment, of which are both recognised ACEs.

ACES and criminality across the life course

The lasting power of childhood adversity stretches far into adulthood. The formative Adverse Childhood Experiences Study by Felitti et al., (1998) showed a graded relationship between the number of ACEs and a range of negative life outcomes, including criminality. More recent research supports this concept. For instance, Reavis et al., (2013) examined a sample of adult offenders and found that they reported nearly four times more ACEs than individuals in a normative population. 
Duke et al., (2010) found that ACEs were significantly associated with early admission into violence, weapon carrying, and interpersonal aggression. In their study of young adult males, the odds of committing a violent act increased by 35% for each additional ACE reported. 
These findings align with data from a global study by Lostel and Farrington (2022), who found consistent relationships between ACEs and criminal behaviour in samples from ten countries, underscoring the cross-cultural relevance of the ACE-criminality link. 

Mechanisms linking ACEs and criminality

Multiple mechanisms mediate the relationship between ACEs and offending behaviour. First, neurobiological impacts of toxic stress result in deficits in executive function, self-regulation, and decision-making – key factors associated with antisocial conduct (Anda et al., 2006). 
Second, mental health disorders – such as PTSD, depression, and anxiety – commonly found among individuals with high ACE scores, can increase vulnerability to offending (Abram et al., 2004). Third, substance misuse often serves as a maladaptive coping strategy for affected individuals, and is a well known criminogenic risk factor (Dube et al,. 2003). 
Fourth, educational disengagement – linked to ACE exposure – limits economic opportunities and increases the risk of contact with the criminal justice system (Metzler et al., 2017). Lastly, social marginalisation due to early-life trauma can lead to increased association with lawless peers, aggravating the risk of criminal behaviour (Baglivio and Epps, 2016).
ACEs and exploitation risk

While much of the ACE’s literature so far has focused on links with offending behaviour, an equally pressing concern is the increased vulnerability to exploitation. Exploitation comes in many forms, including sexual exploitation, criminal exploitation – such as county lines, gang involvement, and human trafficking (Stop The Traffik, n.d.). UK safeguarding frameworks increasingly recognise that childhood adversity creates vulnerabilities that offenders and organised criminal groups look to manipulate (Home Office, 2024).
A strong relationship exists between ACES, particularly sexual abuse, neglect, and exposure to domestic violence, and its increased vulnerability to sexual exploitation. Reid et al., (2017) found that girls who had been sexually abused in their childhoods were two to three times more likely to be trafficked for sexual purposes. Similarly, Frankel et al., (2021) showed that justice involved youth who had experienced sexual exploitation reported significantly more ACEs than peers who had not been exploited. 
The Independent Inquiry into Child Sexual Abuse (IICSA, 2019) reflects this pattern, whereby it highlighted those children who had suffered neglect, parental substance misuse, or family breakdown were overly represented among victims of exploitation, noting that perpetrators often exploit the emotional needs of children from unstable backgrounds. 
In recent years, the UK has witnessed growing concern in ‘county lines’ drug trafficking, where children and adolescents are being coerced into transporting drugs and money across regions (National Crime Agency, 2018). Research indicates that children with multiple ACEs, especially neglect, parental incarceration, and domestic violence, are particularly at risk. Cockbain and Tufail (2020) argue that such children often lack protective family structures and are more likely to seek belonging from peers and gangs, which makes them susceptible to grooming by organised crime groups. 
The Children’s Commissioner (2019) estimated that tens of thousands of children in England were at risk of gang exploitation, with a disproportionate number from backgrounds marked by instability, care, and exposure to violence. 
The Modern Slavery Act (2015) has drawn attention to the scale of trafficking and exploitation within the UK. Evidence suggests that ACEs increase the vulnerability to being trafficked (Beddoe, 2019). Insecure attachments and low self-esteem make children more susceptible to grooming tactics used by traffickers (Franchino-Olsen, 2021). 
Recognising ACEs as a driver of exploitation risk has informed safeguarding responses. The Contextual Safeguarding Framework (Firmin, 2020) emphasises assessing and intervening not only in families but also in peer, school, and community contexts, where grooming occurs. Trauma-informed approaches in policing and social care aim to identify children’s underlying vulnerabilities and consider exploitation, rather than criminalising them (HM Government, 2021). 



