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Abstract
Adverse life events during childhood have been associated with increased rates 
of violence. Despite decades of violent conflict, there continues to be a paucity of 
contextually relevant data related to youth violence in Northern Ireland. Prospective 
studies are useful but these require time and resources that are not often available. 
In the absence of such studies, there remains a need to understand the prevalence 
and impact of serious youth violence in a cost-effective and timely way. The primary 
aim of this study is to present a novel method for collecting and analyzing violence-
related data using existing administrative data through a retrospective case file review 
of young people aged 10–18 who spent time in custodial services (n = 145) over a 1-year 
period (January 2019 to December 2019) in Northern Ireland. A digital worksheet 
was developed and following a review, data from each file were extracted. Analyses 
examined the relationship between potentially traumatic life events and violent 
offending. Consistent with previous studies, this study found that rates of both adversity 
and violent offending are high. However, not all forms of adversity are associated with 
the same violent outcomes. Regression models illustrated, for instance, a significant 
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relationship between community-based victimization and violent offending. Those who 
experienced more serious forms of violence were more likely to engage in higher harm 
violence. This study adds to the international literature on psychological trauma and 
youth violence and makes recommendations for future investigation.
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Introduction

Since the late 1990s, there has been an explosion in interest around the impact of adver-
sity on children and young people both in the short term and over the longer term. This 
has been facilitated in part by advances in analytical techniques, technological feats, and 
increased investment. Adverse Childhood Experiences or “ACEs” popularized by 
Vincent Felitti et  al.’s (1998) seminal report has become synonymous with trauma-
related research. The studies undertaken by Felitti and colleagues illustrated that expo-
sure to adversity during childhood is significantly associated with a range of psychological, 
biological, and behavioral outcomes through childhood and even into adulthood. 
Subsequent large studies have also shown that these traumatic responses to adversity are 
alarmingly high in childhood (Levenon and Grady, 2016), and have consistently demon-
strated that exposure to potentially traumatic experiences during the formative years of 
adolescence are associated with a range of deleterious outcomes across the life course 
(Abate et al., 2017; Bellis et al., 2014; Blum et al., 2019). Outcomes include escalated 
incidents of aggression and violence.

Sociological and criminological work has consistently found that youth engaged 
within the justice system are themselves often exposed to another form of adversity: 
interpersonal community-based violence. Interpersonal violence is a highly prevalent 
form of adversity that appears to be elevated in areas of high community tension and 
conflict. Interpersonal adversities, and in particular violent ones, appear to be more con-
sistently related to subsequent violence offending (Baglivio et al., 2021). As they have 
been mooted since the late 1980s, decades of evidence have observed the criminogenic 
effects of childhood violent victimization, often referred to as the “victim-offender over-
lap” or the cycle of violence (Widom, 1989). But the relationship is by no means clear. 
While victims of interpersonal trauma are at increased risk of perpetrating violence, so 
that violent adversities will go on to perpetrate violence themselves (Wright et al., 2019), 
it is also true that not everyone experienced adversity as a child.

Understanding the relationship between adversity and violence can be important for 
identifying those most at risk, and by extension, potential opportunities to design and test 
prevention approaches. International standards for the protection of children against vio-
lence and its related harms are enshrined in the United Nations Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (UNCRC) and yet, the vast majority of interpersonal violence goes under 
recorded. This makes analysis of adversity, including community-based violence, critical 
to advancing the prevention of violence itself. This article presents a novel approach to 
collecting data in a cost-effective way, which is informed by existing administrative and 
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empirical data, as well as useful theoretical approaches that help to construct reasonable 
explanations for the presence (or absence) of interpersonal violence.

Violence-related data

Figures from global bodies such as the World Health Organization (WHO) illustrate the 
long arm of violence. The burden appears profound. Globally, it is estimated that one out 
of two children aged 2–17 years suffer some form of violence each year, and one-third of 
adolescents are victimized by peer-related violence (WHO, 2020). The collection and 
analysis of disaggregated administrative data combined with investment in high-quality 
empirical studies have been an important step in identifying those in need of support. 
However, administrative data are often limited, aggregated, and difficult to elucidate the 
impact of distinct forms of adversity on particular populations, thereby reducing the 
association between these and specific behavioral outcomes. The most widely available 
and reliable data sources include official justice figures and mortality rates published by 
health departments (Prinsloo et al., 2015), but the majority of violence relates to non-
fatal injuries and very often victims’ injuries remain unreported.

High-quality and often prospective studies have provided additional insights and 
helped to address some of the gaps with administrative data. Some of these have esti-
mated that up to 60% of young people are exposed to violence (Farrell and Zimmerman, 
2017). However, they also suggest that this is experienced disproportionally by particu-
lar communities and populations. In one study, Catherine Shaffer et al. (2019) found that 
internalizing symptoms (such as over-inhibited or internally focused symptoms includ-
ing anxiety, fear, sadness/depression, social withdrawal, and somatic complaints) 
increased the risk of frequent and more serious forms of perpetration of violence in areas 
of high disadvantage but not of low disadvantage. Another study estimated that although 
only 12% of reported violence is committed by young people, there is a sub group of less 
than 10% of young people who are responsible for more than half of all serious youth 
violence (Piquero, 2011).

