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Abstract 

Childhood exposure to family violence and adverse childhood experiences 

(ACEs) has been associated with later offending-related outcomes, including 

delinquency, recidivism, violence, and criminal justice involvement, and although 

previous research has established these associations, less attention has been given 

to how they can be interpreted through criminological theory. This thesis therefore 

examines how pathways between childhood family violence, related childhood 

adversity, and later offending-related outcomes can be understood through a life-

course criminological perspective and Social Learning Theory (SLT). 

A theory-driven literature review was conducted using eight systematic reviews 

and meta-analyses examining childhood adversity and offending-related 

outcomes. Findings were analysed deductively using concepts derived from the 

life-course perspective and SLT, while distinguishing between findings directly 

reported by the reviews and theoretical interpretations applied within this thesis. 

The findings indicate that childhood adversity is associated with increased risk of 

offending-related outcomes, but that this relationship is non-deterministic. The 

results were more consistent with life-course criminology, particularly in relation 

to cumulative disadvantage, developmental trajectories, continuity, and change. 

SLT provided another way of interpreting the results, especially in relation to 

behavioural modelling. However, there was less direct evidence for specific SLT 

mechanisms such as learned definitions, differential association, and differential 

reinforcement. 

Overall, childhood adversity is better understood as a risk factor for later 

offending than as a deterministic cause. The life-course perspective provides the 

stronger direct fit with the reviewed evidence, while SLT offers plausible 

complementary mechanisms that require more direct empirical investigation. 

 

Keywords: Adverse childhood experiences, Childhood adversity, Family violence, 

Life-Course Criminology, Offending, Social Learning Theory, Violence 
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INTRODUCTION 

1.1. Background, Relevance, and Problem 

Childhood exposure to family violence and other forms of adversity has long been 

associated with negative behavioural, psychological, and social outcomes. Within 

criminology, particular attention has been given to whether experiences of abuse, 

neglect, household violence, and other forms of childhood adversity increase the 

risk of future delinquency, violence, and criminal behaviour. This relationship has 

often been discussed in terms of a “cycle of violence”, whereby victimisation 

during childhood may increase vulnerability to violent behaviour later in life 

(Widom, 1989). However, such a relationship is not deterministic. Widom (1989) 

emphasised that most children who experience abuse or neglect do not go on to 

become violent offenders (p. 160). 

A broader framework for examining childhood adversity is adverse childhood 

experiences (ACEs). ACEs refer to potentially traumatic experiences occurring 

before the age of 18 and can include abuse, neglect, household dysfunction, and 

exposure to violence within the family (Astridge et al., 2023, pp. 1–2). Family 

violence may therefore form part of a wider pattern of childhood adversity rather 

than occurring as an isolated experience. In this thesis, childhood exposure to 

family violence is examined within this broader literature because violence within 

the family can co-occur with other forms of maltreatment and household 

adversity. These concepts are related but are not treated as interchangeable. Font 

and Kennedy (2022), for example, highlight that child maltreatment often happens 

alongside other forms of family dysfunction, including parental substance misuse, 

mental-health difficulties, criminal activity, economic stress, and relationship 

violence (pp. 374–375). 

The criminological problem is therefore more complicated than establishing 

simply whether childhood adversity and later offending are statistically 

associated. Certain factors should be considered, such as why offending develops 

among some adversity-exposed individuals but not others, which experiences 

contribute to persistence or change, and through what developmental and social 

processes childhood experiences may become connected with later behaviour. 

Examining these questions makes it possible to recognise childhood family 
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violence as a potential source of developmental risk without treating later 

offending as an inevitable consequence of victimisation. 

1.2. Previous Research 

The relationship between childhood maltreatment and later crime has been 

examined for several decades. Early prospective research found that children who 

experienced abuse or neglect had an increased risk of later juvenile, adult, and 

violent offending (Widom, 1989). Later research across different populations and 

settings has continued to find a relationship between childhood maltreatment and 

later delinquency and violence. Widom (2017) notes that the evidence generally 

supports an increased risk of these outcomes following childhood maltreatment, 

although findings vary depending on study design, measurement, population, and 

how maltreatment is defined (pp. 187–188). 

More recent criminological research has provided further evidence of the 

relationship between childhood maltreatment and later offending while also 

showing how difficult it is to separate maltreatment from the wider circumstances 

in which it occurs. Font and Kennedy (2022) highlight that there is sufficient 

evidence that maltreatment increases the risk of crime and delinquency, although 

the specific effects are still hard to isolate (p. 371). This is mainly because 

maltreatment often takes place alongside other forms of disadvantage, such as, 

family instability, parental criminality, substance misuse, economic stress, 

domestic violence, and problematic parenting. These factors can also influence a 

child's development and later behaviour, making it difficult to isolate the specific 

contribution of childhood maltreatment to future offending 

This complexity is consistent with the wider developmental literature on 

offending. In their systematic review of meta-analyses, Basto-Pereira and 

Farrington (2022) found that family and parental factors were among the strongest 

developmental predictors of general offending. Persistence in crime, however, 

was associated with factors across several domains, including delinquent peers, 

school and employment problems, family problems, some mental-health 

problems, and alcohol or substance misuse. They therefore characterise persistent 

antisocial behaviour as multisystemic rather than the product of a single risk 

factor (p. 1). This shows that childhood family adversity is one of many individual 

and social factors that can contribute to offending over time. 
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Research focusing specifically on the maltreatment–offending relationship also 

shows significant variation in future outcomes. Malvaso et al. (2016), reviewing 

prospective and longitudinal research, found that the association varied according 

to characteristics including the type, timing, severity, and chronicity of 

maltreatment, alongside individual, social, and contextual factors. Rather than 

supporting a uniform developmental progression, this literature suggests that the 

consequences of childhood adversity depend partly upon the nature of the 

exposure and the wider circumstances surrounding the individual. 

Despite the evidence there is uncertainty about the processes that account for 

variation in offending-related outcomes. Widom (2017) notes that there is still a 

lot of debate around the causes and mechanisms linking childhood maltreatment 

with later crime and violence (p. 188). Similarly, Basto-Pereira and Farrington 

(2022) highlight uncertainty around the developmental processes involved in the 

initiation, persistence, and cessation of offending (p. 1). Font and Kennedy (2022) 

also point out that there has been limited use of theory in research examining the 

relationship between child maltreatment and crime, delinquency, and criminal 

justice involvement (p. 375). This suggests that the gap is not only about whether 

childhood adversity is associated with later offending, but also about how and 

why these experiences may contribute to different offending-related outcomes 

over time. 

 

1.3. Research Gap and Theoretical Rationale 

Existing research therefore shows that childhood adversity can increase 

vulnerability to later offending, while also showing that this relationship varies 

considerably between individuals and across developmental contexts. Childhood 

experiences occur within wider family and social environments, while later 

relationships and experiences may contribute to either continuity or change. This 

means that childhood exposure alone cannot fully explain why different 

offending-related outcomes develop. 

