Police effectiveness in mitigating the potential impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences on children who have witnessed domestic abuse.
Literature Review

This discussion will address three main objectives surrounding the topic of police effectiveness in mitigating the potential impact of Adverse Childhood Experiences on children who have witnessed Domestic Abuse. The first objective of this essay will explore the effectiveness of policies in place to reduce the impact of experiencing ACES on children who have witnessed domestic abuse. A questionnaire will be required from front line and public protection unit police officers. This will surround their knowledge of current policies and procedures, knowledge on Adverse childhood experiences and whether policies and procedures are carried out correctly. This will also address any challenges faced which may hinder this process. The second objective will explore the current policies in place that aim to mitigate the impact on witnessing domestic abuse. Encompassing what is out there at the moment. Discussion will take place surrounding Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment Risk Assessments, Child Concern Questions and Public Protection Notification Referrals and Police relationships with Social Services. Finally, the last objective will explore whether these policies are fit for purpose in todays society. 
In today’s society, it is widely recognised that, “childhood exposure to, abuse, neglect, domestic violence, and related household stressors are widespread and commonly occur across all populations” (Asmundson, G. J. G., & Afifi, T. O. 2008). Unsurprisingly, exposure to domestic abuse poses a direct risk to children of developing Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACES). One of the main causes of Adverse Childhood Experiences is, “exposure to risk in the home” (Waite, R. Ryan, R.) meaning that a child witness of domestic abuse, is at heightened risk of developing Adverse Childhood Experiences. Children who develop, “one or more early-life adversities were at greater risk for substance abuse, mental illness, and perpetrating violence than those reporting no ACES”. (Asmundson, G. Afifi, T. 2019). Outlining that the detrimental effects that exposure to Domestic Abuse can have on children, is capable of effecting their behaviour adversely in their adulthood. Reinforcing this, (Ferguson, G. Featherstone, B. Morris, K. 2019) explores that “section 120 of the Adoption and Children Act 2002 identified ‘impairment suffered from seeing or hearing the ill-treatment of another’ as a form of significant harm”. Underlining that the children do not have to be subject to physical abuse to be at risk of considerable harm. In addition to this, research reflects that “in a 2014 study on ACES, 47% of people experienced at least one ACE with 9% of the population having 4+ ACES” (Bellis Et Al, 2014). This suggests that Domestic Abuse and Child Adverse Experiences have been prevalent for generations, however, are only being widely recognised in more recent years. This research was conducted ten years ago and, despite considerable efforts to tackle domestic abuse, this is still equally prevalent in today’s society. For example, more recent research during the Covid-19 Pandemic displays a significant increase in the use of their domestic abuse helpline which, “reported a 700% increase in traffic to their support website and a 120% in calls received to their helpline in April 2020, compared to April 2019” (Brodie,  Z, P. Hawkins, R, D. Mckinlay, J. 2022). Supporting this, studies conclude that, “Mothers ACE’s are significantly associated with their children’s developmental risk. If replicated, findings suggest that addressing intergenerational trauma through focus on childhood adversity among young children’s caregivers may promote child development” (Sun, J., Patel, F., Rose-Jacobs, R., Frank, D. A., Black, M. M., & Chilton, M.). Perhaps insinuating that prevention is better than cure. This also highlights that failures to properly mitigate Adverse Childhood experiences can have an intergenerational impact on societies children of the future, even if they are not witnessing domestic abuse. On the other hand, this could also imply that childhood adverse experiences were not previously identified and responded to, as they are in society today. Current policy states that police should take positive action in any domestic abuse incident that they attend. The (CPS. 2017) outline that, this is to “make the victim and any children safe. This may mean arresting a person suspected of an offence, where the power to arrest exists, or taking other positive steps to ensure safety”. However, this indicates that issues may arise when a power of arrest does not exist. This may occur if the victim does not disclose any criminal offences to attending officers. In this instance, (College Of Policing. 2024) recommend that, “where there are no apparent grounds for arrest, sometimes the victim just wants the perpetrator to leave the premises temporarily or the situation can be defused by removing the perpetrator from the location”. However, this does not necessarily safeguard children in the long term. In light of this, some research may “assess police contact as a potential adverse childhood experience by measuring its prevalence, nature and distribution” (Geller, A. 2021). Suggesting that police contact may in fact be a direct cause of children developing childhood adverse experiences. Similarly, it is underlined that “elevated ACE scores were linked with increased risk of juvenile justice system contact including arrest or incarceration” (Testa, A. Jackson, D, B. 2022) Suggesting, that police contact with children is negatively associated with adverse childhood experiences, and that police contact with children is likely to increase a child’s risk of winding up within the criminal justice system at some point in their lifetime. Critics express concerns that within a household where domestic abuse occurs, “children are perceived as innocent bystanders caught up in the crossfire rather than victims in their own right” (Devaney, J. 2008). Proposing that police involvement is not currently sufficient when managing risk posed to children who are subjected to domestic abuse within their home. However, it is not as widely recognised that police officers are “often the first professionals that may become aware of the DA that children are experiencing and their presence may represent a ‘key moment’ within which to enhance their safety” (Millar, A. Devaney, J. Butler, M. 2018). Some more recent research recognises that “there is a greater emphasis now than in the past on reporting children’s presence at a domestic violence incident” (Millar, A. Saxton, M. Overlien, C. Elliffe, R. 2021). However, studies appear to focus on children being treated as a bystander rather than a victim, and police knowledge and training, rather than how police manage the risk posed to children. Amongst current studies, there appears to be little understanding of how police record children’s information, what information is recorded and, how this information is shared with partner agencies with the aim to best support children who are exposed to domestic abuse at home.  There is little research emphasising the “process for recognising and referring a child exposed to domestic abuse” and a “child-protection referral to social care services” (Ashley, L. Armitage, G. Taylor, J. 2016). This is heavily linked to Social care and not linked specifically to the police service. Research suggests there is little outlining what police do when they respond to a domestic abuse incident where there are children within the household.  