Later studies have sought to unpack these findings to understand the nuances within 
these observations. In a prospective longitudinal birth cohort, James Topitzes et  al. 
(2012) found that, by controlling for the same types of adversity, males were signifi-
cantly more likely to engage in violent offending. Furthermore, although family func-
tioning and educational stability were important, it was only for males that it predicted 
increased rates of violence. This appears to illustrate some gender differentiation in how 
youth respond to traumatic experiences, with boys more likely to present with external-
izing difficulties, or a spectrum of disinhibited or externally focused behavioral symp-
toms including aggression, conduct problems, delinquent behavior, oppositionality, 
hyperactivity, and attention problems.

In fact, this observation has been one of the most frequently repeated observations 
(Maschi and Bradley, 2008). In their study, Bryanna Fox et al. (2015) explored the odds 
of engaging in serious and chronic violence. Although dose-response effect of adversity 
was a significant predictor, the strongest predictor was gender, with the odds of young 
men engaging in serious violence four times greater than young women (OR = 4.69).
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The contribution made by some international studies that have used administrative 
and/or prospective empirical data have been immense. And yet, some of these same stud-
ies have suggested nuances within the data. Therefore, combining what is known broadly 
regarding risk and protective factors with contextually and culturally relevant data, for 
example, in places such as Northern Ireland (NI), could enhance prevention efforts. 
Indeed, Colin Knox (2002) notes that NI is synonymous with the word “violence.”

Between 1969 and 1998, the period known as “the Troubles,” the population of NI 
was directly and vicariously affected by the murder of more than 3,700 people, com-
pounded with the injury of 40,000 more (McKittrick et  al., 2007). In analyses of the 
conflict and its legacy, it is regularly reported that young men accounted for a high pro-
portion of Troubles-related-deaths (e.g. Smyth et al., 2004), and disproportionally expe-
rienced paramilitary violence (Fay et al., 1998). Throughout the Troubles, young men 
were also those more likely to be perpetrators of conflict-related violence. A more recent 
prevalence study of youth mental health undertaken by Lisa Bunting et al. (2020) found 
that the most commonly reported traumatic events for young people below 18 years in NI 
was violence related. Although several studies have sought to investigate young people’s 
relationship with violence in post-conflict NI (see, for example, Walsh and Schubotz, 
2020; YANI, 2001), these have tended to rely on qualitative data with few studies exam-
ining young people’s exposure to violence (both as victim and perpetrator) and how 
adversity within this context affects behavioral outcomes such as violence.

Understanding the ways in which young people in NI continue to be exposed to vio-
lence and other forms of adversity that are predictive of violent perpetration are impor-
tant for the development of effective prevention strategies but also critical for the 
transition towards peace. Recent data appear to illustrate the persistent threat of violence 
within some communities across NI. Despite more than two decades since the upsurge of 
optimism that came with the peace accord in 1998, young people continue to report con-
cerns around their personal safety (Walsh, 2020a), experience peer-related community 
violence, paramilitary threat and coercion, and paramilitary exploitation (EANI, 2020).

Theoretical considerations

In trying to understand the elevated prevalence of peer and organized violence in some 
NI communities, the concept of intergenerational trauma has significant utility. 
Intergenerational trauma describes a phenomenon whereby those who do not directly 
experience traumatic events nevertheless present increased psychological distress. This 
has been observed in populations that have experienced significant collective trauma, 
such as Holocaust survivors and their children who were not directly exposed to the 
traumatic events (Fonagy, 1999) or the children of those who were present during the 
9/11 attacks (Yehuda et al., 2005). Although the behavioral and psychological mecha-
nisms are not clear, observations from NI have found deleterious psycho-social effects 
among second generation of those directly affected by conflict-related violence. It is 
evident that the Irish Troubles have left a legacy and social issues that have permeated 
throughout Northern Irish society (Kapur and Campbell, 2004) with particular enduring 
effects for younger people (McAlister et al., 2011). For example, researchers have found 
stress symptoms among the children of those who witnessed the killing of 13 civilians 
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during a civil rights demonstration in the city of Derry, NI in 1972 (McGuigan and 
Shevlin, 2010). This “trans-generational effect” has also been described by others 
(Goodman and West-Olatunji, 2008; Van der Kolk et  al., 1996). Natan Kellermann 
(2001) distinguished four different theoretical models for how this transmission takes 
place: psychodynamic and relational, sociocultural, family systems and communication, 
and biological models of transmission. Psychodynamic models have claimed that the 
child unconsciously absorbs the repressed experiences of the survivor parent (e.g. 
Volkan, 1996). Sociocultural models highlight the primacy of family systems and parent-
ing practices. Parenting styles are highly predictive of both pro and antisocial behavioral 
outcomes (see Henggeler et  al., 1998), however, when parents themselves have been 
traumatized, the psycho-social outcomes for their children can be affected no matter the 
education they receive (Schwerdtfeger et  al., 2013). Biological or genetic models of 
transmission have proposed that traumatization can be passed on through a genetic or 
biochemical predisposition (Fargas-Malet and Dillenburger, 2016). Ronald Kessler et al. 
(1995) suggest a lifetime prevalence for Post-Traumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD) of 8% 
with the risk of it developing following a traumatic incident recorded at 23.6% (Breslau 
et  al., 1991, 1997). Meta-analyses suggest common risk factors for PTSD severity 
include a lack of social support and additional life stress (e.g. Brewin et al., 2000). Given 
the historical context within NI, some studies estimate that as much as 1 in 20 people in 
NI has clinical levels of PTSD (Ferry et al., 2014).