Many theoretical perspectives have been proposed to explain the relationship 

between childhood maltreatment and later crime. Widom (2017), for example, 

identifies social learning, disrupted social bonds, strain, and interactions between 

individual and environmental factors as possible explanations within the wider 
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cycle-of-violence literature (p. 186). The range of explanations shows that there is 

no single theoretical account of how childhood maltreatment may become 

connected with later offending. 

This thesis focuses on two perspectives: a life-course criminological perspective, 

drawing particularly on the work of Sampson and Laub, and Social Learning 

Theory. They were selected because they focus on different parts of the 

relationship examined in this thesis. A life-course perspective helps to understand 

how experiences and behaviour can develop, continue, or change over time, while 

Social Learning Theory focuses on how behaviours and attitudes might be learned 

and maintained through interactions with others. The two perspectives are used as 

analytical lenses for interpreting patterns within the review literature rather than 

being treated as competing explanations. Their theoretical concepts and their 

respective roles within the analysis are developed in Chapter 2. 

1.4. Aim and Research Questions 

This thesis aims to theoretically analyse how childhood exposure to family 

violence and adverse childhood experiences may become associated with later 

offending-related outcomes through a life-course criminological perspective and 

Social Learning Theory. 

The thesis addresses the following research questions: 

1. Which findings within the review literature correspond to key concepts 

within a life-course criminological perspective and Social Learning 

Theory?  

2. How can a life-course criminological perspective and Social Learning 

Theory be used to interpret pathways linking childhood exposure to family 

violence and later offending-related outcomes?  

3. To what extent do a life-course criminological perspective and Social 

Learning Theory provide complementary explanations for the relationship 

between childhood adversity and later offending? 
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2. THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK 

2.1. Life-Course Criminological Perspective 

Life-course criminology provides a broad perspective for understanding how 

offending develops, persists, and changes across the life course. Rather than 

representing a single theory of offending, it encompasses theoretical approaches 

concerned with patterns of continuity and change over time and the social and 

developmental processes that shape them. Sampson and Laub's work is 

particularly relevant within this perspective because they developed an age-graded 

theory of informal social control to explain crime and deviance across the life 

span (Laub & Sampson, 1993, pp. 302–303). In this thesis, the broader life-course 

perspective provides the developmental framework, while Sampson and Laub's 

age-graded theory provides a more specific theoretical account of the role of 

social bonds and informal social control. 

A central concept within the life-course perspective is trajectories, which describe 

long-term pathways of behaviour that unfold across the life span. These 

trajectories are marked by a sequence of transitions, which refer to particular life 

events or changes occurring over shorter periods. The interaction between 

trajectories and transitions can produce turning points capable of redirecting an 

existing developmental pathway (Sampson & Laub, 1990, p. 610). Offending is 

therefore considered within a longer developmental process rather than as the 

consequence of a single event or experience. 

Another important concept is cumulative disadvantage. Sampson and Laub's 

developmental account suggests that continuity in offending can occur when 

earlier disadvantage produces consequences that restrict later opportunities and 

weaken connections with conventional social institutions. Earlier delinquency and 

future criminal-justice involvement, for example, may contribute to difficulties in 

education, employment, and community integration, creating further disadvantage 

and increasing the likelihood of continued offending (Laub & Sampson, 1993, p. 

306). Cumulative disadvantage therefore describes a process through which 

difficulties can build across the life course rather than an inevitable progression 

towards criminal behaviour. 
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Social bonds are central to Sampson and Laub's age-graded theory of informal 

social control. The theory draws on the principle that crime and deviance become 

more likely when an individual's bond to society is weak or broken. Informal 

social control operates through interpersonal ties connecting individuals with 

social institutions such as family, school, and work (Laub & Sampson, 1993, p. 

303). These relationships can constrain offending by creating attachment, 

commitment, and forms of social investment that increase the consequences of 

deviant behaviour. 

The institutions through which informal social control operates vary across the 

life course. During childhood and adolescence, family and school are particularly 

important, while education, employment, marriage, parenthood, and community 

involvement may become increasingly relevant during adulthood. Importantly, 

Sampson and Laub emphasise that the quality and strength of social ties matter 

more than the simple occurrence of a particular life event. Marriage, for example, 

does not necessarily strengthen informal social control in itself; the emotional 

attachment and mutual investment associated with a cohesive relationship are 

what strengthen the social bond. Similarly, employment is particularly significant 

when it produces stability, commitment, and meaningful attachment to work 

(Sampson & Laub, 1990, p. 611). 

The life-course perspective does not assume that offending trajectories are fixed. 

Sampson and Laub argue that social ties and salient life events in adulthood can 

counteract, at least to some extent, trajectories established earlier in development. 

Strong attachment to employment and cohesive intimate relationships may 

contribute to changes in criminal behaviour, with the strength of these social ties 

being more important than the simple occurrence of events such as marriage or 

employment (Laub & Sampson, 1993, p. 304). Early adversity therefore does not 

determine future offending, as later social experiences may contribute to either 

continuity or change. 

This connects to the concept of turning points. Sampson and Laub argue that 

turning points can redirect existing life trajectories, but the same event does not 

necessarily produce the same outcome for every individual (Laub & Sampson, 

1993, pp. 304–305). Their significance depends on the social changes associated 

with the event and the individual's adaptation to them. Turning points should 
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therefore be understood as processes capable of altering developmental pathways 

rather than as automatic or immediate causes of behavioural change. 

Overall, the life-course criminological perspective provides a framework for 

examining how childhood adversity may become situated within longer 

developmental pathways while recognising the possibility of both continuity and 

change. In this thesis, the broader perspective is used to examine developmental 

trajectories, cumulative disadvantage, continuity and change, developmental 

timing, and turning points. Sampson and Laub's age-graded theory of informal 

social control provides a more specific theoretical account of how changing social 

bonds may contribute to these developmental processes. 

2.2. Social Learning Theory 

Social Learning Theory (SLT) provides a different but potentially complementary 

explanation of criminal and deviant behaviour by focusing on how behaviour is 

learned and maintained within social environments. Akers' criminological 

formulation of SLT proposes that behaviour develops through interconnected 

processes of differential association, definitions, differential reinforcement, and 

imitation. Proctor and Niemeyer (2020), in their overview of Akers' theory, 

describe differential associations as providing the social contexts within which 

individuals encounter behavioural models, definitions, and reinforcement 

histories. Criminal behaviour is therefore understood as socially learned rather 

than as an automatic consequence of individual characteristics or experiences (p. 

1). 

