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	DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION: Do Children from Abusive Homes or with Criminal Parents End Up in the Criminal Justice System? A Study of Risk and Resilience

INTRODUCTION:

The intergenerational transmission of adversity remains a critical area of study within criminology and developmental psychology. Children raised in abusive households or with parents involved in criminal activity often face a unique constellation of risk factors—emotional trauma, disrupted attachment, socioeconomic disadvantage, and negative role modelling—that may predispose them to involvement in the criminal justice system. However, not all children exposed to such environments follow the same trajectory. Some demonstrate remarkable resilience, overcoming early adversity to lead law-abiding, productive lives. This dissertation investigates the relationship between childhood exposure to familial abuse and/or parental criminality and the likelihood of future contact with the criminal justice system.
By analysing existing literature, empirical data, and psychological theories of development, this study aims to identify both the risk factors that contribute to criminal outcomes and the protective factors that mitigate them. Through this dual lens of risk and resilience, the research explores why some individuals from high-risk backgrounds succumb to criminal pathways while others defy expectations. Understanding these dynamics is essential for informing policy, intervention strategies, and support services aimed at breaking cycles of intergenerational criminality and promoting positive youth development.



The reason why I want to do this topic is because it is a strong and meaningful topic, and there are several compelling reason you might want to explore it:

Breaking the cycle- Understanding the understanding whether negative early environments – like abuse or parental criminality – increase the risk of children entering the justice system, and how society can intervene to break that cycle.
Advocacy for vulnerable youth – this topic allows us to give a voice to children who are often overlooked, helping to bring attention to the systemic issues they face and advocating for better support.
Interested in Psychology and sociology in how the environment shapes behaviour, this topic is rich with psychological and sociological dimensions that can help you understand cause and effect in human development. 
Studying this issue can highlight where criminal justice or child welfare systems fail, potentially motivating solutions or reforms that protect and redirect at risk youth.


Impact of Parental Criminality on Children
Children with parents who have a history of criminal behaviour are at an increased risk of developing aggressive behaviours during early childhood. A study involving over 69,000 children in New South Wales found that both maternal and paternal criminal offenses, especially frequent and violent ones, significantly predicted higher levels of aggression in offspring at age 5, even after accounting for parental mental illness. 
PubMed

2. Consequences of Child Abuse and Maltreatment
Experiencing abuse—whether physical, sexual, emotional, or neglect—can severely disrupt a child's development. Such maltreatment is linked to cognitive delays, mental health issues, school disengagement, and impaired judgment, all of which increase the likelihood of engaging in criminal behaviour. These effects are particularly pronounced when abuse occurs during critical developmental periods. 
PMC

3. Overrepresentation of Care-Experienced Children in the Criminal Justice System
In England, children with experience in the care system are significantly more likely to enter the youth justice system. Research indicates that 33% of care-experienced children received a youth justice caution or conviction, compared to just 4% of those without care experience. This overrepresentation is even more pronounced among certain ethnic groups, with black Caribbean and Gypsy/Roma children facing higher rates of involvement. 
HM Inspectorate of Probation

4. Gendered and Racial Disparities
The intersection of gender, race, and care experience further complicates the pathways into the criminal justice system. Girls, especially those with care experience, often face a "triple whammy" of negative stereotyping based on their gender, care status, and offending behaviour. Additionally, ethnic minority children, particularly Black boys, are disproportionately viewed with suspicion and are more likely to be criminalized for behaviours that might be overlooked in other contexts. 
The Guardian
HM Inspectorate of Probation

5. Challenges in Support and Intervention
Despite the clear risks, many children from abusive or criminal backgrounds lack adequate support. In England, a staggering 92% of cases involving child victims of sexual violence or domestic abuse received no direct advocacy support, leaving them to navigate complex and often traumatic criminal justice processes alone. 
Children's Commissioner

This topic is crucial for understanding the cyclical nature of criminal behaviour and the systemic failures that perpetuate. 




	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH OBJECTIVES: 

Quantitative Research – This will give you measurable evidence to support patterns and correlations.

Juvenile justice statistics – look for national or local data on how many youth in the justice system have a history of abuse or parental incarceration. 
Child welfare data – Find reports from child protection agencies on the rates of abuse or protection agencies on the rates of abuse or neglect, and how many of those children come into contact with the justice system. 
Recidivism rates – explore how often children with these background re offend after their first contact with the system. 

Sources :- Government databases, unicef or national crime statistics






	LITERATURE REVIEW:
Key Textbooks
"Children, Families and the Criminal Justice System" by Chris Beckett

This book provides a comprehensive overview of how the criminal justice system interacts with children and families, discussing the impact of parental criminality and child abuse.

"Youth Justice: An Australian Perspective" by Rob White

Focusing on the Australian context, this textbook examines the pathways of youth into the criminal justice system, including the role of family background and abuse.