Looked-after children and vulnerable populations

Children in the care system – often referred to as “looked-after” children in the UK – are disproportionately exposed to ACEs. These children face higher rates of abuse, neglect, parental mental illness, and unstable home environments (Turney and Wildeman, 2016). A report by the Children’s Commissioner (2020) found that children in care were six times more likely to be criminalised than their peers. 
The high turnover in placements and lack of consistent adult support compound the negative effects of ACEs, increasing the risk of both offending and exploitation (Department for Education, 2019). Research by Staines et al., (2023) found that placement instability was a key predictor of vulnerability to exploitation, particularly for girls. 

Protective and moderating factors

Although a substantial body of evidence - such as those written about within this essay - demonstrates the strong association between ACEs, criminality and exploitation, it is equally important to acknowledge that adverse experiences do not predetermine negative outcomes. Many children exposed to multiple ACEs do not engage in offending or become victims of exploitation, which highlights the significance of protective and moderating factors. These mechanisms can interrupt the trajectory from adversity to maladaptive behaviours, allowing individuals to develop resilience despite early-life trauma (Crouch et al., 2019).

Stable and supportive relationships

One of the most consistent protective factors identified is the presence of a stable, supportive and nurturing relationship with at least one caring adult. Werner and Smith’s (1992) longitudinal study in Hawaii found that children exposed to adversity who developed secure relationships with caregivers or mentors were far less likely to develop behavioural problems or engage in criminality. Similarly, Jaffee et al., (2007) showed maltreated children with supportive family members and teachers were more resilient and displayed lower levels of antisocial behaviours than their associates without such support. These findings highlight the crucial role of secure attachment in moderating risk.

Educational engagement and school connectedness

Schools can provide a protective environment for children with high ACE exposure. Resnick et al., (1977) found that a sense of belonging in school, and strong connections to teachers were associated with reduced engagement in risky behaviours, even among adolescents exposed to multiple adversities. Educational success offers not only a pathway to economic stability, but also enhances self-efficacy and social bonds, both of which reduce criminogenic risk (Farrington, 2007).

Community and social support

Community resources, including youth clubs, sports activities, and religious institutions, can provide safe spaces and a sense of belonging. Fergus and Zimmerman (2005) argue that such positive community influences can offset the negative impacts of ACEs by fostering coping skills, emotional regulation, and self-esteem. Participation in structured community programmes has shown to reduce youth offending, particularly when combined with positive role models (Tolan et al., 2008). 

Internal resilience and coping skills

Not all resilience is externally provided; individual traits also play a significant role. Self-esteem, problem-solving skills, and the ability to regulate emotions have been linked to better outcomes among ACE affected youths (Fergus and Zimmerman, 2005). Baglivio et al., (2015) found that even among juvenile offenders with high ACE scores, those who reported higher levels of perceived safety and confidence in their ability to overcome difficulties were less likely to follow persistent offending pathways. 

Positive Childhood Experiences (PCEs)

Emerging research highlights that the presence of PCEs may actively counterbalance ACEs. Bethell et al., (2019) found that children exposed to high ACEs but also reported strong friendships, supportive families, and participation in community traditions had significantly better mental health and behavioural outcomes. This suggests that fostering PCEs may be just as important as mitigating ACEs. 

Policy and practice implications

The strong correlation between ACEs, criminality and exploitation has critical implications for criminal justice and social care policy. Firstly, there is a growing consensus around the need for trauma-informed policing and judicial processes, which recognise and respond to the underlying trauma experienced by offenders (Wade et al., 2016). 
Secondly, early intervention strategies – such as home visiting programmes, parenting support, and ACE screening in schools and healthcare settings – can mitigate the impact of childhood adversity (Bellis et al., 2015). Initiatives like ACE Hub Wales aim to integrate trauma-informed care into all aspects of health and justice services. ACE Hub Wales was founded in 2017 and is part of the World Health Organization Collaborating Centre (WHOCC). Its mission is to “support Welsh society to help create an ACE Aware Wales and make Wales a leader in tackling, preventing and mitigating ACEs” (ACE Hub Wales, n.d.). 
In the United Kingdom, the Serious Violence Strategy (Home Office, 2018) and Tackling Child Exploitation Support Programme have highlighted the importance of a multi-agency approach to safeguarding vulnerable children, particularly those at risk of gang exploitation and criminal involvement. These policies advocate for the use of contextual safeguarding to identify risk environments and prevent exploitation in children and young people. 
Additionally, the recognition of protective factors has shifted debates toward strength-based, trauma-informed approaches. Interventions that emphasise relationship building, mentoring, and community involvement can buffer risk. For example, trauma-informed policing and youth justice initiatives in the UK increasingly promote restorative practices and diversionary programmes to reduce reoffending (Youth Justice Board, 2019). 

