Can Adverse Childhood Experiences be used to pre-determine sexual and violent offending in adulthood?  












































Felitti et al (1998), is one of the world's foremost experts in the field of childhood trauma and the founder of what is known as adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). The discovery which was one of the largest medical evaluations taken place found that chronic illnesses and social problems linked to adverse childhood experiences. This included being related across every diverse domain which health care industries spend billions on worldwide. 


The link between ACEs leading to adult criminal activity has not been extensively studied. Offending in childhood is a highly prevalent issue, with many factors contributing to some individuals risk of associating with antisocial behaviour in adulthood. In recent decades, the adverse effects of children suffering poverty has been the subject of extensive research, with strong evidence showing that children living in deprived areas or having suffered parental maltreatment are more likely to commit crimes (Currie and Tekin 2012). However, there is little known about the prevalence and impact of the link between ACEs and serious crime. Research has emerged in recent years linking ACEs to adverse adult outcomes, such as anti-social behaviour and serious offending (Jahanshahi et al, 2021). 


Reavis (2013) states that individuals who engage in criminal activity often experience childhood trauma and abuse. Offenders convicted of sexual offenses or child abuse were more likely to report experiencing sexual abuse during childhood. The risk of violence is also more likely among male offenders. For example, adults who had been abused by a family member as a child were forty-five times more likely to abuse their partners (by threatening, physically or sexually abusing them). 


Furthermore, it is important to keep in mind that ACEs are not an absolute guarantee that every child experiencing distress will turn to crime in adulthood. It is nevertheless important to consider the higher probability in these cases when developing approaches to reduce children and young people who offend (Freeze, 2019). A childhood experience characterised by abuse, household dysfunction, and neglect occurs before the age of 18 and hinders the development and wellbeing of a person over his or her lifetime. Research has recently suggested an elevated risk of the involvement in serious offences and the criminal justice system which is another consequence of ACE exposure (Testa et al 2021). 



For instance, the effects of childhood trauma can last a lifetime and can affect an individual's physiology even after it occurred in the early stages of development. A child is at risk of developing ACEs when they are constantly exposed to traumatic experiences that have resulted in abuse or neglect (Liebling et al 2017). The stresses and unsafe environments created by these events negatively impact the development of a child, including lasting effects on decision-making later in life. In young children, toxic stress, one of the major components of ACEs, is caused by constant exposure to stressful environments. A child's overall development can be affected by toxic stress if they are exposed to ACEs, and therefore can hinder a criminal pathway into adulthood. This is one of the many reasons why this area of crime is important (Hesterman 2021). 



To elaborate, in recent years criminologists have used adverse childhood experiences as a framework for investigating criminal behaviour and found that they are associated with delinquency, violence, and a more severe criminal future. A variety of studies show a link between ACEs experiences, homicides, and sexual assaults (Baglivio et al 2014). There is also a strong negative association between ACEs and sexual offending. These factors are considered a systematic cycle that is relevant today and is the purpose of this research, given the high number of children who experience trauma daily (DeLisi et al 2017). 

In addition to this, trauma is associated with aggressive and violent behaviour, which is one of the focuses of this research. The mechanism by which trauma impacts regulation and impaired cognitive functioning is largely analysed in the explanation of this relationship. In addition to reactive aggression, complex trauma can result in problems across various psychosocial domains. Crimmins et al (2000). Several cognitive factors, including the ability to self-regulate, are disrupted by early trauma in childhood, according to Ford (2002). 

Craig and Zettler (2020) suggest that certain ACEs such as physical abuse and emotional neglect can give rise to hyper-reactivity and difficulty discriminating between emotional expressions. It is argued that children who undergo these experiences are more likely to be hypersensitive. As a result, victimised children may become hyper-vigilant because of being able to detect anger. Thompson et al (2014) states that this typically leads to children being in a constant state of ‘fight or flight’ response, condoning the likelihood of expressing aggressive/antisocial behaviour into adulthood due to previous trauma. 

Moreover, a history of maltreatment and loss has been demonstrated among young offenders who then persist criminal activity into later life. Violence is often committed by people who have experienced abuse as children or who have suffered neglect or loss that they consider catastrophic. The criminal behaviour of individuals who have experienced ACEs is strongly associated with unresolved childhood trauma and is consistent with their behaviour into adulthood (Pfafflin and Adshead 2004). 

