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














Literature review 

Introduction  
In England and Wales, the age of criminal responsibility is 10 years old meaning anyone under this age cannot be arrested or charged with a crime (Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). It is important to understand why children and young people commit crime to see whether it is their own rational choice or if there are any internal or external factors either choosing or affecting their decision (Franjie, 2020). The most common reasons revolve around mental health issues, drug and alcohol misuse, difficult family relationships and economic status (World Health Organisation, 2024). They are strongly intwined, as living in a socially deprived area can cause family conflict, this can therefore lead to a child suffering from different mental health disorders and to cope, they may misuse drugs and alcohol (Denney, 2019). Within this, the most common crimes children and young people commit are weapon offences, drug offences and violence against a person (Youth Justice Board, 2022). Following this, it will be important to consider how exposure to domestic abuse in childhood can increase the likelihood of being involved with crime and what statistics can support this. Children and young people can experience domestic abuse very differently and it can have a direct or indirect impact on them (NSPCC, 2024).  They don’t necessarily have to see the abuse taking place; they can hear it, see any damage to property or witness the injuries sustained on their parents or guardians. The short and long-term effects from the exposure can differ, but criminality in later life has been proven as very likely (Dodaj, 2020). The public’s perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between criminality will be explored as there is a widespread lack of evidence surrounding the child victims (Chandan et al, 2020). 


Why do children and young people offend?
Repeated unlawful behaviour committed by children and young people or otherwise known as juvenile delinquency is a constant challenge to the UK criminal justice system and the public due to the prevalence of it ever-increasing (Singh & Azman, 2020). To compare the year 2023 with the year 2022 of children aged 10-17 years old in England and Wales, stop and searches have increased by 13%, arrests of children grew by 9%, the number of children being sentenced in court increased by 8% and lastly the reoffending rates have risen since March 2014 (UK Government, 2024). There are many reasons for this, but firstly, they may commit a crime if they suffer from mental health issues such as depression or ADHD, as currently, a third of young people in custody have a mental health condition (National Youth Agency, 2023). Many people with these conditions display overlapping symptoms such as impulsivity, aggression and low self-control (Slaughter et al, 2019). They struggle to control their emotions and may present this through hitting, kicking or punching someone or something (Ayasrah & Khasawneh, 2022). This can increase the likelihood of getting into fights with other people, which can therefore make them a target to other youths and the police. Once other youths get involved, it can turn into a constant vicious cycle to fight for hierarchy or territory. This can come in the form of youth gangs, and this starts to involve weapons to not only use against another person but to also protect themselves from harm or danger (Beardslee et al, 2018). 

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

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


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


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

Conclusion 
There is evidence demonstrating the lack of concurrence between children and their parents when relating to the child’s exposure to domestic abuse. This arises because the parent is usually the perpetrator of the violence and wont report it due to them not wanting to be found accountable or there children to be taken away from them (Swaca, 2022). In addition this, the children are often in two minds whether to report it themselves as they do want to stop the violence, however, they still want to feel the sense of belonging of being part of a family (NSPCC, 2023). This can lead to many issues such as statistics being unreliable as there are many children who don’t report it, interventions cannot be put in place as services are unaware of it happening and the reasononings behind youth crime is missing factors such as the exposure to domestic violence (Women’s Aid, 2024). Children’s services can help children and young people convicted of crimes by providing supporting evidence on the child’s background and how it could have affected their decision. However, 40% of children exposed to domestic abuse are unknown to children’s services meaning they cannot support them (Safelives, 2024). There is a lack of knowledge in general regarding children as victims of domestic abuse because studies prioritise the streotyped victim which is women. This leads to further problems when studying the link between exposure to domestic abuse in childhood and criminality (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2021). 
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