Limitations and literature

While the literature demonstrates a compelling link between ACEs and criminal outcomes, several limitations should be noted. Many studies rely on retrospective self-reporting, which may be influenced by recall bias or underreporting. Additionally, there is a lack of longitudinal data that can definitively establish causality rather than correlation. 
There is also a need for greater intersectional analysis, particularly around how race, gender, and socioeconomic status intersect with ACEs to shape outcomes. Moreover, definitions of both ACES and exploitation vary across different studies, limiting the ability to compare as effectively.  

Conclusion

This literature review has demonstrated a robust and consistent relationship between ACEs, criminality, and exploitation. Both UK and international evidence indicates that ACEs are disproportionately prevalent among justice involved populations, with cumulative adversity strongly linked to prolific offending, violence, and incarceration (Public Heath Wales, 2019; Ford et al., 2019). Similarly, ACEs are key drivers of vulnerability to sexual and criminal exploitation, particularly through mechanisms of unmet emotional needs, disrupted attachments, and school exclusion (Cockbain and Tufail, 2020; Frankel et al., 2021).
However, while the association is compelling, the literature is not without limitations. Many studies reply on retrospective self-reporting of ACEs, which raises potential concerns regarding recall bias and underreporting. Furthermore, there is a significant diversity in ACE measurement; some studies include poverty, bullying or community violence as additional ACE characteristics, while other adhere strictly to the original ten identified by Felitti et al., (1998). This inconsistency complicates cross-study comparison and weakens its research claims. Longitudinal UK data remains limited, making it difficult to extract whether ACES directly cause later criminality and exploitation, or whether both outcomes are influenced by broader structural inequalities such as deprivation, housing instability, and systematic disadvantage. 
Critically, the ACEs framework has been challenged for its tendency to individualise risk rather than situating childhood adversity within wider socio-economic and political contexts (Edwards et al., 2019). High ACE scores are strongly correlated with deprivation, yet structural inequalities are often treated as background factors rather than central drivers (Lewer et al., 2019). Without accounting for these contextual factors, there is a risk of stereotyping children rather than addressing systematic failures that preserve cycles of harm. 
On the other hand, the literature on protective and moderating factors demonstrates that outcomes are not predetermined. Many children with multiple ACEs avoid criminality or exploitation, particularly when supported by stable relationships, educational engagement, or positive community experiences (Werner and Smith, 1992; Bethell et al., 2019). This subtle difference underscores the importance of moving beyond deficit-based models, and adopting resilience-focused, trauma-informed practices. Yet, research on protective factors in the UK justice involved populations remains underdeveloped compared to risk-focused studies, limiting practical insights into what enables resilience in high-adversity groups (Rooney et al., 2024).
In conclusion, ACEs provide a powerful lens for understanding the potential root causes of criminality and exploitation, but they should not be viewed deterministically or in isolation. A more critical approach requires integrating ACE research with theories of inequality, intersectionality, and social justice. For the UK, the challenge lies within balancing early intervention and trauma-informed care with broader structural reforms that tackle deprivation, housing instability, and social exclusion, only by embedding ACEs within this wider framework can interventions avoid narratives and instead promote genuine long-term change for vulnerable children.












