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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, prevent abuse, and give trauma informed 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.

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 systemic 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 matters’ 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). Collaboration between multiple agencies is essential for 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. Similarly, 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), while not focused on brain science, explains how problems in a child’s relationship with their caregiver can lead to emotional and social difficulties Cherry (2025) and NSPCC (2021) link Bowlby’s ideas to today’s research, by showing how broken attachments, which are often caused by abuse or neglect, can influence how children manage emotions and trust others, which also connects to how the development of their brains. 

Therefore, this research project aims to consider how different forms of child abuse impact brain development and behaviour, while 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). While initially questionnaires were considered, this was decided against as it would not provide the depth of insights that was required, particularly working with young children who may struggle to express their thoughts clearly through questionnaires. The chosen sample for this research project is 200 primary school children aged between 5 and 6 at the beginning of the study, a variety of boys and girls. This age group was selected because early childhood is a critical stage in cognitive, social and emotional development (UNICEF, 2015). Observing children at this stage provides valuable insights into early learning behaviours and how they interact with their peers and teachers in a school environment (Louis, 2022). Additionally, 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. A larger sample will help reduce the margin of error and increase the chances of capturing a wider range of data. This, in turn, enhances the accuracy of the results, making the findings more accurate and trustworthy (Andrade, 2020).

This study uses a non-probability purposive sampling method. This is because the research focuses on a specific age group which is children aged 5 to 6 years. These children were deliberately selected due to the relevance of their developmental stage to the study. Rather than randomly selecting participants from a larger population, purposive sampling allows the researcher to focus on individuals who are most likely to provide rich and relevant data. The sample size of 200 children was chosen to ensure that the data collected would be meaningful, reliable, and representative of the target age group. By intentionally selecting participants who match the aims of the research, the study can explore the research questions in greater depth and relevance.



The study will involve a sample of 200 children aged 5–6 years from a primary school. Observations will be conducted in their classrooms to gain a better understanding of their learning behaviors in a natural setting. In addition, interviews will be carried out with their teachers to gain further insight into the children's development and behavior from an adult perspective.
A second stage of the research will take place in a secondary school, where another round of observations and interviews will be conducted. This comparison will help identify any developmental or behavioral differences that may occur as children grow older.
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