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An exploration into childhood trauma and how it effects children’s brain development as they go into adulthood

There are many aspects to trauma, this research project explores the different areas of abuse such as, physical abuse, sexual abuse, psychological abuse and neglect and the effects they have on a child’s brain development and behaviour. Child 
abuse is the intentional or neglectful mistreatment of a child by a parent or caregiver that results in harm to the child’s health, development or well-being (Gonzalez, Bethencourt Mirabal and McCall, 2023). According to Gonzalez, Bethencourt Mirabal and McCall (2023) it is determined that different factors increase the chances of a child suffering from abuse. Two of these factors include individual level risks such as, a child’s disability or a parent’s depression and familial level risks such as domestic violence in the home. However, according to the research of Bowlby (1982, cited Font and Maguire-Jack, 2020) the attachment theory suggests that when a parent-child relationship is contaminated with fear and distrust then this could cause the maltreatment of children to become intergenerational.

Researching child abuse and its effects on brain development is important because it helps understand how early trauma can shape a child's future health, behaviour, and ability to learn and relate to others (NSPCC, 2021). According to Ibrahim et al. (2021) childhood abuse is a significant global public health concern, as it is linked to a higher likelihood of developing mental health problems in adulthood. Extensive research has demonstrated that children who experience physical, emotional, or sexual abuse are more likely to develop a range of psychological disorders, including depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD), and substance use disorders (Petersen, Joseph and Feit, p 6, 2014). These long-term consequences not only affect a child’s well-being but also place a substantial burden on healthcare systems and society (Trautmann, Rehm and Wittchen, 2016). According to Smith and Pollak (2020) neurobiological studies suggest that early exposure to trauma can disrupt brain development and stress regulation systems, further contributing to the persistence of mental health difficulties into adulthood. Therefor it is important to act early to prevent abuse, and give care to help reduce the lasting mental health effects of childhood abuse.

According to Kim-Spoon et al. (2021) child maltreatment has a strong impact on brain function, but it's still unclear whether different types of abuse affect how the brain makes risky decision. Kim-Spoon et al. (2021) conducted a longitudinal study on the effects of abuse and neglect on brain development over time. The study followed 167 teenagers over four years, aged 13–14 at the beginning of the study. 53% of those were boys. The teenagers brain activity was measured while they did tasks involving risk processing and cognitive control (Kin-Spoon et al. 2021). They found that maltreatment over time didn’t have a clear effect on brain areas insula and dorsolateral anterior cingulate cortex (dACC). However, neglect was linked to slower growth in brain activity in the insula and dACC over time (Kin-Spoon et al. 2021). This means teenagers who experienced neglect showed slower development in parts of their brain (the insula and dACC) that help with recognizing risk and making decisions. Abuse on the other hand, didn’t seem to affect the development of those brain areas in the same way (Kin-spoon et al. 2021).

Although Bowlby did not directly study the neurological effects of child abuse, his work laid groundwork for understanding how adverse early experiences, such as neglect and abuse can impact a child’s brain development (Cherry, p31 2025). According to Bowlby, children are naturally inclined to form emotional bonds with their caregivers. These bonds provide a safe foundation for the child to explore and grow socially and emotionally. When the bond is strong and reliable, it helps the child feel secure and trust others. However, if this bond is broken, especially due to abuse or neglect, the child may struggle with managing emotions, building healthy relationships, and seeing the world as safe (NSPCC, 2021). Current policy requirements such as The Children Act 2004 represents improvement in the legislative framework for the protection of children. It was introduced due to major system failures in child protection (Department for Education and Skills, 2011). The Children Act 2004 emphasized early intervention, this was a key part of the ‘every child matter’s framework which aims to improve the well-being of children (Department of Education and Skills, 2011). For practitioners, the Act underscored the importance of multi-agency working, effective communication, and shared responsibility in safeguarding (Department of Education and Skills, p 8, 2011). Multi-agency means professionals from different organisations sharing responsibility and working closely together by making decisions as a team when possible, and regularly exchanging important information (NSPCC, 2024). Cooperation between multiple agencies is important for achieving effective child protection. It is reflected at every level of safeguarding, from policy and strategy, where safeguarding partnerships oversee planning, to the direct provision of care and protection on the ground (Dixon et al., 2022). The Children Act 2004 encourages professionals to act quickly when they notice signs of abuse or neglect and early intervention is essential to stopping exposure to abuse which is a risk to a child’s developing brain. The Children Act 2004 also requires multiple agencies to work together and share information. This approach ensures that no warning signs are missed and that children receive coordinated support, which reduces the time they spend in damaging environments, therefor reducing the damage done to the child’s brain.