Differential association concerns the social interactions and groups through which 

learning occurs. Drawing on Sutherland's concept of differential association, 

Akers (2009) argues that individuals encounter behavioural models, attitudes, and 

reinforcement through their associations with other people. These associations 

influence behaviour not simply through exposure to others but because they 

provide the social context in which definitions, imitation, and reinforcement 

operate (pp. xxv–xxvi). Proctor and Niemeyer (2020) similarly describe 

differential associations as the social environment within which the other learning 

mechanisms function, including associations with individuals and interactions 

with different forms of media (p. 6). 
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Definitions refer to the meanings, attitudes, and evaluations attached to particular 

behaviours. Akers' formulation includes attitudes, neutralisations, motivations, 

and other cognitions associated with criminal behaviour. Definitions may be 

favourable or unfavourable towards offending, while neutralising definitions can 

provide justifications for behaviour that might otherwise be discouraged. 

Individuals therefore do not simply reproduce behaviour they observe; they also 

develop attitudes and beliefs concerning whether particular behaviour is 

acceptable or justified (Akers, 2009, pp. 24–25). 

Applied to childhood family violence, this concept suggests that repeated 

exposure to particular behaviours and attitudes within close social relationships 

may influence how aggression and conflict are interpreted. Exposure alone, 

however, does not mean that definitions favourable to violence will necessarily be 

adopted. Akers (2009) argues that behaviour reflects the balance of competing 

definitions, social influences, and reinforcements rather than exposure to a single 

behavioural model (pp. xxiv, xxxvi). The concept is therefore useful for 

considering how violence may come to be interpreted or justified without 

assuming that childhood exposure inevitably produces favourable definitions 

towards aggression. 

Differential reinforcement concerns the balance of rewards and punishments 

associated with behaviour. According to Akers (2009), behaviour is more likely to 

be repeated when its consequences are experienced or anticipated as more 

rewarding than punishing (p. 50). Reinforcement can therefore contribute to the 

continuation of behaviour after it has initially been learned. Conversely, negative 

consequences and competing prosocial influences may reduce the likelihood that 

behaviour will persist. 

Reinforcement is closely connected to differential association because social 

groups can provide both rewards and punishments for particular forms of 

behaviour. Akers argues that peer and other social relationships can influence 

behaviour through the reinforcement they provide and through the definitions and 

behavioural models to which individuals are exposed (Akers, 2009, pp. xxv–

xxvi). Behavioural persistence is therefore understood as dependent on continuing 

social-learning processes rather than simply on prior exposure. 
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Imitation refers to the observation and modelling of others' behaviour. Akers 

(2009) argues that exposure to behavioural models can contribute particularly to 

the initial adoption of behaviour, while its continuation depends increasingly on 

reinforcement and definitions favourable to that behaviour (pp. xxiii–xxiv). 

Bandura's (1977) work provides additional theoretical support for the role of 

observational learning. In his discussion of self-efficacy, Bandura identifies 

vicarious experience as one source through which behavioural expectations can 

develop and identifies live and symbolic modelling as forms through which such 

experience may occur (p. 195). Within this thesis, however, Akers' SLT remains 

the primary criminological framework, with Bandura used only to support the 

theoretical importance of observational learning. 

Applied to family violence, imitation provides one possible mechanism through 

which observed aggressive behaviour could influence future behavioural 

responses. This does not imply that children directly reproduce violence they 

observe. Within Akers' framework, imitation operates alongside differential 

association, definitions, and differential reinforcement. Whether observed 

behaviour is adopted or maintained therefore depends on the wider learning 

environment and the consequences associated with that behaviour. 

Taken together, the four components of SLT provide a framework for examining 

how behaviour may be encountered through social associations, interpreted 

through definitions, initially acquired partly through imitation, and maintained or 

discouraged through reinforcement. In the present thesis, these mechanisms are 

used as interpretive concepts for examining findings within the review literature. 

Their use does not assume that the included reviews directly test Akers' theory or 

that childhood exposure to family violence necessarily results in later offending. 

2.3. Integrating the Theoretical Perspectives 

The life-course criminological perspective and Social Learning Theory address 

different but potentially complementary dimensions of the relationship between 

childhood family violence and later offending. The life-course perspective focuses 

primarily on how behaviour develops, persists, and changes over time, including 

the potential importance of cumulative disadvantage, social bonds, developmental 

transitions, and turning points. Sampson and Laub's work is particularly relevant 

to understanding how continuity from childhood into adulthood can coexist with 
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change, as later social bonds and experiences may redirect earlier developmental 

pathways (Laub & Sampson, 1993, pp. 303–304). 

Social Learning Theory focuses more specifically on the social processes through 

which behaviours and attitudes may be acquired and maintained. Akers' 

framework emphasises differential association, definitions, differential 

reinforcement, and imitation as interconnected processes through which social 

environments can influence behaviour (Akers, 2009; Proctor & Niemeyer, 2020). 

In this thesis, the two perspectives are not combined into a single theoretical 

model. Instead, they are used as complementary analytical lenses addressing 

different aspects of the same research problem. The life-course perspective is used 

to interpret longer-term developmental patterns, with Sampson and Laub's age-

graded theory providing a more specific account of the potential role of social 

bonds. SLT is used to consider the social-learning processes through which 

behaviour might be acquired and maintained. 

Using the perspectives in this way allows their explanatory contributions to be 

considered separately before examining where they complement each other. 

Chapters 4 and 5 apply these perspectives to the review findings, while Chapter 6 

considers their relative strengths and limitations. 
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3. METHODOLOGY 

3.1. Research Approach 

This thesis employed a theory-driven literature review that adapted principles 

from Okoli's (2022) approach to Theoretical Concept Synthesis (TCS) and 

Goldsmith's (2021) framework analysis. Rather than replicating either 

methodology in full, the thesis drew on their core analytical principles to address 

its specific aims. Review-level evidence was selected because the purpose was not 

to evaluate individual empirical studies in isolation, but to identify recurring 

concepts, mechanisms, and explanatory patterns across existing systematic 

reviews and meta-analyses. The existing review literature therefore provided the 

empirical foundation for a theory-driven interpretation of the relationship between 

childhood exposure to family violence and later offending-related outcomes. 

3.2. Literature Search 

A structured literature search was conducted to identify review-level studies 

examining the relationship between childhood exposure to family violence and 

later offending-related outcomes. Searches were undertaken in Scopus, ProQuest 

Criminal Justice, PubMed, Sociological Abstracts, and Google Scholar. 

Search terms combined concepts relating to childhood adversity and family 

violence (e.g., child abuse, family violence, domestic violence, adverse childhood 

experiences, childhood trauma), offending-related outcomes (e.g., crime, criminal 

behaviour, offending, delinquency, violence, antisocial behaviour), and review-

level evidence (e.g., systematic review, meta-analysis, umbrella review). Boolean 

operators were used to combine search terms and refine the results. 