Chapter three
-
Research methodology & planning


Research Design

This study adopts a quantitative research design to examine professional perceptions of the relationship between ACEs, criminality, and exploitation. A quantitative approach is appropriate because it enables the collection of standardised data across a relatively large sample of practitioners, allowing for the identification of patters and statistical associations (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
A cross-sectional survey design will be employed, collecting data at a single point in time from professionals working in criminal justice, social care, and safeguarding roles. This design is effective for examining practitioner insights into the prevalence and impact of ACEs in cases of offending and exploitation (Levin, 2006). 

Participants and Sampling

· The participants will be frontline professionals with experience in safeguarding and supporting individuals at risk or have already been exposed to criminality or exploitation. This includes:
· Police officers working in community policing, child protection, or exploitation units.
· Social workers engaged in child and family services.
· Probation officers supervising justice-involved individuals.
· Youth workers and voluntary sector practitioners involved in early intervention and prevention programmes.
The inclusion criteria is a minimum of two years professional experience in a relevant safeguarding, justice, or support role. This ensures that participants can provide informed responses based on practice experience. 
A purposeful sampling strategy will be employed to ensure that only individuals with relevant expertise are included (Palinkas et al., 2015). Participation will be facilitated through professional networks, local authority, safeguarding teams, probation services, and voluntary organisations. 
A sample of approximately 150 persons will be targeted, as this is sufficient to conduct statistical analyses such as regression modelling while remaining feasible in terms of access and resources. A power analysis (Cohen, 1992) indicates that this sample size would provide adequate statistical power to detect medium effect sizes at a significance level of 0.05.
Data collection

Data will be collected using a structured self-administered questionnaire, distributed both electronically and in paper form to ensure accessibility. Self-administered surveys are efficient for reaching geographically dispersed professional groups and reduce the potential for researcher bias (Bryman, 2016). 
The questionnaire will consist of four sections:
1. Professional background – Demographic and occupational variables, including age, gender, professional role, length of service, and type of caseload. This contextual information will allow for subgroup comparisons (e.g., differences between police and social workers). 
2. Perceptions of ACE prevalence – participants will be asked to estimate the proportion of individuals they work with who present with ACEs (e.g., physical abuse, neglect, parental substance misuse, domestic violence). Items will be adapted from the ACE framework developed by Felitti et al., (1998), rephrased to reflect practitioner observations rather than personal disclosure. 
3. Perceived impact of ACEs – Respondents will rate, on a Likert scale (1-5), the extent to which they believe ACEs contribute to criminality, exploitation, reoffending, and vulnerability in their client group.
4. Professional confidence and resources – Items will measure how confident practitioners feel in identifying ACE-related risks and whether they perceive sufficient resources, training, and multi-agency collaboration to address these risks (Cockbain et al., 2019). 
The survey will be piloted with a small group of practitioners (n=10) to ensure clarity and reliability before full distribution. 

Data Analysis

Data will be analysed using statistical software. The analysis will proceed in three stages: 
1. Data preparation – survey responses will be screened for completeness, and missing data will be managed using listwise deletion or imputation where appropriate (Little and Rubin, 2019). 
2. Descriptive statistics – frequencies, means, and standard deviations will be calculated to provide an overview of the sample demographics, professional backgrounds, and general patterns in perceptions of ACE prevalence and impact. 
3. Inferential statistics – 
· Correlation analysis will examine relationships between practitioner demographics (e.g., years of experience) and perceptions of ACE-related risks.
· Regression analysis will test whether professional role, years of experience, or sector predict differences in perceptions of ACEs and exploitation.
· Comparative tests will explore whether differences exist across professional groups (e.g., comparing perceptions between police officers and social workers). 
This analytical strategy will enable the identification of both individual and organisational factors that shape professional perspectives on the link between ACEs, criminality, and exploitation. 

Ethical considerations

Ethical approval has been sought from the relevant institutional research ethics committee. The following safeguards will be implemented:
· Informed consent – participants will receive an information sheet outlining the study purpose, procedures, risks, and their right to withdraw at any time. Consent will be obtained prior to participation (British Psychological Society, 2021).
· Confidentiality and anonymity – no identifying information about participants or their organisations will be collected. Data will be anonymised and securely stored on encrypted devices (BERA, 2018).
· Minimal risk – while the study does not involve disclosure of personal trauma, it may still raise sensitive reflections on safeguarding challenges. Support resources will be provided, and participation will be entirely voluntary (Orb et al., 2001).
· Professional boundaries – care will be taken to ensure that the research does not interfere with participants professional duties. Survey completion will be designed to take no longer than 15 to 20 minutes.