The fifth edition of the Diagnostic and Statistical Manual of Mental Disorders, the 
DSM-5 (Weathers et  al., 2013), outlines eight key criteria for PTSD diagnosis. This 
includes (a) exposure to actual or threatened death, serious injury or sexual violence; (b) 
intrusion symptoms; (c) persistent avoidance; (d) negative alterations in cognitions and 
mood; (e) marked alterations in arousal and reactivity; (f) duration longer than 1 month; 
(g) significant distress or impairment in functioning; and (h) not attributable to effects of 
a substance or a medical condition (Weathers et al., 2013). However, the purpose of this 
study was not to clinically diagnose PTSD using case file data but rather to examine 
potential indicators of trauma through the records of potentially traumatic life events.

Well-established theories provide some additional insights. General theories of crime 
such as the strain theory (Agnew, 1992) and the social learning theory (Bandura, 1979) 
have enabled rigorous testing of hypothesis that link victimization to perpetration. 
Combined, these approaches to violence situate violent behavior within an ecology of 
interconnected systems, each susceptible to changes in the other. Adaptations of the 
social learning theory suggest that young people may behave violently when they observe 
aggression such as in the home or when they live in communities that experience high 
levels of conflict. In the presence of childhood adversity such as violent victimization, 
the general strain theory (Agnew, 1992) suggests that overwhelming emotions can result 
in aggressive and violent behavior, the aim of which is to address what is perceived to be 
unjust. The observations suggest that young men are under particular pressure to respond 
to one particular form of strain (disrespectful treatment) with limited resources with 
which to respond (Agnew, 2001; Anderson, 1999). Subcultural norms can legitimize 
violence, through feelings of injustice and the perception that their status will be 
enhanced, thereby reducing the risk of further disrespectful treatment by providing a 
coping strategy which is both effective and perceived as feasible (Agnew, 2001).
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In many ways, the overlap between victim and perpetrators is most pronounced 
among the justice-involved population (Jennings et  al., 2012; Kar, 2019) and from a 
theoretical perspective, this group of young people are relatively more likely to have 
experienced chronic social strains and higher trauma load, and are less likely to have 
positive and consistent social supports and, finally, are more likely to be disproportion-
ately from economically and socially disadvantaged communities.

Associations between trauma and violence

Using international data, it has been estimated that up to 90% of those involved in the 
youth justice system self-report some previous adverse events during childhood. On 
average, they have experienced 4.9 types of adversity (SD = 2.9) with 70% meeting the 
criteria for a mental health disorder (Dierkhising, et al., 2013). This is in stark contrast to 
the general youth population (Silvern and Griese, 2012). Across both remand and sen-
tenced populations, undiagnosed mental health issues following traumatic exposure are 
estimated to be endemic (Buckingham, 2016; Halsey, 2018). In NI, as in other regions, 
these details are not routinely collected or analyzed to understand associations between 
these traumatic experiences and violent offending.

In their study, with 658 justice-involved young people aged 13–18, Carly Dierkhising 
et al. (2013) found that the most frequently reported adverse events included loss and 
bereavement (61.2%), domestic violence (51.6%), physical abuse (38.6%), and commu-
nity violence (34%).

Despite the relationship between adverse life events and violent offending (Dierkhising 
et al., 2013; Lansford et al., 2007; Maschi and Bradley, 2008; Smith and Thornberry, 
1995; Stouthamer-Loeber et al., 2001; Topitzes et al., 2012), few studies located in NI 
sufficiently articulate the relationship between victimization and the perpetration of vio-
lence. This had at least in part been explained by a lack of resources dedicated to design-
ing and collecting high quality empirical data combined with the lack of time in 
implementing such designs prospectively. Like in other regions, there is a need for NI to 
find a reliable, cost-effective, and timely approach to collecting and analyzing trauma-
related violence data in order to add value to existing theory, inform policy and enhance 
prevention practice.