Studies were eligible for inclusion if they: (1) were systematic reviews, meta-

analyses, or umbrella reviews published in peer-reviewed journals; (2) examined 

childhood exposure to family violence, adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), 

child maltreatment, abuse, neglect, or related forms of childhood victimisation; 

and (3) reported quantitative or mixed-method findings relevant to offending, 

delinquency, recidivism, criminal justice involvement, violence, intimate partner 

violence, or closely related antisocial outcomes. Primary empirical studies, 

qualitative-only reviews, and reviews without findings relevant to offending-

related outcomes were excluded. 
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3.3. Screening and Study Selection 

The search and screening process produced an ASReview dataset containing 

2,367 records. ASReview was used to support the screening and relevance-

classification process. During screening, 29 records were labelled as relevant and 

2,338 as irrelevant. The ASReview relevance classification was treated as a 

screening decision rather than a final determination of eligibility. Records labelled 

as relevant were therefore reassessed against the inclusion and exclusion criteria 

described above. 

This reassessment was important because initial relevance to the broad search 

topic did not necessarily mean that a record met the narrower criteria for the final 

synthesis. Records were excluded at this stage where, for example, they focused 

primarily on outcomes such as substance misuse, mental health or prevalence 

without an offending-related outcome, represented primary empirical research 

rather than review-level evidence, or otherwise fell outside the scope of the 

research questions. Potential duplication and overlap between reviews were also 

considered when constructing the final evidence base. 

Following this reassessment, seven reviews identified through the ASReview 

screening process met the final eligibility criteria: Yohros (2023), Astridge et al. 

(2023), Graf et al. (2021), Dalsklev et al. (2021), Malvaso et al. (2016), Fitton et 

al. (2020), and Braga et al. (2017). Smith-Marek et al. (2015) was identified 

separately through Google Scholar and assessed using the same eligibility criteria. 

It was retained because of its direct relevance to childhood family violence and 

future intimate partner violence. 

The final synthesis therefore consisted of eight reviews. These reviews varied in 

their proximity to formal criminal justice outcomes. Reviews examining 

recidivism, reoffending, delinquency, or justice-system involvement provided 

more direct evidence of offending, while reviews examining violent behaviour, 

antisocial behaviour, or intimate partner violence were included as closely related 

behavioural outcomes relevant to the pathways examined in this thesis. This 

distinction was retained during the interpretation of the findings rather than 

treating all outcomes as equivalent measures of criminal offending. 
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Figure 1 

 

Stage Description Number 

Initial screening Records screened in 

ASReview 

2,367 

Relevance classification Records labelled 

relevant 

29 

Eligibility reassessment Reviews meeting criteria 7 

Additional source Google Scholar review 1 

Final set Total included reviews 8 

 

3.4. Theory-Driven Analytical Framework 

Analysis was conducted using a deductive coding framework informed by life-

course criminological and Social Learning Theory (SLT). Concepts from both 

frameworks were identified in advance and used to organise and interpret findings 

from the included reviews. 

Within the life-course framework, deductive coding focused on four main 

categories: developmental trajectories and timing, cumulative disadvantage, 

continuity and mechanisms of persistence, and turning points and change. These 

categories were used to examine how childhood adversity may become connected 

with longer-term developmental pathways while allowing for both continuity and 

change over time. The coding framework drew on the broader life-course 

criminological perspective discussed in Chapter 2 and was informed particularly 

by Sampson and Laub's work. Their age-graded theory of informal social control 

provided a more specific theoretical basis for interpreting findings concerning 

social bonds and their potential role in continuity or change.  

Within the SLT framework, deductive coding focused on differential association 

and social influence, definitions, differential reinforcement, and imitation or 

behavioural modelling. These categories were primarily informed by Akers' 

(2009) formulation of Social Learning Theory, while Bandura's (1977) provided 
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supplementary theoretical support for the interpretation of observational learning 

and behavioural modelling. Where findings were interpreted in terms of the 

normalisation of violence, normalisation was treated as an interpretation related to 

learned definitions rather than as a separate component of Akers' theory. 

For each included review, attention was given to the exposure and outcome 

examined, the principal findings, and their relevance to the predefined theoretical 

concepts. Findings were then compared across reviews to identify recurring 

patterns, differences, and areas of theoretical overlap. 

It is important to note that, the analysis distinguished between three levels of 

interpretation: findings directly reported by the included reviews, theoretical 

interpretations applied to those findings within this thesis, and instances where the 

review authors themselves explicitly discussed a life-course or social-learning 

explanation. This distinction was needed because most of the included reviews 

were not designed specifically to test either theoretical framework. A finding 

could therefore be compatible with a theoretical concept without providing a 

direct empirical test of that concept. 

Because most of the included reviews were not designed to test either framework 

directly, a finding described as consistent with or compatible with a concept in 

Chapters 4 and 5 should be read as an interpretive fit with that concept, not as a 

direct empirical test of it; this distinction is not repeated at every instance below. 

3.5. Methodological Limitations and Transparency 

Many methodological limitations should be acknowledged. First, the included 

reviews varied in their populations, definitions of childhood adversity, outcome 

measures, and methodological approaches. Outcomes ranged from formal 

measures such as recidivism, reoffending, and justice-system involvement to 

broader measures of antisocial behaviour, violence, and intimate partner violence. 

These outcomes are related but are not equivalent, which limits direct comparison 

across the evidence base. 

Second, because the analysis relied on review-level evidence, its conclusions 

depend on the methodological decisions, inclusion criteria, and quality of the 

reviews themselves and of the primary studies on which those reviews were 

based. There is also the possibility that some primary studies were represented in 
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more than one included review, meaning that apparently separate review-level 

findings may partly draw upon overlapping evidence. 

The screening process also involved interpretive judgement. Records labelled as 

relevant during ASReview screening were not automatically eligible for inclusion, 

and final eligibility required reassessment against the criteria of the thesis. 

Similarly, the deductive coding process required interpretive judgement when 

assigning findings to theoretical categories. Some findings could reasonably be 

understood through more than one theoretical perspective, and the coding should 

therefore be understood as an analytical interpretation rather than the only 

possible theoretical classification. 

Most of the included reviews were not designed to test the life-course 

criminological perspective or Social Learning Theory directly. The analysis can’t 

establish that either framework has been empirically confirmed by the review 

evidence. Instead, it looks at the extent to which the findings are consistent with, 

can be interpreted through, or explicitly engage with concepts derived from the 

two perspectives. 

Finally, the thesis did not involve new empirical analysis and cannot establish 

causal relationships between childhood exposure to family violence and later 

offending-related outcomes. The findings should therefore be interpreted as 

associations within the existing review literature rather than evidence that 

childhood adversity inevitably causes later offending. 

3.6. Ethical Considerations 

This thesis is based exclusively on secondary analysis of previously published 

review literature and did not involve the recruitment of participants, direct 

interaction with research subjects, or the collection of new identifiable personal 

data. The analysis therefore differs ethically from primary research involving 

individuals who have experienced family violence, childhood maltreatment, or 

offending. 

Nevertheless, the subject matter involves potentially vulnerable populations and 

sensitive experiences, including childhood abuse, intimate partner violence, and 

criminal offending. Particular care was therefore taken in the interpretation and 

presentation of the findings. Associations between childhood adversity and later 

offending were not treated as deterministic, particularly given that exposure to 
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childhood victimisation does not inevitably result in later violent or offending 

behaviour (Widom, 1989). 