This research project will ascertain whether ACEs can be used to predetermine sexual and violent behaviour in adulthood. The first objective of this dissertation is to address and identify the prevalence of ACEs and the impact on individuals. Secondly, the evaluation of the issues on how this develops into sexual and violent offending will also be discussed throughout. 

There has been extensive research regarding ACEs and the effects it has on individuals. It is well established that ACEs are related to negative health outcomes across diverse domains, including biological, psychological, social, and, more recently, neurocognition. Hale et al (2013). However, the link between ACEs and serious crime has a decline in research, therefore highlighting the importance of this area of study and the urgency to understand how individuals fall into a life of crime is vital. It is evident through national crime statistics that there is an under-representation of how ACEs lead to serious criminal offences (Hawkins 2021). 

However, it is apparent from the research literature that when the criminal justice system develops crime reduction strategies, they often focus only on deterring crimes or appealing to rational choice, even though ACEs have negative health outcomes, lifelong instability, and increased risk of future violent victimization and perpetration. Trauma victims may have difficulty distinguishing between safe and dangerous situations, making them more likely to make poor decisions and engage in antisocial behaviour (Nembhard and Lima 2022). 

The research focus throughout this dissertation will evaluate how childhood experiences such as poverty, maltreatment, abuse, neglect, exclusion from school, and involvement with police are related to adult criminal convictions, serious offending, and frequent criminal convictions in adulthood. The criminal justice system does not necessarily lead to greater chances of people stopping violent or sexual crimes, according to Professor Lesley McAra. Contact with the justice system in the early stages of life can trigger continued offending in adults for some people, the root cause being the experience of childhood trauma (University of Edinburgh 2022).  



As a part of my research, a questionnaire will be conducted evaluating the public’s perception of the awareness of ACEs and the links with serious and violent offending. The data provided from fifty participants will be thoroughly analysed to conclude whether ACEs impact specific individuals regarding violent and sexual offences. The layout will include a quantitive and qualitive section to further expand on the general public’s perception on serious offending, and how this can improve the overall research thesis. Also, the research surrounding this dissertation will begin in October 2023 and will end in May 2024.

This research adds value to existing research by specifically focussing on how ACEs have detrimental involvement with serious offences such as violent and sexual crimes. Most of the research revolving around ACEs tends to focus on how ACEs effect emotional wellbeing and medical problems for adults later in life, rather giving a misrepresentation on how individuals who experience ACEs commonly live in a systematic cycle of trauma which inevitably turns into severe criminality in adulthood. 

Additionally, crime reduction strategies will benefit from this research as it changes how people think about the causes and potential preventions of ACEs. By focusing on community solutions instead of individual responsibility, it can lead to a reduction in stigma surrounding the need for parenting support and substance misuse, depression, and suicidal thoughts, ultimately some of the many things that trigger childhood trauma and later lead to higher likelihood of involvement within serious crime (CDC 2023). 

A key aspect of the problem revolving around ACEs and future crime is the way that adversity and trauma during childhood can lead to an increase in violence victimization and perpetration. ACEs were demonstrated to be strongly associated with vulnerability, crime, and early childhood experiences; this indicated that ACEs could increase a person's risk of experiencing violence, either as a victim or perpetrator, or engaging in violence-related behaviours, for example substance abuse (Violence Protection Unit 2023). In Wales, the chances of individuals with four (plus) ACEs committing violence against another person in their lifetime are fifteen times higher than those who do not experience ACEs, as well as a twenty times higher probability of being incarcerated (Ford et al 2019). 

This research is important for several reasons, one being how it has been demonstrated that adversity often results in negative outcomes through the study of ACEs. A child's trauma, such as abuse, neglect, and family dysfunction, may contribute to future social difficulties, which are often related to the involvement of crime (Bethell et al 2014). High ACE scores have been determined to predict risky behaviour and are associated with a health decline in adulthood. To mitigate additional risks associated with ACE exposure, it is important to study the impact of ACEs in childhood and how they can impact criminal behaviour in adulthood (Webster 2022). 
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