Aims of this article

NI is a region that continues to deal with the legacy of community violence (Lynch and 
Joyce, 2018) and its harms (McLafferty et al., 2015). From a public heath perspective, the 
violence which is understood can be prevented (Dahlberg and Krug, 2002: 3). Public 
health approaches for the prevention of violence have provided a framework to take deci-
sions related to how violence is understood in a particular context, the specific risks asso-
ciated with the problem in that context, what types of interventions might be appropriate 
and evaluative mechanisms that are required to monitor progress against agreed aims. So 
before intervention, the public health approach demands understanding the problem.

A report by Colm Walsh (2019) which mapped the current administrative data in NI 
specific to experiences of youth violence across multiple government departments found 
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that data were either not collected at all or reported on in an aggregated way, thereby 
reducing opportunities for understanding intersections. A population-based survey found 
that the NI public was significantly more concerned about violent crime than those in 
England and Wales (NISRA, 2018). Given this, there is a legitimate and even urgent 
rationale to examine youth violence in the context of NI as it continues its pathway 
towards peace. Despite this, there is not always the time or the resources to undertake 
prospective studies.

In the absence of a population-based, prospective study of associations between psy-
chological trauma and violence, there remains a need to understand predictors of vio-
lence in order to design and test approaches to prevention. The primary aim of this article 
is to illustrate a novel approach to data analysis using case files as the basis for retrospec-
tive analysis and outline the findings for the purpose of understanding contextually situ-
ated violent offending. This approach has potential to add value in other low-resourced 
areas that experience violence and has the potential to contribute to an evolving theoreti-
cal and empirical landscape for those interested in improving outcomes for both potential 
victims and perpetrators of violence without large scale, population-based, prospective 
studies.

Methods

Susanne Witte (2020) offers a useful process framework for undertaking retrospective 
case file analysis. This three-step process involves gathering the information (ensuring 
access, retrieving the case files, and considering the ethical challenges), processing the 
information (selecting the variables of interest, handling inconsistences), and presenting 
the information in a meaningful way.

Access to the case files was secured through a regional network of professionals 
engaged in prevention of trauma and serious youth violence. Two of these network part-
ners involved academics from Queen’s University Belfast and Senior managers from the 
Youth Justice Agency (YJA) of NI. Between September 2018 and this study, the network 
had reviewed the evidence base and formulated the following two key research 
questions:

1.	 How prevalent is childhood trauma differentiated by gender and by type?
2.	 Are potentially traumatic life events associated with elevated violent behavior?

This study sought to begin to address these questions by implementing a novel 
approach to the collection of violence-related data. Within a youth justice environment, 
a robust and cost-effective research design was created.

Participants

A retrospective case file review was undertaken of a 1-year cohort who had entered into 
the only custodial site for young people between the ages of 10 and 18 in NI. Coding 
involved pseudonymizing the sample using existing YJA identification. This prevented 
identification of individuals, while maintaining the quality assurance of the protocols 
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within the organization. The sample arrived between January 2016 and December 2017 
(n = 145). Organizational approval was gained from the YJA of NI to undertake the 
review and ethical approval was secured by the research ethics committee within Queen’s 
University Belfast.

Of the 145 young people who engaged with the YJA of NI’s Juvenile Justice Centre 
(JJC) in this period, a total of 134 files were reviewed. Eight files were excluded from 
analysis as they related to Police and Criminal Evidence (PACE) remands. These remands 
lasted for such short periods of time that there was insufficient data held on file and 
therefore no meaningful analysis could be undertaken. The last three files that were 
excluded from the review were related to non-national males who stayed for a period in 
JJC but were later determined by the Home Office to be adults and were subsequently 
moved. In total, 88.7% of the sample were male (n = 119) and the remaining 11.3% were 
female (n = 15). Sample demographics are illustrated in Table 1.

Data collection

Based on previous international work on trauma and violence, variables of interest were 
established prior to data collection and an electronic worksheet was developed. The 
worksheet consisted of the following four relevant sections.

Section 1 included demographic variables (gender, age, religion, ethnicity). The 
demographic data were coded dichotomously (coded as 1 or 0), with the exception of 
the age variable which was coded as a scale variable;

Section 2 included psychological variables (e.g. evidence of substance use, mental 
health diagnosis);

Section 3 included information related to offending history. Four variables were 
coded. The first captured the most serious conviction. This was coded as “summary 
offence,” “either way,” and “indictable” ordinal variables. Second, these study were 

Table 1.  Sample demographics.