Ethical attention was also given to how the existing research was represented. 

Findings were attributed to their original sources, and a clear distinction was made 

between findings reported by the included reviews and theoretical interpretations 

made within this thesis. Limitations and uncertainty within the evidence were also 

acknowledged rather than presenting associations as evidence of causation. This 

was important for avoiding misrepresentation of the evidence and potentially 

stigmatising assumptions about individuals who have experienced childhood 

victimisation. 
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4. RESULTS: LIFE-COURSE 

CRIMINOLOGICAL PERSPECTIVE 

4.1. Cumulative Disadvantage 

The review literature provides evidence that greater cumulative exposure to 

childhood adversity is associated with increased offending-related risk. Yohros 

(2023) found that each additional adverse childhood experience (ACE) was 

associated with a 4.4% increase in the odds of juvenile recidivism (p. 1646), and 

argues that ACEs exert a cumulative effect on development rather than acting as 

discrete events (p. 1641). Astridge et al. (2023) report a comparable pattern: youth 

exposed to multiple ACEs had almost twice the odds of recidivism compared with 

those without such exposure (OR = 1.966, p. 9). This pattern is consistent with the 

accumulation of multiple disadvantages across development rather than the effect 

of a single adverse experience. Graf et al.'s (2021) review similarly identified a 

dose-response relationship, in which increasing ACE exposure was associated 

with a greater likelihood of juvenile justice-system involvement (p. 1). 

Astridge et al. (2023) further report that cumulative adversity was linked not only 

to initial justice-system contact but also to “sequential involvement” through 

recidivism (p. 2), noting that approximately four in ten youth offenders across the 

included evidence had experienced cumulative ACE exposure, and more than half 

had been exposed to domestic violence (p. 11). Neglect specifically was also 

associated with an increased likelihood of recidivism (p. 11). 

Together, these findings support a cumulative-disadvantage interpretation: 

childhood adversity appears to build across development rather than operating as 

a single cause, increasing vulnerability to continued justice-system involvement. 

This fits the broader life-course perspective outlined in Chapter 2. 

4.2. Developmental Trajectories 

Yohros (2023) reports that greater ACE exposure is associated with earlier onset 

of offending, more chronic and serious offending patterns, and continuation of 

offending from adolescence into adulthood (p. 1642). Fitton et al. (2020) extend 

this pattern beyond formal offending outcomes, finding that childhood 
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maltreatment was associated with a significantly increased risk of later violent 

behaviour (OR = 1.8, p. 754). This indicates that the developmental consequences 

associated with childhood victimisation may extend across a broader range of 

behavioural outcomes than justice-system contact alone. 

Astridge et al. (2023) report that both neglect and physical abuse were 

significantly associated with youth recidivism, whereas sexual abuse was not (p. 

9). This variation may indicate that different forms of childhood adversity are 

associated with different developmental pathways, although the high co-

occurrence of ACEs makes it difficult to isolate the influence of individual 

experiences (p. 2). 

These findings are consistent with a developmental-trajectories interpretation, as 

childhood adversity may be associated not only with whether offending occurs, 

but also with when it begins, its severity, and whether it persists over time. The 

findings also show that there is no single pattern across the reviews, which is 

consistent with the life-course emphasis on different developmental pathways 

rather than fixed outcomes. 

4.3. Continuity and Developmental Mechanisms 

Beyond cumulative exposure, the review literature also identifies factors 

potentially relevant to continuity in offending across the life course. Yohros 

(2023) identifies negative emotionality as a factor mediating the relationship 

between ACE exposure and juvenile recidivism (p. 1649). Yohros (2023) also 

found that child-welfare involvement mediated the relationship between ACE 

exposure and recidivism (p. 1649), while Astridge et al. (2023) report a similar 

pattern (p. 11). 

From a life-course perspective, the association involving child-welfare 

involvement may be interpreted as potentially relevant to processes of institutional 

disadvantage and continuity. However, the reviews do not directly establish that 

child-welfare involvement weakens social bonds or restricts later opportunities. 

This interpretation therefore represents an application of the theoretical 

framework rather than a mechanism directly tested by the reviews. 
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These relationships are not uniform. Yohros (2023) found that ACEs did not 

predict violent recidivism among Hispanic females, and other studies included in 

the review reported no significant ACE–recidivism association among Hispanic 

youth more generally (p. 1648). Astridge et al. (2023) similarly report that female 

offenders experienced higher rates of cumulative ACEs, neglect, sexual abuse, 

physical abuse, emotional abuse, and parental mental illness than male offenders 

(p. 9). These findings indicate that the relationship between childhood adversity 

and later offending may vary across demographic groups rather than following a 

uniform developmental pathway. 

Two other reviews in the final set showed further evidence on adult offending and 

the variation in the relationship between childhood maltreatment and later 

offending. Dalsklev et al. (2021) reviewed 13 studies examining childhood 

physical and/or sexual abuse and adult reoffending. They found an overall trend 

towards a positive association, although most of the associations were small and 

not statistically significant. Only two studies found moderate-to-large 

associations, both involving childhood physical abuse and violent reoffending (p. 

614). This can suggest that childhood victimisation may be linked to continued 

offending into adulthood, which is consistent with a life-course perspective. 

However, Dalsklev et al. did not directly test a life-course explanation. 

Malvaso, Delfabbro and Day (2016) reviewed 62 prospective and longitudinal 

studies and highlighted variation in the relationship between childhood 

maltreatment and later offending. The association differed depending on factors 

such as the type, timing, severity, and chronicity of maltreatment, as well as 

individual, social, and contextual factors (p. 4). They also discuss these 

differences from a developmental and life-course perspective (p. 12). This shows 

the importance of considering different developmental pathways rather than 

assuming that childhood maltreatment will lead to later offending. 

Together with the demographic differences discussed above, these findings show 

that offending following childhood adversity is not a consistent or inevitable 

outcome. Instead, the relationship appears to vary depending on a range of 

individual, social, contextual, and developmental factors. 

. 
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4.4. Change, Protective Factors and Turning Points 

The review literature also indicates that the effects of childhood adversity are not 

uniform across individuals, and several reviews report factors associated with a 

weaker adversity–offending relationship. Yohros (2023) found that resilience 

reduced the impact of ACEs on offending behaviour, and that large improvements 

in empathy reduced the effect of ACEs on both re-arrest and re-adjudication (p. 

1648). Astridge et al. (2023) similarly identified positive childhood experiences, 

strong social bonds, and gains in empathy as factors associated with a weaker 

relationship between ACE exposure and recidivism (p. 9). Yohros (2023) further 

found that alcohol and other drug treatment was associated with a weaker ACE–

recidivism relationship, particularly among males (p. 1649). 