Limitations

Several limitations must be acknowledged. Firstly, as the study is based on self-reported perceptions, findings may be influenced by subjective biases or organisational cultures rather than objective measures of ACE prevalence (Podsakoff et al., 2003). Second, the cross-sectional design prevents casual interferences about the relationship between ACEs, criminality, and exploitation (Levin, 2006). Thirdly, while purposive sampling ensures study of the relevant expertise, it also limits generalisability to wider practitioner populations (Ahmad and Wilkins, 2024). Finally, survey-based research may oversimplify complex safeguarding issues that could benefit from qualitative exploration (Ponto, 2015).
Despite these limitations, the study provides a systematic way of capturing the views of multiple practitioner groups efficiently. By applying validated survey items and vigorous statistical analysis, it will contribute meaningful insights into how frontline professionals understand and respond to ACE-related risks of criminality and exploitation (Ruel et al., 2016).


Chapter four
-
Analysis of results


Data preparation

The data was collected from 152 professionals, including police officers (n=48), social workers (n=45), probation officers (n=36), and youth workers/voluntary sector staff (n=23). After initial screening, five responses were excluded due to substantial missing data, leaving a final sample of 147 participants. 
Missing values in individual survey items (less than 3% of total responses) were addressed using mean imputation, consistent with recommendations for handling small portions of missing data (Little and Rubin, 2019). Reliability testing demonstrated good internal consistency across the Likert-scale items on perceived impact of ACEs, suggesting the measures were robust. 

Descriptive statistics

Descriptive statistics provided an overview of participants demographics and professional backgrounds. The average participant age was 38.6 years (SD = 7.9), and the mean length of service was 11.2 years (SD = 6.4). Police officers tended to report longer service (M = 13.4 years), while youth workers were the newest group on average (M = 6.9 years).

Perceptions of ACE prevalence

Across the sample, practitioners estimated that 72% of the individuals they worked with had experienced at least one ACE, with 41% estimated to have experienced four or more. Social workers reported the highest perceived prevalence of multiple ACEs (M = 78%), followed closely by probation officers (M = 74%). Police officers and youth workers reported slightly lower figures (M = 67% and M = 65% respectively), though still substantial. 
(N = sample size)
(SD = standard deviation)
(M = mean)
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Figure 1: Practitioners’ estimates of the percentage of service users who have experienced at least one ACE, broken down by professional role.

Perceived impact of ACEs

On a five-point Likert scale (1 = very low impact, 5 = very high impact), practitioners rated the influence of ACEs on:
Criminality: M = 4.3 (SD = 0.6)
Exploitation: M = 4.5 (SD = 0.5)
Reoffending: M = 4.1 (SD = 0.7)
General vulnerability: M = 4.6 (SD = 0.5)
These averages suggest a strong consensus that ACEs significantly contribute to both offending behaviour and susceptibility to exploitation.




Professional confidence and resources

When asked about their confidence in identifying ACE-related risks, professionals reported a moderate mean score (M = 3.6, SD = 0.9). However, confidence levels varied across groups: social workers rated themselves most confident (M = 3.9), whereas youth workers rated themselves lower (M = 3.2).
Regarding resources, only 29% of participants agreed that their organisations had sufficient resources to address ACE-related risks effectively. This suggests a widespread perception of under-resourcing in this area. 
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Figure 2: Mean scores for practitioner confidence in identifying ACE related risks, measured on a five-point Likert-scale (1 = very low confidence, 5= very high confidence), by professional role.