Demographic categories % (n = 134)

Gender Male 88.7
  Female 11.3
Religion Roman catholic 66.9
  Protestant 24.6
  Other 2.3
  None 6.2
Race White 97
  Irish traveller 3
Age at first entry 10–12 3.5
  13–15 49.3
  16–18 47.2
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particularly interested in interpersonal violence. If the young person had any previous 
conviction for a violent offence, this was coded as 1. Conversely, the absence of a 
violent conviction was coded as 0. Furthermore, if criminal histories included violent 
offending that was aggravated by the use of a weapon, this was coded as 1 and 0. The 
number of known offences was coded as a scale variable;

Section 4 coded information about potentially traumatic experiences that had been 
documented. The trauma checklist was developed using a modified version of the 
Life Events Checklist from DSM-5 (LEC-5). Seventeen items were coded dichoto-
mously (Weathers et al., 2013). The instrument assesses the presence of 16 adversities 
as well as an additional item assessing any other event not captured in the items. Two 
additional variables were added.

Given the unique context of NI that has been largely dominated by sectarian conflict 
since the 1970s, evidence for paramilitary threat and evidence of paramilitary attack 
were recorded. Given the evidence of dose-response effect of cumulative adversity, a 
final scale variable was added, representing the aggregate score of the number of unique 
adverse types that had been recorded for each individual. The variables of interest were 
presented to the network and senior management team at the YJA prior to applying for 
ethical approval.

Two reviewers independently reviewed each case file. Reviewer 1 was a researcher 
from Queen’s University Belfast with a background in researching psychological trauma 
and youth violence. The second reviewer was a senior manager within the YJA. This 
combination was considered an important approach in enhancing understanding and 
reducing bias during the data extraction and interpretation (Tourangeau, 2000). Neither 
reviewer had involvement in the delivery of custodial services, reducing potential bias in 
the interpretation of the files (Spratt et al., 2015). The interpretation of each case file and 
subsequent worksheet entries were reviewed together. When disagreements appeared, 
the files were reviewed together, and a resolution reached. While there was provision for 
an additional validation step (including a third reviewer), this was not required.

Case files had originally been collected as part of routine assessment and recording. 
The files within which were the records were developed by professionally qualified 
youth justice staff and included relevant information from social services, education ser-
vices, and medical services.

Variables relating to potentially traumatic events, including general exposure and spe-
cific exposure were dichotomized. In other words, the presence of an adverse life event 
was coded as 1 and the absence was coded as 0.

Analysis

First, univariate analysis was performed to characterize the study population using select 
variables, including gender, religion, age of first entry into custody, number of those con-
victed of violent offences, use of weapon/s, and number of periods in custody. Descriptive 
statistics are reported for items collected during the review. Second, bivariate analysis 
with chi-square tests as well as group comparisons using independent samples t-tests, and 
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bivariate correlations were used to examine relationships between variables. Third, multi-
variate logistic regression was used to explore factors increasing the predictive value of 
violent offending. Odds ratios were calculated with 95% confidence intervals to deter-
mine the increased odds of being convicted of a violent offence in the presence of poten-
tially traumatic experiences after controlling for related covariates. Analyses were 
completed using SPSS v24.

Results

Details within the files provided evidence for exposure to trauma. The reviewers were 
able to use the descriptive evidence contained in the files to re-code qualitative data into 
quantitative measurements in order to provide a proxy measure of exposure to trauma. 
Of the 134 cases which provided sufficient information in order to collect trauma-related 
data, 61.9% (n = 83) of young people had documented exposure to some form of poten-
tially traumatic event. This ranged between 0 and 8 (m = 1.5). The specific types are 
outlined in the Table 2. There was a statistically significant difference (t = −1.83, p = .049) 
between the average number of types of potentially traumatic events experienced by 
young men (m = 1.4), and the number of those experienced by young women (m = 2.2), 
which was smaller. Although there were no statistically significant gender differences in 
exposure to community violence or single incident type traumas, there were significant 
differences elsewhere (see Table 2). Young women in the study were more likely to expe-
rience maltreatment and sexual violence, domestic violence, while young men were 
more likely to be exposed to paramilitary type violence.

Interestingly, 63.4% (n = 85) of young people appeared to have had contact with men-
tal health services. Of those who appeared to have been exposed to known adversities, 
almost one-quarter (24.1%) had no contact with mental health services and almost one-
half (44.6%) had no formal mental health diagnosis. The majority of those with a mental 
health diagnosis had Attention-Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), however, there 
was evidence of high levels of co-morbidity, particular young people with combined 
anxiety, PTSD and conduct disorders (see Table 4).

From the data that were available, the majority of this cohort, 81.3% (n = 109), had 
been involved in some form of violent offending. In addition, there was evidence that 
within the cohort, a significant proportion (45.6%, n = 57) had been engaged in more 

Table 2.  Trauma-related adversity.

Trauma type % N Male (%) Female (%) x 2

Maltreatment 36.6 49 31.4 84.6** 12.13
Sexual violence 7.5 10 1.7 61.5** 52.6
Community violence 31.3 42 30.6 38.5 .072
Paramilitary threat/violence 29.1 39 30.6 15.4 1.31
Domestic violence 27.6 37 26.4 38.5 .353
Complex grief/loss 17.2 23 17.4 15.4 0
Single incident (including vehicle accident) 2.2 3 2.5 0 0

*p < .005; **p < .001. 



