Impact of household adversity on children's socioemotional development and available interventions.
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) are traumatic events experienced during childhood that can significantly affect the child's health and well-being (Public Health Wales [PHW], 2016). Stressful and poor-quality childhoods often lead to poor self-image and self-worth and possibly anti-social behaviour. It is essential to acknowledge that it is never too late to prevent or reduce the impact of ACEs. According to the Wales Safer Communities (2021), there are Welsh government-funded projects to ensure that all professionals working alongside children and adults are 'ACE Aware' and 'Trauma-Informed'. The case study involves Sam, a three-year-old boy who has recently started nursery. He displays aggressive behaviours towards the other children and refuses to share toys. However, when he works alongside his key worker, he is calm, attentive, and plays well with them. Other parents have begun to complain about his behaviour and the impact on their children. The family unit consists of a lone parent dealing with anxiety and depression. Risk factors considered for ACEs highlight the co-occurrence between family experiences and the child's experience, establishing household adversity (Institute of Health Equity, 2015).
Research shows that a child's mental health is connected to their parent's mental health. A study by Wolicki et al. (2021) found that one in 14 children is living with a caregiver who has poor mental health. A consequence of the parental figure having mental health issues is that they may experience difficulties in providing adequate care for their child (Centre for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2021). A report by Barnardo's (2024) found that 18% of parents with mental health issues had a lack of energy to perform daily tasks, including parenting duties. Parents experiencing mental health disorders such as depression can experience extended periods of feeling sad, worthless, helpless and a sense of hopelessness. Statistics show that 15% of parents reported that their standard of parenting was less than what they would expect of themselves (Barnardo's, 2024). Depression can impact all aspects of the parent's life, including a lack of concern for themselves and anyone they love, creating an emotional disconnect and being less empathetic towards the child. This poses a risk to attachment, disorganised parenting, granting the child autonomy, and the relationship between them and their child (Harries et al., 2023). Depression can lead the parent to be more critical, angry, and less attuned to their child's needs and is a significant predictor of insecure parent-child attachment (Bowlby, 1973, as cited in Cleaver et al., 2011). Barnardo's (2024) report showed that 26% of parents reported a lack of patience and attention towards their children.
Negative parenting strategies involve criticisms and hostility towards their children; this leads to lower levels of reflective functioning in the ability to understand and meet the child's needs (Scully et al., 2020). Parental mental illness puts a psychological burden, which leads to emotional and behavioural difficulties in children. A more general influence on children's social relationships in academic environments can affect the child's overall well-being and life satisfaction (Radicke et al., 2021). A parent with mental health often suffers from problem-orientated coping and a depressed processing style. Family circumstances can frequently be chaotic, creating instability and insecurity. Consequently, 12% of parents reported spending less time sharing and participating in social activities with their children (Barnardo's, 2024). Disengagement and detachment from the parental figure can impact the child. For instance, they may experience increased impulsivity and aggressiveness, leading to poor peer interactions and school disengagement (Barnardo's, 2024). The child may experience increased anxiety, poor routines, feeling unsafe, difficulties regulating emotions, and a lack of attention. Consequently, the child may become withdrawn, display attention-seeking behaviours (aggression), and struggle to deal with problems alone (sharing with other children). The focus is on the individual's behaviour, environment, family system and parenting. Research neglects to acknowledge social changes that make these behaviours likely by adding additional stress to family circumstances. Social inequalities consist of varying levels of household income, marital status, and even a parents level of education (Scully et al., 2020). Scully et al. (2020) found that maladaptive family functioning contributes to increased emotional and behavioural issues in children.
Together for Children and Young People ([T4CYP], 2020) aims to improve Wales's emotional well-being and mental health services to support children and young people. Early help and enhanced support would be available for a child aged 3. It proposes co-production with those with lived experience, family, communities, National Health Service [NHS], local authorities, and third-sector support. The T4CYP project emphasises collaboration as the core component of the responsibility and accountability culture. Preventing the impact of ACEs is acknowledged in the (Future Generations Act, 2020). This report highlighted the programmes developed by the Welsh Government to increase focus on early intervention and prevention, specifically in the early years. Health and Social Care services become a multi-disciplinary team and utilise a multi-sector approach to tackle the impact of ACEs and prevent future health implications (Scott, 2021). Data protection and privacy should be maintained when talking to children about their experiences and sharing this with other services (Data Protection Act, 2018).