This suggests that developmental pathways following childhood adversity are not 

fixed. Supportive relationships, personal development, and access to intervention 

were associated with reduced offending risk for some individuals, which is 

consistent with the life-course emphasis on the possibility of change. However, 

the evidence does not show whether these factors function as turning points in the 

theoretical sense. They are better understood as factors that may contribute to 

change rather than confirmed turning points. 



24 

5. RESULTS: SOCIAL LEARNING THEORY 

5.1. Behavioural Modelling and Imitation 

Smith-Marek et al. (2015) found that childhood exposure to family violence was 

associated with both later intimate partner violence (IPV) perpetration (r = .25) 

and victimisation (r = .21) in adulthood (p. 509). This finding is consistent with a 

behavioural-modelling interpretation in which experiences within the family of 

origin may continue to shape relationship behaviour later in life. However, Smith-

Marek et al. (2015) also found no evidence that violence committed by the same-

sex parent had a stronger influence than violence committed by the opposite-sex 

parent (pp. 500–501). This challenges a straightforward imitation account based 

on identification with a same-sex role model and suggests that the 

intergenerational transmission of violence cannot be explained by modelling 

alone. 

Braga et al. (2017), in a meta-analysis of 33 prospective longitudinal studies (N = 

23,973), found that childhood maltreatment was associated with both general 

antisocial behaviour (r = .11) and aggressive antisocial behaviour (r = .11, p. 37). 

Braga et al. discuss these findings in relation to cycle-of-violence and social-

learning explanations, including modelling and differential reinforcement, without 

testing modelling itself as a mechanism (p. 45). 

Together, these two reviews suggest that behavioural modelling can help explain 

intergenerational patterns of violence and antisocial behaviour. However, 

exposure to violent behaviour alone is unlikely to provide a complete explanation, 

particularly as neither review directly tested imitation. 

5.2. Learned Definitions 

Direct review-level evidence for the definitions component of Social Learning 

Theory was limited within the final eight included reviews. Astridge et al. (2023) 

discuss how experiences of childhood abuse may contribute to the normalisation 

of violence among justice-involved youth (p. 11). This is compatible with an 

interpretation involving learned definitions, although Astridge et al. do not 

directly operationalise or test definitions in the sense proposed by Akers. 
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The remaining reviews provide little direct evidence concerning attitudes or 

beliefs favourable to violence or offending. Smith-Marek et al.'s (2015) findings 

on the association between childhood family violence and later IPV may be 

compatible with a social-learning interpretation, but the meta-analysis does not 

directly measure learned definitions or attitudes towards violence. Similarly, the 

overall association between childhood maltreatment and antisocial behaviour 

reported by Braga et al. (2017) does not itself demonstrate that favourable or 

neutralising definitions have been learned. 

Overall, the review evidence gives stronger support of associations between 

childhood adversity and later behavioural outcomes than of the cognitive 

processes proposed within the definition’s component of SLT. Learned definitions 

therefore stays as a theoretically plausible interpretation, but they are not directly 

demonstrated by the included review literature. 

5.3. Differential Reinforcement and Social Influence 

Direct review-level evidence for differential reinforcement, in the sense of 

behaviour being maintained through specific rewards or punishments, was limited 

within the final eight included reviews. Braga et al. (2017) discuss their findings 

in relation to cycle-of-violence and social-learning explanations that include 

differential reinforcement (p. 45). However, their meta-analysis does not directly 

test reinforcement as a mechanism. The association between childhood 

maltreatment and later antisocial behaviour is therefore compatible with, rather 

than direct evidence of, a reinforcement process. 

Direct evidence for differential association was similarly limited. The included 

reviews generally identified broader social and contextual influences rather than 

directly measuring associations with peers or other social groups in a manner 

corresponding specifically to Akers' concept of differential association. 

Malvaso, Delfabbro and Day (2016) identify many individual, social, and 

contextual factors that could influence the relationship between childhood 

maltreatment and later offending. They also found differences depending on the 

type, timing, severity, and chronicity of maltreatment (p. 4). These findings help 

show the wider social and developmental context in which offending may 

develop. However, they should not be taken as direct evidence of differential 
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association or differential reinforcement, as Malvaso et al. did not specifically 

examine these SLT mechanisms. 

 

Overall, there was limited direct evidence for differential reinforcement and 

differential association across the eight reviews. Where these ideas appeared, they 

were mainly discussed as possible explanations or reflected in broader social and 

contextual findings, rather than being directly examined. This does not mean that 

these SLT mechanisms are not important. Instead, it means that the evidence 

included in this thesis is not strong enough to show that these specific 

mechanisms explain the relationship between childhood adversity and later 

offending. 
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6. DISCUSSION 

6.1. Interpretation of the Main Findings 

This thesis examined how findings on childhood family violence and related 

adversity can be interpreted through a life-course criminological perspective and 

Social Learning Theory (SLT). Across the eight included reviews, childhood 

adversity was associated with a range of offending-related outcomes, but the 

strength and form of these associations varied across exposures, populations, and 

outcomes. 

Three broader patterns emerged from the analysis. First, greater cumulative 

exposure to adversity was generally associated with greater offending-related risk. 

Second, the relationship was heterogeneous rather than uniform, with evidence of 

variation according to developmental, individual, and contextual factors. Third, 

the two theoretical perspectives did not receive equal support from the review 

evidence. Life-course concepts showed the strongest overall correspondence, 

whereas support for specific SLT mechanisms was more limited and primarily 

interpretive. These differences are considered in the following sections. 

 

6.2. Life-Course Interpretation 

The life-course criminological perspective provided the strongest overall 

correspondence with the findings. The cumulative associations identified by 

Yohros (2023), Astridge et al. (2023), and Graf et al. (2021) are consistent with 

cumulative disadvantage, suggesting that multiple adverse experiences may 

contribute to increasing developmental vulnerability over time. 

The evidence also corresponds with variation in developmental trajectories. 

Yohros (2023) identified associations between ACE exposure and the onset, 

seriousness, and persistence of offending, while Fitton et al. (2020) found an 

increased risk of later violent behaviour following childhood maltreatment. 

Malvaso et al. (2016) further demonstrated that the maltreatment–offending 

relationship varied according to developmental and contextual circumstances. 

Together with the more modest adult reoffending associations identified by 

Dalsklev et al. (2021), these findings suggest that continuity is possible but far 

from universal. 
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Protective factors identified by Yohros (2023) and Astridge et al. (2023), 

including resilience, empathy, positive experiences, social bonds, and treatment, 

are also compatible with the life-course emphasis on the possibility of change. 

However, these factors should not automatically be described as turning points 

because the reviews did not demonstrate that particular transitions redirected 

offending trajectories. 

The findings therefore correspond more strongly with the broader life-course 

concepts of cumulative disadvantage, developmental variation, continuity, and 

change than with Sampson and Laub's specific age-graded mechanisms. Although 

findings concerning social bonds are compatible with age-graded theory, the 

reviews did not directly test whether changes in informal social control explained 

offending or desistance. 