Walsh et al.	 95

serious forms of violence including the use weapons or sharps, aggravating factors in 
their convictions.

Based on the demographic and trauma-related data collected, analyses were under-
taken to establish any association between these factors and violent offending outcomes. 
Whether young people lived with parents or in the care of others was unrelated to either 
violent offending, use of weapons or offence severity. Complex grief/loss was unrelated 
to either violent offending, use of weapons or offence severity. Sexual violence was 

Table 3.  Demographics, psycho-social indicators, violent offending, and trauma experiences.

Section 1: Pyscho-social indicators Yes (%)

Substance use 83.6
Mental health disorder 49.3
Mental health service 63.4

Section 2: Violent offending history  

Violent offence 81.3
Weapons or sharps 45.6
Indictable only offences 47

Section 3: Potentially traumatic experiences  

Any 61.9
Maltreatment 36.6
Sexual 7.5
Community violence 31.3
Domestic violence 27.6
Complex grief/loss 17.2
Paramilitary threat 29.1

Table 4.  Overview of mental health disorders.

Mental health disorder category N %

Anxiety 1 1.5
Depression 6 9.1
PTSD 5 7.6
Personality 1 1.5
ADHD 30 45.5
Conduct 1 1.5
Comorbid 20 30.3
Selective mute 2 3.0
Total 66 100.0
Missing 68  
Total 134  

ADHD: attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder; PTSD: post-traumatic stress disorder.
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unrelated to either violent offending, use of weapons, or offence severity. Substance use 
was unrelated to violent offending nor seriousness of the offence.

However, other factors did have stronger associations with violent offences, use of 
weapons, and offence severity. These included exposure to adverse life events generally: 
having been exposed to childhood maltreatment, community violence, domestic vio-
lence, and being under paramilitary threat. Table 5 illustrates the statistical significance 
levels from the chi-square tests.

Chi-square tests illustrated that there was a significant association between all three 
categories of violent offending (general violence, use of weapons/sharps, and increased 
severity such as indictable only offences) and exposure to trauma. However, there was 
also significant variation within these sub types, with maltreatment, exposure to com-
munity violence, domestic violence, and paramilitary violence more strongly associated 
with violent offending than other categories.

To determine if exposure to potentially traumatic events could successfully distin-
guish between violent and non-violent groups, a series of multivariate regressions were 
conducted. In the first model presented in Table 6, block entry was used to evaluate the 
impact of the main predictor variable (exposure to trauma) on the odds that a justice-
involved young person would have committed a violent offence, above and beyond the 
effect of relevant demographic and pyscho-social covariates.

The full model contained five independent variables (age of first entry into custody, 
gender, a mental health diagnosis, a history of substance abuse, and general exposure to 
trauma). The full model containing all predictors was statistically significant, x2  (5, 
n = 134) = 26.26, p ⩽ .001, indicating that it was able to distinguish between those who 
had engaged in violent offending and those who did not. The model as a whole explained 

Table 5.  Associations between trauma and violent offending.

Trauma type Category x 2 df Sig.

Potentially traumatic 
exposure

Violent offence 16.84 1 <.001***

  Weapons/sharps 17.69 1 <.001***
  Severity 7.50 3 .049*
Maltreatment Violent offence 9.35 1 .002***
  Weapons/sharps 5.9 1 .015**
  Severity 9.24 3 .026*
Community violence Violent offence 9.17 1 .002***
  Weapons/sharps 22.28 1 <.001***
  Severity 9.19 3 .027*
Domestic violence Violent offence 10.09 1 .001***
  Weapons/sharps 10.27 1 .001***
  Severity 6.39 3 .09
Paramilitary threat/violence Violent offence 1.84 1 .11
  Weapons/sharps 17.41 1 <.001**
  Severity 8.29 3 .04*

*p < .05; **p < .005; ***p < .001.
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29.3% (Nagelkerke R squared) of the variance in violent offending and correctly identi-
fied 79.7% of cases.

As shown in Table 6, two of the independent variables made a unique statistically 
significant contribution to the model (trauma and mental health) with the strongest vari-
able being exposure to trauma, which recorded an odds ratio of 6.22. This indicated that 
those who were exposed to some form of potentially traumatic event were more than six 
times more likely to be convicted of a violent offence, controlling for other variables in 
the model.

The first logistic regression model was statistically significant (p ⩽ .001). Sensitivity 
analysis found that the model predicted 92.7% of violence-related convictions correctly. 
In fact, the addition of general exposure to trauma improved the fit of the model beyond 
the other variables and was a superior predictor of violent offending.

