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Title, Aims and Objectives: 
To what extent do adverse childhood experiences influence adolescent engagement in criminal activities, particularly gang affiliation and knife crime? 
Aim: To explore the extent of which adverse childhood experiences influence adolescent engagement in criminal activities, placing a focus on gang affiliation and knife crime, while critically examining the role of schools in identifying, addressing and mitigating the risks through intervention and prevention strategies. 
Objectives:
1. To critically examine the relationship between adverse childhood experiences, gang involvement, and knife crime among adolescents within the UK, focusing on key social, environmental, and psychological mechanisms that contribute to youth offending.
2. To evaluate the effectiveness and challenges of interventions, both school and community based, including violence prevention programmes, trauma informed education and the support of at – risk students to disrupt the pathways from ACEs to gang affiliation and knife crime. 
3. To provide recommendations that could strengthen both school and community policy and practice responses that are in place to address childhood adversity, aiming to reduce the number of youths affiliated with gang culture and knife related offending, considering variations among gender, ethnicity and socioeconomic status.











Introduction: 
Research consistently shows an increase in childhood adversity in the UK, adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), such as neglect, various forms of abuse and household dysfunction, have been linked to negative outcomes for youths including the involvement in gangs and knife crime. Despite several studies, and much research, there remains a limited understanding of the role that schools play in identifying and intervening to prevent ACEs from leading to violence and criminal behaviour from affected youths. This research is vital as it addresses the urgent need to understand how adverse childhood experiences contribute to gang affiliation and knife crime among the UK youths. By exploring school-based intervention, the research aims to advance current knowledge on what policies or practices already being used work and which need significant improvement. A comparison between school based and community-based prevention strategies would provide for a valuable insight into the identification of which strategies can work for those with different or more complex needs at a time of rising youth violence within the UK. Recent findings show that persistent poverty and dysfunctional households can almost double the risk of carrying a weapon and involvement with the authorities, making early intervention extremely important. The outcome of early intervention programmes could have the potential to influence policy and practice and reduce the number of children affected by adversity involved in criminal activity. One way that this could be explored is through a comparison of school and community-based prevention, as each targets different risk factors, e.g. schools provide structure and reduce immediate risks through support, and community-based interventions are able to tackle environmental factors and behaviour outside of school grounds. A comparison of the two would offer an identification of strategies that could be most effective when complimenting others, for a comprehensive and multi- layered approach to reducing knife crime.








Literature Review:
Adverse childhood experiences include a variety of abuse and neglect that traumatise too many children in the UK, they have been robustly linked to a higher risk of adolescent involvement in violent criminal behaviour. Studies hve been conducted all over the globe to determine the effects of traumatic experiences on children in early life and later life. Of the many studies conducted, one consistent outcome is that exposed children are significantly more likely to engage with gang culture, often leading to weapon possession and knife crime, (Hm Inspectorate of Constabulary and Fire and Rescue Service, 2024). Within the Uk context, ACEs are a critical factor that contribute to adolescents' involvement in knife crime, which highlights the need for early intervention. To begin with, it has been illustrated that in London, the risk of carrying a weapon like knives is raised by 150% among children with six or more ACEs compared to peers with no ACEs, and two or more ACEs increased the risk of gang affiliation by 61%, (Villadsen, Libuy and Fitzimons, 2025). In addition to this, the Youth Justice Legal Centre (2025), states that of all the crime offences in England and Wales, seventeen percent were made up by children or adolescents. Moreover, statistical evidence is presented to accentuate the fact that gang affiliation and knife crime involvement disproportionately affects certain demographic groups, for example, despite only making up six percent of the population, black children account for fourteen percent of knife offences. To reiterate, these statistics showcase the disparity linked to socioeconomic status and systematic factors. Building of systemic factors such as socioeconomic inequality, family disruption and community violence, schools can play a large role in identifying, addressing and mitigating adversity and the effects that trauma brings. Research from Ofsted found that while schools pay a crucial role in safeguarding children with Special Educational Needs and Disabilities (SEND) and trauma informed practices, they note significant challenges within resources and the exacerbating risks that come with exclusion policies, (Ofsted, 2019). Some notable studies like Maxwell et al., (2020), Farrell et al., (2019) and Fazel et al., (2024) each provide evidence that educational facilities play a critical role in direct interventions and wider community collaboration, to put this into perspective, findings from the Scottish study further underscore the effectiveness of integrated school and community approaches. The What Works to Prevent Youth Violence study found that at – risk children in Scotland found high levels of hardship, backing up the idea that children who suffer tough childhood experiences can have significant links to criminal activity, vulnerability or adversity later in life, (Vaswani, 2018). In addition to this, the HM Inspectorate of Probation (2023) states that during a survey of 200 children who were involved in serious youth violence, 71 percent had five or more ACEs. Of these ACEs, the three most common were abuse, neglect and household dysfunction where over three quaters of these children had confirmed experiences of child abuse or family violence. 

Methodology:
This study aims to have approximately 100 participants that will complete an online survey that was designed to explore the public awareness of links between adverse childhood experiences, gang affiliation and knife crime. The sample size selected should be sufficient	enough to provide meaningful insights into the public perception of prevention strategies associated with ACEs and adolescent criminal behaviour. For ethical reasons, each participant will remain anonymous, this ensures confidentiality. In addition to this, each participant will have to sign a consent form stating that they are over the age of 18, until this is done, they cannot proceed with the survey. An online survey has been chosen as it allows for inclusive participation without geographic limitation; however, minors will be excluded as they would require further consent from parents, and in addition to this the sensitive nature of gang affiliation and knife crime can cause distress to participants. To reiterate. The survey will remain completely anonymous, guaranteeing that the information to be collected will preserve participant privacy. Moreover, there is to be no deception, a disclaimer will be used to fully inform participants of the aims and objectives of the research before they proceed. Overall, these measures ensure risk mitigation, and informed consent in alignment with the study’s objectives on sensitive and impactful social topics. 














Conclusion: 
To conclude, this study is relevant because understanding the connection between ACEs and adolescents' involvement in gang affiliation and knife crime can help inform prevention and intervention strategies. By raising public awareness and highlighting how early trauma may lead to criminal behaviour, the research aims to support efforts to reduce youth violence and improve outcomes for vulnerable young people. The research could shape prevention policy and practice to reduce the number of affected youths, by offering them the right tools for support. The research reinforces the critical importance of understanding the multifaceted links between ACEs, gang affiliation and knife crime. By examining both community and school-based interventions, the study aims to provide a comprehensive view of how systemic factors can influence the behaviour of troubled adolescents and how supported centred interventions can disrupt the cycles of violence. Furthermore, by exploting the public awareness of ACEs and the connections they have to gang and knife crime can fill a large gap in existing literature, as essential insight that coincides with educational strategies that can expand and strengthen the support and engagement with at – risk groups of adolescents, to enhance the effectiveness of prevention initiatives. Overall, the study seeks to contribute to the already existing evidence-based policies and practice by highlighting the complexity of educational and community interventions. The aim is that the findings can offer valuable recommendations for a multi-agency approach to foster a safer and more supportive environment for vulnerable children and adolescents. 
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