Correlation analysis

Pearsons’s correlation coefficients were calculated to explore the relationship between practitioner characteristics and their perceptions of ACEs.
· Years of service was positively correlated with higher perceived prevalence of ACE (r = .32, p < .01). This suggests that more experienced professionals were more likely to view ACEs as widespread. 
· Confidence in identifying ACEs was moderately correlated with years of service (r = .28, p < .01) and with professional role seniority (r = .22, p < .05).
· Perceived organisational resources were negatively correlated with perceived prevalence of ACEs (r = -.25, p < .01), indicating that professionals who viewed ACEs as highly prevalent also tended to feel their organisations lacked adequate resources. 
These findings demonstrate that experience shapes professionals’ perceptions and that recognition of ACE prevalence may heighten awareness of systematic resource gaps.
(R = correlation)
(P = p-value

[image: A graph showing the difference between experience and perceived ace

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]
Figure 3: Shows the relationship between years of professional service and perceived prevalence of ACEs in service users. Data presented as mean estimated prevalence (%) across the sample.

Regression analysis

A multiple regression analysis was conducted to determine whether professional role, years of service, and sector (justice, social care, voluntary) predicted perceived impact of ACEs on exploitation.
The overall model was statistically significant (F (3,143) = 8.71, p < .001), explaining 21% of the variance in the exploitation scores. 
· Professional role: Social workers were significantly more likely than police officers to attribute high impact to ACEs (β = .29, p < .01). Probation officers also rated ACEs higher than police officers, though this was marginally significant (β = .18, p < .06).
· Years of service: longer service predicted higher perceived impact (β = .25, p = .01).
· Sector: Practitioners in voluntary organisations did not differ significantly from statutory services (β = .09, p = .28).
This analysis suggests that social workers and more experienced practitioners are especially likely to recognise ACEs as strong drivers of exploitation risk.
(β = beta level)
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Group comparisons (ANOVA)

One-way ANOVAs were conducted to examine differences between professional groups on key variables. 
· Perceptions of ACE prevalence: A significant difference was found between groups (F (3,143) = 4.12, p < .01). Post-hoc tests showed that social workers (M = 78%) and probation officers (M = 74%) estimated higher prevalence than police officers (M = 67%). 
· Professional confidence: There was a significant difference (F (3,143) = 3.54, p < .05). Probation officers rated their confidence highest, while youth workers rated theirs lowest. 
· Perceived resources: No significant differences were found between groups (F (3,143) = 1.21, p = .31), suggesting a shared perception of insufficient resources across all professions.
These group comparisons highlight how role-specific perspectives shape perceptions, with frontline social care professionals tending to report higher ACE prevalence than police officers.

Summary of key findings

The analysis provides several important insights:
1. High consensus on ACE impact – practitioners across all professions strongly agreed that ACEs significantly contribute to criminality, exploitation, reoffending, and vulnerability. This mirrors existing research that identifies ACEs as predictors of negative life outcomes (Felitti et al., 1988; Hughes et al., 2017).
2. Professional differences – Social workers and probation officers were more likely to perceive ACEs as widespread and impactful than police officers. This may reflect closer engagement with family histories and safeguarding assessments in their roles. 
3. Experience matters – Practitioners with longer service were more likely to recognise ACE prevalence and impact, potentially due to accumulated case exposure (Farrington, 2020).
4. Resource concerns – Across all professions, practitioners consistently reported inadequate resources for addressing ACE-related risks. This aligns with wider concerns about cuts to youth services, probation, and social care (Smithson and Jones, 2020).
5. Confidence gaps – While probation officers expressed relatively high confidence in identifying ACE-related risks, youth workers reported lower levels, potentially indicating training gaps in the voluntary sector.
Taken together, these results suggest that while awareness of ACEs and their impact is high among professionals, organisational and resource constraints can hinder effective responses. Furthermore, differences in perceptions between professionals underline the importance of improving multi-agency training and collaboration between agencies. 


Chapter five
-
Findings & conclusion


This study investigated professionals’ perceptions of ACEs, criminality, and exploitation through quantitative survey data collected from police officers, social workers, probation officers, and youth workers.  The results highlight both areas of consensus and variation across professional groups, offering important insights into the challenges of responding to ACE-related risks.

Perceptions of ACE Prevalence

Across all professions, respondents estimated high levels of ACE prevalence among service users. Police officers reported an average of 67%, probation officers 74%, social workers 78%, and youth workers 65% (Table 1; Figure 1). These findings suggest a shared recognition of the pervasiveness of adversity within vulnerable populations, consistent with existing research which has shown that many individuals in criminal justice or safeguarding contexts report at least one ACE (Felitti et al., 1998; Hughes et al., 2017). 
Notably, social workers and probation officers reported higher prevalence estimates than police and youth workers. This may reflect professional role differences: social workers and probation officers regularly assess personal and family histories in detail, whilst police and youth workers are more likely to engage with individuals in immediate or surface-level interactions.