In the second model, backward conditional logistic regression was undertaken. A 
range of specific types of adversity (maltreatment, sexual violence, community violence, 
paramilitary violence, domestic violence, and complex grief) were assessed to determine 
if they could independently increase the predictability of engaging in violence. As sev-
eral types of adversity have been demonstrated to co-occur within the youth justice popu-
lation, test of multicollinearity was conducted using variance inflation factor (VIF) 
analysis (1/(1-R2)). All but one of the items were within the acceptable VIF range of <3. 
Domestic violence was highly correlated with other independent variables in the model 
above the acceptable level (>4) and was removed. The final model is shown in Table 7.

In this model, the best fit included three specific forms of adversity. Two of the vari-
ables made a unique statistically significant contribution to the model (maltreatment and 
exposure to community violence) with the strongest variable being exposure to commu-
nity violence, which recorded an odds ratio of 9.06. This indicated that those who were 

Table 6.  Logistic regression—Model 1.

B SE Wald Sig. OR CI

Gender −0.847 1.163 0.531 .466 0.429 0.044–4.19
Age 1.33 0.178 0.555 .456 1.14 0.81–1.62
Substance use 0.364 0.602 0.365 .546 1.44 0.44–4.68
Mental health diagnosis 1.51 0.57 6.92 .009* 4.51 1.47–13.84
Potentially traumatic event 1.83 0.58 9.99 .002* 6.22 2.0–19.31

CI: confidence interval; OR: odds ratio; SE: standard error.  
* p=<.05

Table 7.  Logistic regression—Model 2.

B SE Wald Sig. OR CI

Maltreatment 1.825 0.783 5.430 .020 6.20 1.336–28.78
Community violence 2.203 1.059 4.327 .038 9.06 1.136–28.78
Paramilitary threat/violence 1.798 1.072 2.814 .093 6.04 .739–49.38

CI: confidence interval; OR: odds ratio; SE: standard error.
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exposed to community violence were more than nine times more likely to be convicted 
of a violent offence, controlling for other variables in the model.

In addition to violent convictions, analysis was undertaken to explore the association 
between the range of variables and engagement in violent crimes where weapons and/or 
sharps had been used. In the third model shown in Table 8, a range of specific types of 
adversity were assessed to determine if they could independently increase the predicta-
bility of engaging in more serious forms of violence where weapons or sharps were used, 
controlling for mental health issues. The full model contained six independent variables 
(maltreatment, sexual violence, community violence, paramilitary violence, complex 
grief, and a mental health diagnosis). The full model containing all predictors was statis-
tically significant, x2  (6, n = 134) = 36.42, p ⩽ .001, indicating that it was able to distin-
guish between those who had engaged in violent offending and those who did not. The 
model as a whole explained 33.8% (Nagelkerke R squared) of the variance in weapons 
use. Sensitivity analysis found that although the null model predicted 0% correctly, the 
full regression correctly predicted 58% of violence-related convictions where weapons 
were used.

This regression model was statistically significant and increased the overall predict-
ability from 54.4% to 70.4%, representing a 16% increase between the null and final 
model. In line with Model 2, exposure to community violence remained a stable predic-
tor. In fact, it was the strongest predictor of weapon use and the only independent varia-
ble that was statistically significant. Interestingly, complex grief become marginally 
significant and although exposure to paramilitary threat/violence was not statistically 
significant, those who were exposed to this form of trauma were more than two and a 
half times more likely to be convicted of a violent offence, aggravated by the use of 
weapons. That is, those who experienced paramilitary victimization were at increased 
risk of perpetrating more serious forms of violence themselves compared to those who 
had not experienced paramilitary victimization.

In line with theories such as the general strain theory, some forms of trauma appeared 
to be more strongly related to violent offending than others.

Discussion

As far as the authors are aware, this is the first study that has examined the impact of 
childhood adversity on violence-related outcomes among a justice-involved sample of 

Table 8.  Logistic regression—Model 3.

B SE Wald Sig. OR CI

Maltreatment 0.691 0.483 2.049 .152 1.996 0.775–5.14
Sexual abuse −0.883 0.859 1.058 .304 0.413 0.077–2.23
Community violence 1.296 0.594 4.756 .029 3.656 1.140–11.72
Paramilitary threat/violence 0.944 0.577 2.676 .102 2.569 0.829–7.96
Complex grief 1.047 0.559 3.500 .061 2.848 0.951–8.53
Mental health diagnosis 0.505 0.423 1.423 .233 1.656 0.723–3.80