6.3. Social Learning Theory 

The results were less consistent with Social Learning Theory than with the life-

course perspective. Behavioural modelling had the clearest support, particularly in 

Smith-Marek et al. (2015), who found an association between childhood family 

violence and later IPV. However, the lack of a stronger same-sex parent effect 

makes it difficult to explain this relationship through imitation alone. 

Braga et al. (2017) also discuss modelling and differential reinforcement as 

possible explanations for the association between childhood maltreatment and 

later antisocial behaviour, although these mechanisms were not directly measured. 

Evidence for the remaining SLT mechanisms was considerably weaker. Learned 

definitions, differential association, and differential reinforcement were generally 

not measured directly within the included reviews. SLT therefore adds a plausible 

account of the social processes through which behavioural continuity might occur, 

but the present evidence cannot establish that these processes explain the observed 

associations. 
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6.4. Complementary Explanations and Implications 

Considering the findings across both perspectives highlights an important 

difference in their explanatory contribution. The life-course perspective had 

stronger direct correspondence with patterns of cumulative adversity, 

developmental continuity, variation, and change, whereas SLT offered more 

specific but less directly supported explanations of how behaviours may be 

learned and maintained. 

However, the two perspectives should not be treated as forming a single causal 

pathway. The stronger support for life-course concepts does not mean that SLT 

mechanisms explain these developmental patterns. Similarly, findings that are 

consistent with behavioural modelling do not provide evidence for the 

developmental processes described by the life-course perspective. Instead, the two 

perspectives provide different but complementary ways of interpreting the 

findings. 

This also reinforces a non-deterministic understanding of childhood adversity. 

Exposure to family violence and ACEs may increase offending-related risk, but 

variation across the evidence and the presence of protective factors show that 

developmental pathways remain open to change. Interventions should therefore 

recognise cumulative childhood adversity while avoiding assumptions that 

victimisation inevitably results in later offending. 

Future research should examine these theoretical mechanisms more directly. 

Longitudinal studies would be particularly useful for establishing whether 

processes such as behavioural modelling, learned definitions, changes in social 

bonds, and cumulative disadvantage help explain the relationship between 

childhood adversity and future offending over time. This would allow future 

research to move beyond identifying associations that are compatible with these 

perspectives and assess whether the mechanisms they propose actually contribute 

to continuity or change in offending pathways. 
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6.5. Limitations 

Several limitations affect how these findings should be interpreted. The evidence 

base combined reviews examining different forms of childhood adversity and 

different offending-related outcomes. Formal outcomes such as recidivism and 

justice-system involvement are not equivalent to antisocial behaviour, violence, or 

IPV, which limits the extent to which findings can be compared across reviews. 

There may also be overlap between the primary studies included in different 

reviews, meaning that apparently separate findings may partly reflect the same 

underlying evidence. 

A further limitation is the theoretical analysis itself. Most included reviews were 

not designed to test the life-course perspective or SLT directly, meaning that 

correspondence with concepts such as cumulative disadvantage or behavioural 

modelling can’t be treated as evidence that those mechanisms caused the observed 

relationships. The conclusions therefore concern the explanatory value of the two 

perspectives when applied to existing review evidence, rather than providing a 

direct empirical test of either perspective. 
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7. CONCLUSION 

This thesis examined how childhood exposure to family violence and related 

forms of childhood adversity may become associated with later offending-related 

outcomes through a life-course criminological perspective and Social Learning 

Theory. Drawing on review-level evidence, the analysis explored whether 

recurring patterns identified within the literature could be interpreted through 

concepts derived from these perspectives. 

The findings indicate that childhood adversity is consistently associated with a 

range of offending-related outcomes, such as, juvenile justice involvement, 

recidivism, violent behaviour, antisocial behaviour, and intimate partner violence. 

However, the evidence also shows variation across individuals, forms of 

adversity, and offending outcomes. Childhood exposure to family violence is 

therefore best understood as a significant risk factor rather than a deterministic 

cause of later offending. 

The life-course perspective provided the strongest correspondence with the 

reviewed evidence. Concepts such as cumulative disadvantage, developmental 

trajectories, continuity, and change were reflected across multiple reviews and 

helped explain how childhood adversity may contribute to developmental 

vulnerability over time. The findings also highlighted the importance of protective 

factors and the possibility of change, reinforcing the view that pathways from 

adversity to offending remain dynamic rather than fixed. 

Social Learning Theory offered a complementary perspective by identifying 

possible mechanisms where behaviour may be learned and maintained within 

social environments. Evidence relating to behavioural modelling was the most 

directly relevant to this perspective, while support for learned definitions, 

differential association, and differential reinforcement was more limited. As a 

result, Social Learning Theory should be viewed mainly as providing plausible 

explanatory mechanisms rather than receiving direct empirical confirmation from 

the reviewed evidence. 

Overall, the findings suggest that childhood adversity and future offending are 

linked through complex developmental and social processes rather than a single 

causal pathway. Future research would benefit from longitudinal designs that 

directly examine how developmental experiences and social learning processes 
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interact across the life course, allowing the explanatory strengths and limitations 

of both perspectives to be tested more directly. 
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APPENDIX A 

Deductive framework analysis of the eight included reviews. 

Table 2 

Theoretical Coding of the Eight Included Reviews 

Review Review design / 

evidence base 
Exposure / 

adversity examined Outcome examined Main relevant findings Life-course coding Social Learning 

Theory coding 
Interpretation / 

key limitation 

Yohros 

(2023) 
Systematic review 

and meta-analysis. 
Adverse Childhood 

Experiences 

(ACEs) / 

cumulative 

childhood trauma 

exposure. 

Juvenile recidivism (re-

arrest, re-adjudication, 

reoffending). 

Each additional ACE 

associated with 

approximately a 4.4% 

increase in the odds of 

juvenile recidivism. 
High trauma exposure 

predicts membership in a 

chronic, life-course-

persistent offending 

pathway. 
Child-welfare involvement 

mediates the trauma–

reoffending relationship. 
Relationship varies by 

subgroup and can be 

reduced by alcohol/drug 

treatment, particularly 

among males. 

Developmental 

trajectories – 

compatible (life-

course-persistent 

pathway). 
Cumulative 

disadvantage – 

compatible. Greater 

cumulative ACE 

exposure was 

associated with 

increased 

recidivism risk. 

Developmental 

trajectories/continui

ty – compatible 

through 

associations with 

chronic and 

persistent offending 

pathways.. 

Not directly 

supported. 
Correlational 

review-level 

evidence. 

Findings are 

compatible with a 

life-course 

interpretation; the 

review does not 

itself test Life-

Course Theory as 

a causal model. 

Astridge 

et al. 

(2023) 

Systematic review 

and meta-analysis. 
Adverse Childhood 

Experiences 

(ACEs) among 

youth offenders. 