"The Child and the Law" by David Archard

This text explores the legal rights of children, including those from disadvantaged backgrounds, and how the law addresses issues of abuse and parental criminality.

 Academic Journal Articles
"We Need to Tackle Their Well Being First": Understanding and Supporting Care-Experienced Girls in the Youth Justice System
Jo Staines, Claire Fitzpatrick, Julie Shaw, Katie Hunter (2024)
This study highlights how care-experienced girls often enter the youth justice system due to trauma and lack of support, emphasizing the need for gender-specific, trauma-informed interventions.

Hearing from Justice-Involved, Care-Experienced Children: What Are Their Experiences of Residential Care Environments and Regimes?
Day, A.-M., Clark, A., and Hazel, N. (2023)
This article explores the lived experiences of children in residential care who are also involved in the youth justice system, shedding light on how care environments can impact their behaviour and perceptions.

 Government and NGO Reports
"Children in Custody 2023–24" by Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Prisons
This report examines the conditions and experiences of children in custody, providing insights into how the system handles those from abusive backgrounds.

"The State of the World's Children 2023: Children in a Digital World" by UNICEF
While focusing on digital issues, this report also touches upon the vulnerabilities of children from disadvantaged backgrounds, including those affected by abuse and parental criminality.

 Additional Resources
Youth Justice Board (England and Wales)
Their website offers various publications and research findings on the youth justice system, including the overrepresentation of children from abusive homes.
SAGE Journals
. Lack of Longitudinal Studies
While there’s a lot of data linking childhood trauma or parental criminality to youth offending, long-term studies tracking these children into adulthood are limited. We still don’t fully understand how early interventions (or lack thereof) shape later outcomes.

Research gap: How do different types of support (therapy, mentorship, foster care, etc.) influence long-term criminal behaviour in children from abusive homes?

2. Gender-Specific Experiences
Most research tends to focus on male youth offenders, even though girls’ experiences—especially those who’ve faced abuse—are different and often under-researched.

Research gap: How do trauma and family criminality differently affect girls versus boys in their pathways into the justice system?

3. Intersection with Race and Ethnicity
There’s limited nuanced research on how racial and cultural identity intersects with abuse, care experience, and justice involvement.

Research gap: How do systemic biases and cultural factors affect justice outcomes for minority youth from abusive or criminal households?

4. Voices of the Children Themselves
Many studies rely on administrative data or second-hand reports. There’s a lack of firsthand accounts from the youth directly affected.

Research gap: What do children and young people say about their own experiences in abusive homes and interactions with the justice system?

5. Effectiveness of Intervention Programs
There is little evaluation of whether current child protection, foster care, or youth justice programs prevent crime or support trauma recovery in a meaningful way.



	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 

Qualitative Methods – Interviews, focus groups, case studies 
Survey, data analysis, statistical tests 
 


	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 
Population focus 14-18 years old have experienced abuse or neglect or parent have criminal record.

Qualitative study – aim for 8-12 participants for in depth interviews or case studies. This is a manageable number that allowed for depth while remaining realistic for an academic timeframe. 
Quantitative study – if using surveys or data analysis, aim for 50 – 100 participants for basic statistical validity 

Purposive sampling – intentionally select participants who fit your criteria 
Snowball sampling ask participants or professional to refer others who meet criteria, especially is access is difficult.
Inclusion criteria.
Ages 14-18, history of abuse or neglect or at least one parent with criminal records
Involvement with the youth justice system, capable of giving informed assent 
Exclusion criteria 
Children under 14, those currently in sever psychological distress, anyone unable to understand the study or give informed assent.


	ETHICAL ISSUES:

Vulnerability of participants – Children and justice involved youth are considered a highly vulnerable group in research ethics Issue – they may not fully understand their rights or feel pressured to participate, solution obtain informed consent from guardians and assets from the child ensuring they understand participation is voluntary.

Risk of Re Traumatization Issues – research may cause emotional harm solution – avoid overly intrusive questions offer counselling referrals and ensure4 a trauma informed approach during interviews 
Confidentially and anonymity Issue – must protect their identity but may also be legally required to report certain disclosures. Solution – use pseudonym, secure data and be clear about limits of confidentially in consent forms.
Power dynamics 
Issue – this undermines true informed consent solution – make it clear that refusing to participate wont affect any services or legal outcomes. 
Legal and institutional approvals – issue – need ethics clearance from institution and possibly permission from local authorise or juvenile services.
Solution – prepare a detailed ethics application including risk management data protection and safeguarding. 

	TIME SCALE:
16 weeks 

1-2 topic planning and proposal 
3-4 literature review 
5-6 research design 
7-9 data collection 
10-11 data analysis 
12-14 writing up findings
15-16 Finalizing 
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