 Flying Start programme is a Welsh government-funded provision that is in phased expansion to all two-year-olds in Wales. Flying Start assists families with children under 4 in disadvantaged areas within Wales. Bronfenbrenner's Socioecological framework views development as a social process involving the interaction between people and their environment. Therefore, parents play a significant role in child development. Multiple systemic levels must be developed to improve relationships between children and parents (Harries et al., 2023). A practice approach should widely promote Family Focused Practice [FFP] to increase communication and connectedness. This practice has the potential to decrease the risk of ACEs and the need for crisis-based interventions. However, studies need to include reporting on the children's views.  Children who grow up at a socioeconomic disadvantage are two to three times more likely to experience mental health issues. Evidence of early life adversities, such as maternal stress, contributes to the findings that two in five individuals have experienced at least one form of ACEs. According to Kirkbride et al. (2024), children who grow up in single-parent households, including family discords, are more likely to experience multiple ACEs. However, previous research often focuses on the number of ACEs experienced and does not encompass the frequency and severity of the individual ACEs. The framework is restricted to ten outcomes and fails to acknowledge broader impact sources, such as bullying (Welsh Government, 2021).  Future development and validation of ACEs measurement tools are significant to establish consistency and produce evidence-based methods of assessing the benefits and harms surrounding ACEs screening. Family functioning is a multi-dimensional construct that encompasses conceptual and theoretical domains. Critically, there is a concern regarding postcode restrictions on who can access the service. By creating this restriction, the provision may not always reach the families with the greatest needs for the service. It is important to remember that some children may not have any ACEs but still require support. Therefore, targeting the support of Flying Start to families within specific geographical communities has the potential to create inequality (Bridgend County Borough Council [BCBC], 2024). Flying Start outlines providing support for those in disadvantages areas, this could develop into concerns around creating stigma and labelling children in terms of the ACEs and accessing Flying Start support. 
Family functioning and mental health identify the importance of a family-focused approach and systemic interventions (Scully et al., 2020). ACEs and TrACE involve understanding why something is happening and not simply blaming the person and stereotyping them. There are five core principles: Safety, Choice, Collaboration, Empowerment, and Trust (ACE Hub Wales, 2022). The Children's Rights Approach Wales is a framework grounded in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child ([UNCRC] Children's Rights in Wales, 2021). The principles ensure that all policy and practice decisions are embedded in the child's rights.
Flying Start provides opportunities for parents to be involved in their child's learning journey, creating a shared experience and the chance to meet other parents. According to the statistical report, 70% of parents accessed the structured parenting courses provided by Flying Start (Welsh Government (b), 2024). The provision also has access to the Early Help Team, including Parenting and Family Support Workers, who are available for family well-being sessions on positive parenting skills as part of a group or on a 1:1 basis. Language and Play groups were accessed by 61% of parents whose children attended Flying Start settings (Welsh Government (b), 2024).