Youth recidivism. Youth with 

multiple/overlapping ACEs 

had almost double the odds 

of recidivism (OR = 1.966). 
Chronic physical abuse 

associated with 

normalisation of aggression 

Cumulative 

disadvantage – 

compatible (stacked 

adversities 

compounding risk). 
Protective social 

bonds are 

compatible with 

Normalisation of 

aggression may 

be interpreted 

under learned 

definitions (SLT-

compatible); the 

review does not 

directly test SLT. 

Protective-factor 

finding should be 

read as 

compatible with 

change, not as a 

demonstrated 

turning point. 

Normalisation 
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Review Review design / 

evidence base 
Exposure / 

adversity examined Outcome examined Main relevant findings Life-course coding Social Learning 

Theory coding 
Interpretation / 

key limitation 

and increased offending 

risk. 
High-quality social bonds 

to family/school were 

associated with reduced 

impact of childhood 

adversity. 

change but are not 

coded as a 

demonstrated 

turning point, as the 

review does not 

show a bond 

redirecting a 

trajectory. 

finding is an 

interpretive lens, 

not a direct SLT 

test. 

Graf et 

al. 

(2021) 

Systematic review. Adverse Childhood 

Experiences 

(ACEs). 

Juvenile justice-system 

contact. 
Higher ACE scores 

associated with juvenile 

justice-system contact in a 

dose-response fashion. 
Childhood trauma proposed 

to disrupt adult well-being 

via 

neurodevelopmental/cogniti

ve-impairment pathways. 

Cumulative 

disadvantage – 

compatible. Higher 

cumulative ACE 

exposure was 

associated with 

greater likelihood 

of juvenile justice-

system contact. 

Not directly 

supported. 
The proposed 

neurodevelopmen

tal mechanism is 

biological rather 

than 

criminological 

and is kept 

distinct from the 

life-course 

continuity 

mechanism rather 

than treated as 

equivalent to it. 

Dalsklev 

et al. 

(2021) 

Systematic review 

with narrative 

synthesis; 13 

included studies. 

Combined N = 4,297. 

Childhood physical 

and/or sexual abuse 

before age 18. 

Adult reoffending. Most associations between 

childhood physical/sexual 

abuse and reoffending were 

small and did not reach 

statistical significance. 
Only two studies reported 

moderate-to-large effects, 

both involving childhood 

physical abuse and violent 

reoffending specifically. 

Continuity/persisten

ce is a compatible 

interpretation; the 

review does not 

directly test a life-

course model. 

Not directly 

supported. 
Heterogeneous 

reoffending 

measures and 

retrospective 

measurement 

across included 

studies; effects 

generally small 

and mostly non-

significant – 

findings should 

not be overstated 

as causal. 

Malvaso

, 

Delfabbr

o & Day 

(2016) 

Systematic review of 

prospective/longitudi

nal studies; 62 

studies included in 

qualitative synthesis. 

Childhood/adolesc

ent maltreatment. 
Delinquent/offending 

behaviour. 
The maltreatment–

offending relationship is 

heterogeneous and non-

deterministic, varying by 

maltreatment type, timing, 

severity/chronicity, 

placement experiences, and 

Strong, explicit life-

course relevance: 

developmental 

timing and 

changing/non-

deterministic 

Not directly 

supported. 

Contextual 

factors discussed 

in the review are 

not treated as 

direct evidence of 

Findings 

emphasise 

heterogeneity and 

non-determinism; 

should not be 

presented as 

evidence of a 
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evidence base 
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adversity examined Outcome examined Main relevant findings Life-course coding Social Learning 

Theory coding 
Interpretation / 

key limitation 

wider 

individual/social/contextual 

factors. 

offending 

pathways. 
differential 

association or 

reinforcement. 

uniform 

maltreatment-to-

offending effect. 

Fitton, 

Yu & 

Fazel 

(2020) 

Systematic review 

and meta-analysis of 

prospective studies. 

Childhood 

maltreatment. 
Violent outcomes 

(broader 

antisocial/violent 

behaviour, not formal 

justice-system contact). 

Individuals physically 

abused as children are 

significantly more likely to 

violently victimise others in 

adulthood (“cycle of 

violence”). 
Childhood trauma proposed 

to alter limbic brain 

structures, reducing 

biological capacity to 

control aggression. 

Continuity/persisten

ce – compatible 

interpretation, 

though the 

proposed 

mechanism is 

framed biologically 

rather than purely 

socially; not a direct 

test of Life-Course 

Theory. 

Compatible 

interpretation 

only. The cycle-

of-violence 

finding is not 

presented as 

direct proof of 

behavioural 

modelling. 

Violent behaviour 

is distinguished 

from formal 

criminal-justice 

outcomes. Should 

not be reported as 

confirming either 

theory outright. 

Smith-

Marek et 

al. 

(2015) 

Meta-analytic review. Childhood 

experiences of 

family violence. 

Adult partner violence 

(IPV 

perpetration/victimisatio

n). 

Growing up with family 

violence is associated with 

viewing physical force as 

an appropriate way to 

resolve conflict. 
Same-sex parent effects 

were not found to be 

stronger. 

Not directly 

supported. 
Imitation/modelli

ng – compatible 

interpretation. 

The 

intergenerational 

association 

between 

childhood family 

violence and later 

IPV is consistent 

with behavioural 

modelling, but 

modelling was 

not directly 

measured. The 

absence of 

stronger same-

sex parent effects 

also complicates 

a simple imitation 

explanation. 

The review itself 

notes social 

learning is only 

part of the 

explanation for 

the maltreatment–

IPV link; 

behavioural 

modelling is a 

plausible but not 

an overstated 

interpretation. 

Braga et 

al. 

(2017) 

Meta-analysis 

exclusively of 

prospective 

longitudinal studies; 

33 studies, 69 

Overall 

maltreatment, plus 

physical, sexual, 

and emotional 

abuse and neglect. 

General and aggressive 

juvenile antisocial 

behaviour. 

Overall maltreatment 

associated with general 

antisocial behaviour (r = 

.11) and aggressive 

antisocial behaviour (r = 

.11). 

The paper discusses 

developmental/life-

course explanations 

of maltreatment 

timing, but does not 

empirically test 

The paper 

discusses 

modelling and 

reinforcement 

concepts, but 

does not 

Theoretical 

discussion of both 

frameworks 

should not be 

reported as a 

direct empirical 
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adversity examined Outcome examined Main relevant findings Life-course coding Social Learning 

Theory coding 
Interpretation / 

key limitation 

correlations. N = 

23,973. 
Physical and sexual abuse 

were more strongly related 

to aggressive than general 

antisocial behaviour; 

neglect showed increased 

risk of general antisocial 

involvement specifically. 

Life-Course Theory 

as a causal model. 
empirically test 

Social Learning 

Theory as a 

causal model. 

Learned 

definitions are 

not coded, as they 

are not directly 

supported by the 

paper. 

test of either Life-

Course Theory or 

Social Learning 

Theory. 

 