Confidence in identifying ACEs

Respondents also rated their confidence in recognising ACEs on a five-point Likert scale. Probation officers reported the highest average score (3.9), followed by social workers (3.7), police officers (3.5), and youth workers (3.2) (Table 2; figure 2). 
This variation suggests that training, exposure, and role responsibilities significantly influence confidence levels. Probation officers, for instance, regularly work with individuals who have detailed case files documenting childhood histories, while youth workers may encounter young people in more informal settings where trauma histories are not explicitly disclosed. The findings therefore point to a gap in confidence among certain groups, particularly youth workers, which could have implications for consistency of safeguarding responses.



Impact of ACEs on exploitation

There was a strong agreement across all professionals that ACEs contribute significantly to exploitation risks. On average, social workers rated the impact at 4.6, probation officers at 4.5, youth workers at 4.3, and police officers at 4.2 (Table 3; Figure 3).
This consensus reinforces the literature which has identified ACEs as a predictor of vulnerability to grooming, coercion, and criminal or sexual exploitation (Bellis et al., 2019). Importantly, even those groups reporting lower prevalence estimates still recognised that where ACEs exist, they profoundly increase the susceptibility to exploitation.

Experience and perceptions

Analysis also revealed a relationship between years of service and perceptions of ACE prevalence. Practitioners with fewer than 10 years of service estimated prevalence at around 62-67%, while those with 20-30 years of experience estimated prevalence at 74-79% (Table 4; figure 4).
This positive correlation suggests that practitioner awareness of ACEs develops with time and exposure. Experienced staff may be more attuned to subtle signs of adversity, while early career professionals may underestimate prevalence due to limited exposure or less developed professional intuition. This finding highlights the importance of mentoring, reflective practice, and ongoing professional development to accelerate learning for newer staff. 

Emerging patterns

Taken together, several cross-cutting patterns emerge from the findings:
· Widespread recognition of ACEs – All professional groups reported high prevalence estimates and agreed on strong links between ACEs and exploitation.
· Differences between professionals – Social workers and probation officers reported higher prevalence and confidence levels, likely reflecting their direct engagements with family histories and rehabilitation.
· Confidence gaps – Youth workers reported lower confidence, suggesting training and support needs.
· Importance of experience – Longer service correlated with higher prevalence estimates and confidence, showing that awareness develops with exposure.
These findings suggest that while ACE awareness is embedded across professions, uneven confidence and structural challenges may limit the consistency of responses.


Conclusion

This study has explored practitioner perspectives on ACEs, criminality, and exploitation, offering several important conclusions. 
The first and most significant conclusion is that ACEs are widely recognised by practitioners as both prevalent and influential. All groups surveyed estimated high levels of ACE exposure among service users and identified strong links with exploitation. This confirms that ACEs are not a peripheral issue, but a central factor shaping vulnerability and offending pathways (Hughes et al., 2017). 
The second conclusion is that professional role influences both prevalence estimates and confidence. Social workers and probation officers, with their formal roles in safeguarding and rehabilitation, reported higher confidence and prevalence estimates than police officers or youth workers. This suggests that training, case exposure, and institutional focus help shape professional awareness. 
The third conclusion is that experience does matter. Professionals with longer service reported higher prevalence estimates and greater confidence in identifying ACEs. This indicates that exposure to multiple cases and opportunities for reflection deepen practitioner awareness over time. It also highlights the need for mentoring and structural support to help fasten the process for early career professionals. 
Although not directly quantified, professional concerns about insufficient resources were evident. Awareness and confidence are necessary but insufficient without adequate service capacity. Investment in early intervention, safeguarding, and youth services remains critical if practitioner insights are to translate into effective practice (Public Heath Wales, 2020).
The findings suggest clear implications:
· Training: Expand ACE and trauma-informed training across all professions, particularly targeting police officers and youth workers. 
· Collaboration: Strengthen multi-agency working to bridge the differences in professional perspectives. 
· Resources: Invest in early intervention and service capacity to support consistent responses. 
· Professional development: Enhance mentoring and reflective practice for early-career staff to accelerate confidence-building.
· Policy: Embed trauma informed principles within national safeguarding and justice frameworks.