Most of the sources agree that physical, sexual, emotional, abuse or neglect has long-term consequences on a child's mental health and brain development. 
Gonzalez, Bethencourt Mirabal, and McCall (2023) emphasize the different types of abuse and note that certain factors, like a parent's depression or domestic violence at home, increase the risk. Ibrahim et al. (2021) and Petersen et al. (2014) say that child abuse is a global health problem linked to higher chances of depression, PTSD, and drug or alcohol use in adulthood. Smith and Pollak (2020) support these findings with brain research, showing that early abuse can change how the brain develops and how stress is handled, meaning abuse affects both the mind and the body. In contrast, Bowlby’s attachment theory (1982, cited in Font & Maguire-Jack, 2020) focuses on the importance of the child and their caregiver’s relationship, explaining that difficulties in this bond can lead to emotional and social problems. Recent research by Cherry (2025) and the NSPCC (2021) builds on Bowlby’s ideas, showing that broken attachments, often caused by abuse or neglect can affect how children handle emotions and trust others. This is also linked to how their brains develop during early childhood.

Therefore, this research project aims to consider how different forms of child abuse impact brain development and behaviour, and also exploring the importance of early intervention, attachment, and multi-agency safeguarding practices in preventing harm to children and as they go into adulthood.
Methodological considerations

This section outlines the research methods that will be used to carry out the study. The research project focuses on exploring childhood trauma and the effects it has on a child’s brain development. In order to gather data effectively, the chosen research methods for this study are observations and interviews (University of Newcastle Library, 2023). The chosen sample for this research project will be 200 primary school children aged between 5 and 6 at the beginning of the study, a variety of boys and girls. These children will then be observed again at ages 14-15 years old. This age group was selected because early childhood is a critical stage in cognitive, social and emotional development (UNICEF, 2015) and observing again during adolescence is important in order to explore how early childhood experiences effects brain development as they grow (NSPCC, 2021). Observing children at this stage provides insights into early learning behaviours and how they interact with their peers and teachers in a school environment (Louis, 2022). Using a larger sample can improve the overall quality of the research, as it is more likely to show the characteristics of the wider population (Andrade, 2020).

This study uses a purposive sampling method because it focuses on a specific age group, children aged 5 to 6 years. These children were selected as their developmental stage is relevant to the research. Unlike random sampling, purposive sampling allows the researcher to choose participants who are most likely to provide useful and detailed information (Campbell et al., 2020). A sample size of 200 will be chosen to make sure the data is meaningful, reliable, and reflects a range of behaviours within this age group. This is essential as it helps the study explore the research questions more effectively (Campbell et al., 2020). This study is a longitudinal study and uses two qualitative research methods which are observations and interviews. For this study, the data will be collected through naturalistic observation, this means the researcher will focus on specific behaviours relevant to the research aims (Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel, 2013, pg 92). The observations will be carried out in a primary school classroom with children aged 5-6 years and again in a secondary school classrooms with the same children aged 14-15 years. This method relies on careful and direct observation in the children’s usual classroom setting, rather than using structured tools or tests. It gives a more flexible and realistic understanding of how children behave and interact in their everyday school environment (Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel, 2013, pg 92). This method will help gather information on how children engage with peers, teachers, and classroom activities. Semi-structured interviews will also be held with teachers who work directly with the children. Using semi-structured interviews allows the researcher to ask straightforward questions and allows them to ask more sensitive and complex questions (Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel, 2013, pg 92). These interviews will provide insights into the children's development from the teachers’ professional point of view (Nolan, Macfarlane and Cartmel, 2013, pg 92). By using both observations and interviews, the study will be able to collect data from different sources which will ensure the research is reliable.

The mixed methods approach allows researchers to examine evidence using different research perspectives and to explore how these approaches connect, this is known as triangulation. Triangulation involves looking at the same issue from multiple perspectives in order to confirm or question the results of one method by using another (Walker, R. and Solvason, C., 2014, p87). Triangulation would benefit the research project as it will help build a more credible picture of how trauma could be affecting the brains development by seeing different behaviours and the signs of trauma and the emotional responses to the trauma. Also getting insights from teachers who interact with the children regularly on the children’s behavioural patterns and any developmental concerns they have. Triangulation allows for the study to cross check the teachers insights with the actual behaviour of the children (Valencia, 2022). These research methods were chosen because they work well together to give a fuller picture on the effects of child abuse on the brain’s development. Observations help the researcher see children’s behaviour directly (Lambert, M., 2019, p23) and interviews with the teachers offer insights based on their daily experiences with the children (Lambert, M., 2019, p12). However, these methods also have some limitations. One issue with observations is the Hawthorne effect. This means that children may behave differently because they know someone is watching them. Even if they do not fully understand the research, they might act more shy or more eager to please, which can affect the results. Also, the researcher’s own beliefs or expectations can influence how they interpret what they see, which may lead to bias (Oswald, Sherratt, and Smith, 2014). Another Limitation is that observing children involving trauma requires sensitivity from the researcher and ethical considerations. Firstly, consent must be given by the child’s parents or legal guardian, as the children in the study are not able to provide consent for themselves due to their age group (Palaiologou, 2012, P.30). Aswell as the parental consent, researchers should also get assent from the children, to ensure that they understand what the observation involves and that they feel comfortable participating. They should do this in an age-appropriate way (Palaiglogou, 2021, P.46).