It is collectively understood amongst authorities that, “relationships between professionals are a key factor for facilitating information sharing” (Thompson, K. 2016). A niche in research means that it is not understood that police are often the authority who submit Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment Risk Assessments (DASHRA) and Public Protection Notification (PPN) referrals when they attend any domestic abuse related incident. Therefore, more often than not, police are the organisation responsible for kickstarting the information sharing process, allowing a multi-agency approach to take shape and support the children involved. The Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment Risk Assessment was created in 2009 and the risk assessment, “should be completed for all cases of domestic abuse by frontline staff” and the form ensures that, “details of children resident at the address must be provided” (Richards, L. 2009). Thus meaning, that every domestic incident attended by police requires the completion of a risk assessment whereby the children’s details are obtained and recorded, including the children’s School and General Practitioner information. Raising a debate whether this data is being recorded by police in every case. There is currently inadequate research surrounding police efficiency in responding to the prevention of adverse childhood experiences when dealing with domestic abuse incidents. Government agencies have published information surrounding the duty of attending officers to complete, “a public protection notification document (PPN) which summarises the vulnerability of victims. This notice goes to the force Public Protection Unit (PPU) which uses the information to assess the risk” (HMIC, 2015).  Further research surrounding this is limited as it stands. Suggesting a modern research is required surrounding the information that police obtain and how they share this information with third party agencies to support the children who are witnessing domestic abuse in todays society. Recognition is given that, when the public protection notification referral is shared with the Public Protection Unit, they are able to provide a risk assessment to decipher whether a Strategy Meeting is required. A strategy discussion takes place when there “are concerns that there is a serious risk of harm to the child” (Islands safeguarding children partnership) and “it is felt that there is a need for compulsory intervention, then there will need to be a plan made to carry out the enquiry and monitor its progress” (Islands safeguarding children partnership). Indicating that the responsibility often lies with police to submit the initial public protection referral and share this with the relevant third party agencies. This also outlines that the agencies present at a Strategy Discussion should include, “a first line manager from Social Services, a detective sergeant from the police, other agencies as appropriate for example health, education, the referrer (if they are a professional)” (Islands safeguarding children partnership). Promoting that information sharing is taking place. Nevertheless, there is a notable gap in research accounting for how children who do not meet the threshold of serious harm, are supported following being witness to a domestic abuse incident. Similarly, a Multi Agency Risk Assessment Conference (MARAC) takes place and information is shared about the “highest risk domestic abuse cases between representatives of local police, health, child protection, housing practitioners, Independent Domestic Violence Advisors (IDVAs), probation and other specialists from the statutory and voluntary sectors.” (Safe Lives, 2014). Once again suggesting that there in insufficient research surrounding the management of cases that fall below the high risk and serious harm threshold, despite research suggesting that prevention of adverse childhood experiences is better than cure. However, further study also reiterates that “IDVAS, police and health professionals commonly refer high risk victims to MARAC” Safe Lives, 2014 underlining that police can, and often are assessing risk and sharing children’s information with the necessary agencies. However, failings suggest that this is not necessarily always the case. Research outlines, “a number of significant gaps and failings in the nature of the police response in particular” (McPhee, D. Hester, M. Bates, L. Lilley-Walker, S. J. Patsios, D. 2022). Posing questions such as, whether police are following the correct policies and procedures when attending domestic abuse incidents. Whether police are notifying who should be notified, whether DASH and Public Protection Notification referrals are being submitted, and whether lessons are being learned. Alternatively, the question may be raised, if police are following the correct policies and procedures, is improvement needed? This also poses the question, what is needed to improve? Do police have sufficient time after calls to submit a detailed and thorough Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment Risk Assessment and PPN? Are they being diverted to other calls and forgetting crucial information from the domestic incident when they update this hours later? Studies suggest that this may be the case referring to this “as a ‘supply and demand’ issue, where the aim is to match the supply of police resource to the demand for service” (Davies, T. Bowers, K. 2019). Suggesting that there are issues with police officers meeting the increasing demand of calls. Are there time pressures meaning that the Domestic Abuse Stalking and Harassment Risk assessment and, Public Protection Notification referrals are not as thorough as they could be? Are officers aware of Adverse Childhood Experiences and the impact that they have on children? On the other hand, do policies and procedures need to be adjusted? Is the child concern section on the Public Protection Notification referral detailed enough, thorough enough? Should police be prompted to ask children more questions? Are police being prompted to ask the right questions? How are attending officers recording this? What are attending officers doing with the information they have? Are police asking whether children reside at the address when there are no children present at the incident? Any stepchildren? These questions remain prevalent and unanswered, due to there being little to no research surrounding police officers and their response to domestic abuse incidents where there are child witnesses or children residing in the home address.
Concluding this discussion, research suggests that further study is required. Front line Police Officers may be able to provide answers to these questions to better inform research. Detectives working within the public protection unit may be able to provide feedback on whether this information is being completed at the earliest opportunity and whether the information they receive in their referrals is adequate. This study will answer questions addressing whether the current policies and procedures in place are fit for purpose within today’s society. Research answers may in turn, aid improvements to current policies and procedures which help to prevent Adverse Childhood Experiences for children who are witness to Domestic Abuse. Not only may this research help ensure children’s safety now, but also mitigate adverse childhood experiences which can lead to criminal behaviour in later life. 
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