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The Effects of Childhood Trau on Adult Criminal
Justice Involvement

Introduction %

Childhood trauma, measured thirou erse Childhood Experiences (ACE)
framework developed by Feli lleagues in 1998, produces effects on
neurobiological development, be egulation, and social functioning that
substantially increase the pr ity of adult criminal justice involvement. Individuals with

four or more adverse child iences are twice as likely as those with no ACEs to
be arrested as adults, a to research by Baglivio and colleagues (2014), and this
relationship persists after for socioeconomic status, race, and other

a

demographic factors ces the causal chain from childhood trauma exposure

through its neurabi behavioral effects to the patterns of educational
disengagem d ive behavior that produce elevated criminal justice contact in

adolescence a od.
Effe iological Development and Impulse Control

c :
The un ntal effect of chronic early trauma is neurobiological. Repeated
activation ress response system during critical developmental periods affects the
and function of the prefrontal cortex, the region of the brain responsible for
tion, impulse control, and emotional regulation. Van der Kolk (2014)

ecades of research showing that children exposed to chronic trauma develop
stress response systems calibrated for threat environments, producing hypervigilance,
impulsivity, and difficulty regulating emotional reactions. These are not behavioral choices
but developmental consequences of environments that activated the stress system
repeatedly during the years when the brain was most vulnerable to those effects. Impaired
impulse control and emotional dysregulation are among the strongest individual-level
predictors of criminal justice involvement, which is why the ACE-crime relationship persists
after controlling for socioeconomic variables.

Effect Two: Educational Disengagement and System Contact

The behavioral consequences of trauma-affected development produce predictable
difficulties in educational settings. Impaired executive function affects attention, working



memory, and the ability to regulate behavior in structured environments. Schools respond

to the resulting behavioral disruptions with suspension, expulsion, and, increasingly,
referral to law enforcement. Research by Skiba olleagues (2014) documents that
Black and Latino students, who experience A er rates due to structural
inequalities, are referred to law enforceme hoal at dramatically higher rates than
white students exhibiting the same behaviors. riminalization of trauma-related
behavior in schools is the primary mechani ough which childhood trauma produces

early criminal justice contact, and e ontagt'is itself a strong predictor of adult
incarceration through labeling effect tem exposure.

Effect Three: Compounding ctors in Adolescence

High ACE scores predict mu erse outcomes simultaneously, each of which

ce risk and which compound each other when they

independently increases crimi
co-occur. Substance us is;elevated among individuals with high ACE scores as a
response to untreated ms, increases criminal justice contact directly through
drug offenses and in%ro the behavioral effects of substance dependence.

S,

Mental health icularly depression, anxiety disorders, and post-traumatic
stress, are su re prevalent among individuals with high ACE scores and are
associated wi inal justice contact and difficulty navigating the justice system
when contac ube and colleagues (2003) demonstrated dose-response

relati s bet ACE scores and each of these outcomes, meaning that the

comp ing effects increase predictably as the number of adverse experiences rises.

ion

ma produces a causal chain that reaches from neurobiological development
vioral dysregulation and educational disengagement to elevated criminal
justice involvement in adolescence and adulthood. This chain does not operate through
individual moral failure but through the developmental consequences of environments that
exposed children to chronic stress without adequate protective factors. Understanding the
causal chain has significant implications for criminal justice policy: it suggests that
interventions at the point of arrest or conviction are responding to the end of a causal chain
that began years earlier in conditions largely outside the individual's control. The most
effective crime reduction strategies implied by this research are preventive rather than
punitive: reducing trauma exposure and building resilience in early childhood, before the
causal chain that produces criminal justice involvement has been set in motion.
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