There are also limitations with semi-structured interviews with teachers. One of these limitations is the halo effect. This is where a teacher’s overall impression of a child influences their perception and how they report on specific behaviours (Gabrieli et al, 2021). For example, a child who is generally well-behaved may have signs of trauma overlooked, while a child with behavioural challenges might have their difficulties exaggerated. Additionally, interviews might be affected by social desirability bias, where the teachers provide the responses, they think are expected or that make them and their institution seem better (Gabrieli et al, 2021). Another limitation is the reliability of the teacher reports. These can vary due to differences in the teachers training, experience and understanding. Not every teacher has experienced training in recognising the signs and impacts of trauma. As a result, some teachers may be highly skilled at identifying the indicators linked to trauma and others may not be (Sharon Ann Louth and Willis, 2024).

While questionnaires are a common research method to use in educational research due to their efficiency and ability to gather data from large groups (Kuphanga, 2024), they were not selected for this study for several reasons. Firstly, the research will involve young children aged 5-6 years old, who cannot yet understand written or structures questions (Kuphanga, 2024). Children of this age may have limited reading and understanding skills. They may also find it difficult to express experiences, especially those involving trauma. Due to this, questionnaires are not suitable or reliable to collecting accurate data from child participants (Lambert, M. 2019 P.2). Secondly, childhood trauma and brain development is a sensitive and complex topic. It requires detailed and thoughtful responses, which questionnaires with fixed answers often cannot provide. Unlike interviews, questionnaires don’t allow for follow-up questions to explore answers more deeply (Lambert, M. 2019 P.2). Also, teachers may respond to questionnaires differently than they would in an interview. Questionnaires often lead to short or socially acceptable answers, especially when asking about sensitive topics like trauma, behaviour, or mental health (Lambert, M. 2019 P.2). In contrast, interviews are more flexible and feel like a conversation, which can make participants more comfortable and willing to share honest and thoughtful responses.

To conclude, this study uses observations and interviews to explore how childhood trauma can affect long-term brain development. These methods were chosen because they are suitable for young children and allow for more detailed and sensitive data collection. Observations help show direct insights into the children’s behaviours, while interviews give useful insights from teachers who work closely with the children. A large sample and a longitudinal approach make the strengthens the study and enhances the reliability. Although there are some limitations, such as the Hawthorne and halo effects and ethical concerns, using both methods together helps improve the quality and depth of the research. Questionnaires were not used because they are not suitable for young children and are less effective for exploring complex issues like trauma. 

Ethical considerations

Due to the young age of the children, ethical considerations that surround consent are important. Following ethical research guidelines, the researcher will need informed consent from each of the child’s parents or legal guardian before the start of the study (BERA, 2024). They will also need to explain that the children or their parents may withdraw from the study at any time without consequence. In addition to parental consent, the child’s assent will also be required (Palaiologou, 2012, p51) as stated in article 12 of the (UNCRC) children are entitled to express their opinions, emotions, and preferences in any situation that impacts their lives (United Nations, 1989). Although it is difficult for children this age to provide consent it is still important to ensure that they are willing participants and understand what the research involves. Some young children may struggle to express their consent clearly, so age-appropriate methods will be considered (Palaiologou, 2012, p51). For example, using a painted handprint could serve as a signature of agreement to take part in the study. However, this approach is sometimes questioned, as it does not confirm whether the child fully understood what giving that handprint actually meant (Palaiologou, 2012, p52). Researchers must also be aware of signs that a child does not want to participate, even if parental consent has been given. Young children may not always express that they are uncomfortable verbally. Therefore, it is important to monitor for non-verbal cues, such as crying, withdrawing or turning away (Palaiologou, 2012, p52). If a child shows signs of discomfort or unwillingness to take part then it will be treated as a refusal to participate, and the child will be withdrawn from the study immediately (Harcourt, Perry and Waller, 2011, p46)

It is important that the researcher is open with the participants this ensures transparency and builds trust with the children, to ensure this the researcher must clearly communicate the aims, procedures, and ethical safeguards of the study to all participants and their guardians (BERA, 2024). They must also ensure that the participants consent voluntarily, they can ensure this by being honest about the purpose of the research, what participation involves, how data will be used, and reassuring participants of their right to withdraw at any time without consequence (BERA, 2024). A parent information sheet and consent form will be provided alongside a booklet created for children. This booklet will outline the researcher’s role and explain what the children could expect if they agree to take part in the study (Harcourt, Perry and Waller, 2011, no page number). It will also include an assent form to encourage the children’s participation and recognise their autonomy. Children will be given the chance to provide assent before the parental consent is formally obtained, although parents will be already aware of the ongoing research (Harcourt, Perry and Waller, 2011, p88). 