Failure of the parent to provide the emotional support, attention and love can lead to a child being emotionally unhealthy. Between 1 and 3 years is when children are learning to control their emotions. Anger is often an emotion resulting from feeling upset and not having the speech skills to express their feelings. Recently, starting a nursery could be an unsettling environment where children demonstrate territorial behaviour. It is essential to clarify with the parents if there have been any changes in the home environment and offer reassurance. This program provided fully-funded, high-quality, part-time childcare for 2-3-year-olds. It also offered access to parenting support, enhanced health visiting service, alongside support for speech and language, and communication development. This enhanced provision promotes a nurturing environment that provides routine and socialisation. In Flying Start, the child meets other children and plays, is supported to learn and negotiate with others, takes turns, and shares and resolves conflict. Children begin developing social skills between the ages of 1 and 3. Building resilience enables the child to cope with new situations and adapt to change. The provision can work with lower ratios and consequently offers more 1:1 support, encourages independence, confidence and self-esteem, resulting in improved emotional development and encouraging a secure attachment. Sam is aged three and recently began nursery six weeks ago. Attachment theory by Bowlby (1907-1990, as cited in Professional Association for Childcare and Early Years [PACEY], 2016) is associated with separation from a parent/carer, which could impact the child's mental health. (Scully et al., 2020). A lack of parental support or experiencing ineffective parenting are considered sources of aggression and negative emotions. For example, inconsistent parenting strategies, poor supervision, and low involvement can generate emotional detachment from the child. Problems are often observed when displayed externally, such as aggressive and dysfunctional conduct aimed towards others. This is frequently displayed while the child is dealing with internal negative emotions (Vasiou et al., 2023). Parental mental health can also impair attachment. From an evolutionary perspective, if a child is hurt or upset, they will seek an attachment figure to be close to. For example, Sam has a secondary attachment to his keyworker in the case study. In proximity to this secondary attachment, he displays positive behaviour.
Primary prevention consists of early screening. This can be through a GP appointment, health visitor, Flying Start, and teachers. Child and educational psychologists are available through these services, and they offer opportunities for children to access creative therapies, such as play therapy. Educational psychologists are a part of the multi-agency approach through Flying Start. They partner with families and the wider early years teams to support child development and learning difficulties. An activity that an educational psychologist may implement is solution circles. This activity involves all involved with the child to come together, discuss any problems, and then work together to find solutions (Chadwick, 2023). 
These conflicting and negative experiences can become stressors that provoke a trauma response in the child, which is often displayed as aggression (Child Mind Institute, 2023). It is essential for children who display aggression to identify what could be driving this behaviour. Piaget's constructionist theory (1896-1980, as cited in PACEY, 2016) outlines children's ability to construct their thoughts and understanding of the world from their experiences in developmental stages. The pre-operational stage states that children between 18/24 months to 7 years believe the world revolves around them and their needs. Being ego-centric results in difficulties seeing the views of others. Therefore, aggression and frustration could also be typical age and stage development for a three-year-old. Environmental factors and rewards influence behaviour. Skinner (1904-1990, as cited in PACEY, 2016) believed challenging behaviours are a way to get attention. Children learn from having consequences of behaviour, which can encourage positive behaviour through positive reinforcement. Bandura (1925-, as cited in PACEY, 2016) established that children learn through the environment with an active cognitive process through observational learning. This influenced the foundation phase framework, emphasising that the child is at the heart of their education and teaching. Each individual has beliefs, constructs, behaviours, and unique responses to challenges. It is paramount to value them as individuals and encourage them to participate in activities and interventions that interest them actively. Interventions should focus on the child's psychological and physical well-being.
Flying Start has supported over 35,000 families by 2016 (Welsh Government (a), 2024). The ability to play and concentrate, acquire the skills and abilities to improve their language skills, increase educational performance and positive behaviour outcomes. Key workers also work alongside Additional Learning Needs Coordinators [ALNCO], who observe behaviours to identify patterns occurring during the aggressive behaviour (Dewis Wales, 2023). This could result in identifying a particular child involved or even a specific time of day. Working together will create an Individual Behaviour Plan [IBP] to monitor behaviour and note any changes (Koseva, 2022). IBP often involved increased 1:1 time with the key worker. This time would be utilised to promote distraction techniques, reward charts, or even a behaviour diary. The next step could be to incorporate small group work into the sessions. For instance, they work alongside another child and encourage participation in simple sharing and turn-taking games. This information would then be shared with other agencies if necessary. 
ACEs are essential to protecting children and giving them opportunities for the best start in life. It is significant to acknowledge that even though a child may experience ACEs in their childhood, it does not mean that it cannot be prevented or reduced. Developing safe, nurturing environments for children is the foundation of ACE prevention and enhancing the child's ability to thrive. Future research should include continued development and evaluations of the interventions for ACEs. Supporting adults is critical in the ACE process, and they should be encouraged to seek help for mental illness without feeling like a bad parent. Society as a whole must prevent physical, social and emotional distress that are a consequence of experiencing ACEs.
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