Exploring the link between domestic abuse exposure in childhood and Criminality?


[bookmark: _Hlk180525416]Aim: To critically assess whether children and young people exposed to domestic abuse are more likely to be involved in crime.

Objective 1: To explore explanations as to why children and young people commit crime.  

Objective 2: Identify the prevalence and effects of domestic abuse exposure in childhood and how this may increase the chances that a child or young person will be involved in crime.

Objective 3: Evaluate the public's perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between childhood exposure and criminality.


Chapter 1 – Introduction 


Background
According to Women’s Aid (2023) ‘an estimated 160,000 children who live in England are currently living in households where domestic abuse is taking place’. Many of these children suffer from different mental, behavioral and physical adverse effects which can therefore encourage criminality (Fuller-Thomson et al, 2019). A typical offence from being exposed to domestic abuse usually revolves around drug and alcohol misuse as it can be seen as a coping mechanism of the trauma they have suffered. Despite this, it can have a negative impact by creating a greater desire for revenge on their past which consequently causes different anti-social behaviour’s (Basto-Pereira et al, 2022). As stated by the Victims Commissioner (2020) ‘following the exposure, children should be recognised as a victim of domestic abuse, rather than just a witness’. This allows for interventions and programme’s to be put in place sooner to prevent them being involved in crime. This strongly links with the introduction of section 3 Domestic Abuse Act (2021) which states that children who hear, see and experience the effects of domestic abuse are now classed as victims. Furthermore, research conducted by the Domestic Abuse Commissioner suggested that just 29% of victims and survivors who wanted support for their children received it. In response to domestic abuse, these children have suffered the brunt of a postcode lottery effect as well as navigating significant struggles in terms of regional disparity in this ever-increasing public health crisis (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2021). 

Research focus 
Children and young people commit crimes for many different reasons. However, when looking more specifically at anti-social behaviours and drug and alcohol related crimes, the reasonings start to overlap. As stated by Bobbio et al (2020) ‘personal factors are significantly associated with delinquency among youth’, with these being different emotional and cognitive variables. Similarly, Omoponle and Olanrewaju (2020) highlighted that family background and parenting patterns as well as self-regulation contributed highly to children committing crime. These factors strongly correlate to a child who has been exposed to domestic abuse as they usually have a poor family background, negative parenting patterns and have many emotional and cognitive factors such as mental health disorders that can impact their decisions (Rice et al, 2024). The effects domestic abuse exposure can have on children varies depending on their age. Babies usually suffer from high levels of ill-health, poor sleeping patterns and excessive crying. Preschool aged children tend to have many behavioural disturbances such as bed wetting, eating difficulties and bad sleeping habits. As children get older, the effects can be seen through under performing at school and engagement in anti-social behaviours (Cafcass Cymru, 2019).
In the UK, 20% of children have been exposed to domestic abuse in their lifetime (NSPCC, 2024). After being this victim of domestic abuse for some time, the children start to become normalised to the violence, causing them to mimic the violent and aggressive behaviours of their adolescents (Gray, Smithson & Jump, 2021). This can be seen most prominently in relationships of their own or being the perpetrator of the violence, as they have developed an increased tendency to react to situations more aggressively from socially learning to act this way off their parents (Junco-Guerrero, Ruiz-Fernandez & Canton-Cortes, 2021). The Prisoner Ace Survey conducted in 2019, demonstrates the strong link to domestic abuse exposure in childhood and criminality in adulthood. It interviewed male prisoners about their exposure to adverse childhood experiences and the results showed that 40% of prisoners had been a victim of domestic violence (Ford et al, 2019). This figure would be even greater if female prisoners were accounted for as well male prisoners as they are usually seen as the victim of domestic violence over males (Elkin, 2021).
The public understands that domestic abuse is a public health concern due to its media attention, however raising awareness about the negative consequences it can have on a child which will later develop into adulthood is essential in encouraging the victims to disclose what has happened and seek support (Sivarajasingam, 2022). This will help attempt to break the link between childhood exposure and criminality. There isn’t much awareness of the link between exposure and crime. Many adults have views that youths are dangerous and deviant individuals who commit crime to fit in, to earn money or because of peer pressure. But there are other reasons they should take into account such as the environment they have lived through because as proven above, it can have detrimental effects (Riddle, 2023). 


Overall research aim and objectives
Aim: To critically assess whether children and young people exposed to domestic abuse are more likely to be involved in crime.
Objective 1: To explore explanations as to why children and young people commit crime.  
Objective 2: Identify the prevalence and effects of domestic abuse exposure in childhood and how this may increase the chances that a child or young person will be involved in crime.
Objective 3: Evaluate the public's perception on the effects of domestic abuse and the link between childhood exposure and criminality.

Research methods 
The research will be conducted between the months of September 2024 and May 2025 in order to keep the research concise and specific. For the purpose of this research, an online questionnaire will be the research method of choice due to it being able to produce reliable and valid responses despite how varied the questions may be (Story, 2019). It will be shared via the researchers existing social media accounts to people of 18 years or older. The researcher will need to reach a sample size of 100 people as a minimum. Both open and closed questions will be used throughout the questionnaire to target a mixed methodology which will give rise to qualitative and quantitative data. (Ahmad, 2019). Before the online questionnaire is conducted, a literature review will be undertaken to help inform a diverse set of questions that are specific to the research question. 

Value of research 
Even though there is research around the number of children who get exposed to domestic abuse each year, the statistics will not be accurate. This is due to how damaging it can be on a child, leading to a lot of cases going unreported. The children will be scared and will not know who to turn to for help and support (Noble-Carr et al, 2019). This causes a ripple effect because these children will not be able to receive different services to stop them going down the path and getting involved with crime. In addition to this, the support children can receive is not effective due to it not being specific or appropriate for the child, it is short term or does not exist in the first place. There needs to be an effective infrastructure available to firstly identify and support the children but eventually it needs to be in place to prevent children suffering (Domestic Abuse Commissioner, 2024). This will then therefore help break the link between the children exposed to domestic abuse in childhood and their involvement in crime. 
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