During this research project, it is important to handle the participants personal information carefully and respectfully. Both the children and the schools involved have a right to privacy. To protect this the researcher will use methods such as, using pseudonyms, anonymising data, or changing identifying details in the reports (BERA, 2024). These steps will be clearly explained in the study. However, there may be cases where a parent or guardian chooses to give up the right to anonymity, especially if they want their child’s views to be recognised. If this happens, the child’s identity will only be shared with full, informed consent (BERA 2024).

When conducting research with young children, there are several ethical risks to consider in order to protect the rights and wellbeing of the participants. One ethical risk is emotional distress, as the research topic is of a sensitive nature, children may experience emotional discomfort if the study was to trigger memories or feeling that relate to past trauma (NSPCC, 2023). In order to reduce this risk, the study will avoid directly questioning children about traumatic experiences. Instead of this, data will be collected through classroom observations and interviews with teachers, focusing on general behaviour and interactions rather than asking personal or emotionally triggering questions (Lambert, M. 2019, p21). Providing a debriefing session for children at the end of the research study can help to encourage the participants to request help. It also offers an additional opportunity to direct participants to appropriate support services or respond to any issues or concerns that may have arisen during the study (NSPCC, 2023). Another risk to participants would be their lack of understanding. Children aged 5–6 may struggle to fully understand the purpose of the research or what their participation involves (BERA, 2024). In order to mitigate this risk, the research will be carried out using clear, simple, and age-appropriate language. Children will be informed about the study’s purpose, what their involvement includes, and their right to withdraw at any time, which will all be communicated in a way they can understand. Additionally, researchers will check for understanding through observation of verbal and non-verbal cues. their ability to make informed decisions about their involvement (BERA, 2024).

There are also ethical risks to consider for the researcher. Conducting research with young children on sensitive topics such as trauma can present safety risks to the researcher. It is important to take steps to ensure the researcher’s safety and well-being. In order to mitigate the safety risk, the researcher will follow all institutional safeguarding policies (BERA, 2024). Observations will be conducted in public areas, such as classrooms or communal spaces, and never in one-to-one unsupervised situations with children. All sessions will take place during school hours, and a member of staff will always be present to act as a witness. The researcher will also be required to undergo a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) check (GOV.UK, 2017) prior to the commencement of fieldwork, ensuring their suitability to work with children.  

When conducting research, there are ethical risks to consider in order to protect the university. One of the risks to consider is the universities reputation. In order to protect this the researcher must ensure that all researchers adhere to informed consent protocols (BERA, 2024). They must ensure that the participants and their parents or guardians fully understand which the research aims, procedures, risks and their rights to withdraw. Information sheets that are clear and easy to understand should be used to help them understand what they are consenting to. One of the most important concerns is the potential for data protection breaches, such as the unauthorised disclosure of sensitive information. This would violate the data protection act 2018 (legislation.gov.uk, 2018). In order to mitigate a data breach, all sensitive and personal information will be stored securely in password protected digital files or in locked storage that is only accessible to authorised personnel (ICO, 2023). The researcher will ensure that the data is only used for the stated research purpose and is kept for as long as necessary before it is securely deleted (Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practise, 2022).

To ensure ethical and legal compliance, data collection and storage must adhere to the principles outlined in the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) 2018 (UK Government, 2016) and the UK Data Protection Act 2018 (Legislation.gov.uk, 2018). Data must be accurate, kept up to date, and retained only as long as necessary for the research objectives.  Appropriate technical and organisational measures, such as encryption, password protection, and secure physical storage, should be implemented to safeguard the data against unauthorised access, loss, or theft (BERA, 2024). Storing data securely not only protects participants’ privacy and confidentiality but also upholds the integrity of the research and protects the institution from legal and reputational risks. Collecting and storing data responsibly builds trust with participants and supports compliance with ethical research standards (Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practise, 2022).

This research project aims to consider a deeper understanding of the long-term effects that childhood trauma, focusing on forms of abuse has on brain development as children transition into adolescence and adulthood. The study underlines the importance of early intervention, safeguarding practices and multi-agency collaboration to prevent and reduce the harmful effect trauma has on the brain’s development.
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