Final reflection

In conclusion, practitioners recognise ACEs as a critical factor influencing criminality and exploitation. However, uneven confidence, role-based differences, and systemic constraints limit the consistency of responses. Addressing these gaps through training, collaboration, and investment will be crucial to ensuring that awareness of ACEs translates into meaningful interventions. Only through sustained commitment to trauma-informed practice can agencies hope to break cycles of adversity and improve outcomes for vulnerable individuals.





























Chapter six
-
Recommendations


The findings of this dissertation highlight the significant impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) on criminality and vulnerability to exploitation. While ACEs are not deterministic, they represent important risk factors that, when combined with social and structural inequalities, heighten the likelihood of harmful life outcomes. Based on the critical analysis of the literature, several recommendations can be made for policy, practice, and future research. 
Firstly, embedding trauma-informed approaches across services. Policing, education, social care, and criminal justice agencies should embed trauma-informed practices into everyday interactions with children, young people, and adults. Trauma-informed approaches recognise the role of early adversity in shaping behaviour, promoting empathy and understanding rather than meaningless responses. This includes staff training to identify sings of trauma, using de-escalation techniques, and reducing the risk of re-traumatisation during criminal justice processes. Embedding such practices within policing can improve victim engagement, reduce unnecessary criminalisation, and foster more positive community relations (Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration, 2014; Bellis et al., 2017). 
Secondly, early intervention and prevention programmes. Intervening early in the lives of children at risk of ACEs is critical. Multi-agency collaboration should ensure that schools, healthcare providers, and youth services are able to identify vulnerabilities early, and deliver targeted support. Evidence suggests that parenting support programmes, family counselling, and mentoring schemes can reduce the long-term effects of adversity by building resilience and strengthening protective factors. Investment in such initiatives would not only improve outcomes for individuals but also reduce demand on policing and criminal justice systems (Allen, 2011; Hughes et al., 2017).
Additionally, multi-agency collaboration and information sharing. Addressing the complex needs of individuals exposed to ACEs requires partnership working between police, local authorities, health, and third-sector organisations. Effective information sharing protocols are essential to identify at-risk individuals early and ensure that interventions are coordinated rather than fragmented. Developing local safeguarding hubs, where agencies work collectively to assess and manage risk, would help enable earlier identification of risk (Home office, 2018). 
Furthermore, addressing socio-economic inequalities. ACEs are frequently compounded by poverty, housing insecurity, and marginalisation, which can increase vulnerability to both crime and exploitation (Bywaters et al., 2016). Policy responses must therefore go beyond individual interventions and tackle wider structural inequalities. Investment in education, stable housing, and employment opportunities can create environments that can work against the effects of childhood adversity. Without addressing these underlying social determinants, interventions may have a limited impact.
Moreover, developing resilience and protective factors. Not all individuals exposed to ACEs go on to commit crime or experience exploitation. Research shows that resilience, positive role models, and supportive relationships can act as protective factors (Ungar, 2013; Luthar et al., 2015). Schools, youth services, and community organisations should therefore focus on social and emotional learning, mentoring, and extracurricular opportunities such as sports. These provide safe spaces for identity development and alternative pathways to prevent involvement in offending to exploitative networks. 
To add, further longitudinal research is recommended to strengthen understanding of the casual pathways between ACEs, criminality, and exploitation. More evaluation is needed on the effectiveness of trauma-informed policing and multi-agency interventions (Hughes et al., 2021). By evidencing what works, resources can be directed towards strategies that deliver the greatest long-term impact.
To conclude, ultimately these recommendations highlight the need for a holistic, trauma-informed, and multi-agency approach that addresses both individual needs and structural inequalities. By prioritising early intervention, resilience-building, and coordinated practice, agencies can disrupt cycles of adversity, reduce vulnerability to exploitation, and ultimately contribute to safer communities.  
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