CI: confidence interval; OR: odds ratio; SE: standard error.
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young people in NI. Given the legacy of conflict and evidence of pervasive violence 
within some communities, there is a need to understand the needs of those engaged in 
and victims of violence within this context. Given the challenges associated with collect-
ing high quality, population-based data prospectively, the approach detailed here illus-
trates that where this is not possible, routinely collected data-reanalyzed for a different 
purpose can provide novel insights. There are, of course, limitations with this approach. 
As with other secondary studies, an inherent problem is that these data have not been 
collected to specifically address the particular research question or to test the current 
hypothesis. This was partially offset during this process in which the data available were 
examined prior to the development of the data collection template. In this way, the 
researchers understood what was, and what was not available. The questions were, there-
fore, developed within the parameters of the case file data. A further limitation is that the 
files contain subjective records of events as opposed to an assessment of an individual’s 
distress following those events. While direct engagement with young people is often 
preferable, where this is not feasible (e.g. due to costs or time) then the process outlined 
in this article is a reasonable option. This study contributes to the empirical evidence 
base, given the paucity of intersectional data between psychological distress and inter-
personal violence (Walsh, 2019), provides some evidence for new and novel approaches 
to prevention and can provide leverage to potential commissioners to invest in prospec-
tive data collection.

It has been established in previous studies that a strong association exists between 
exposure to adversity during childhood and violent behavior (Fox et al., 2015; Piquero, 
2011). Despite the association, youth justice systems do not routinely or consistently 
screen for such issues. Using this novel case file approach, this study documented known 
exposure to different adversities and evaluated the potential impact that these childhood 
adversities could and can have on violent offending within this population, controlling 
for other known influential factors. The results from the univariate analysis demonstrate 
that young people within this study have experienced a range of adverse life events as 
well as a history of known violent offending in line with previous studies (Baglivio et al., 
2021; Maxfield and Widom, 1996).

In an attempt to understand the associations between exposure to trauma and violent 
behaviour bivariate analyses were undertaken. While trauma generally was associated 
with increased levels of violence, some forms of adversity were more strongly associated 
with violence than others. These included maltreatment (Maxfield and Widom, 1996), 
domestic violence and community violence with the latter being a stable predictor across 
tests. While confirming the impact of adversity on behaviour, the findings also support 
the argument that violence begets violence is not always the case (Stouthamer-Loeber 
et al., 2001), as specific forms of adversity are more strongly associated with violent 
outcomes than others.

Multivariate analysis illustrated that it was possible to distinguish between violent 
and non-violent youth within the cohort. Across the three regression models, exposure to 
community violence was a stable predictor of violent offending in each case, increasing 
the odds significantly. These findings complement those from previous studies (e.g. 
Milaniak and Widom, 2015) that have suggested that broad measures against adversity, 
specifically those limited to the family environment, reduce the understanding of causal 
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factors that contribute to violent offending and the socio-emotional pathways that link 
trauma to violence (Walsh, 2020b). Similar associations have been found in previous 
studies (e.g. Farrell and Zimmerman, 2017), albeit the odds were even higher in this 
population. This could be a reflection of the design or may indicate latent adversities that 
were unrecorded by professionals, and therefore, not accounted for in the analysis.

While much of the data align closely with other investigations internationally, some of 
the findings were contextually related to NI. In particular, young people in this study were 
exposed to organized crime such as paramilitary threats and/or assaults. While this did not 
uniquely predict violent offending, those who were exposed to it were at increased odds 
of engaging in violent offending and further, those exposed to this form of violent abuse 
were significantly more likely to engage in more serious forms of violence where weap-
ons/sharps were used and where the offences were classified as “indictable,” compared to 
other young people who were not known to have experienced paramilitary harms.

As noted earlier, despite the benefits, there are limitations with this case file review 
approach, including a reliance on subjective recordings of professionals. A further limita-
tion is the limited capacity to assess the temporal sequence of predictors and outcomes. 
For instance, it may be the case that violent behaviour increases the odds of an individual 
to become the victim rather than the victim becoming more likely to perpetrate violence. 
While subsequent studies may help to establish the causal pathways more coherently, 
this study does support the theoretical approach that suggest that an increased exposure 
to particular forms of adversity place strains on individuals who, with limited resources, 
resort to behaviour that is maladaptive, potentially dangerous and deemed criminal.

In line with Agnew’s (2001) update on the general strain theory that posits the impor-
tance of specific strains on individuals, this study illustrates that some forms of adversity 
increase the odds of perpetrating violence more than others. Theories such as Agnew’s 
strain suggest that in the face of adversity, traumatic responses (both in terms of severity 
and/or cumulative impact) may involve maladapted behaviors, including heightened 
aggressive responses, particularly for those who have limited (perceived or actual) alter-
native resources (Anderson, 1999). However, as these findings also illustrate, while nec-
essary, strains alone appear to be insufficient to fully explain the perpetration of violence 
and alternative or indeed complementary theories could help advance our understanding. 
For example, it has been speculated that the significant gender variations in violent 
offence is mediated by socially constructed, subjective gender norms (Blum et al., 2019; 
Nygaard et al., 2018; Topitzes et al., 2012; Zahn-Waxler et al., 2008). This study was 
unable to test for this; nevertheless, it was clear that the majority of this cohort was male 
and a significant proportion had histories of violent offending. But due to the low num-
bers of females, regression models were not powered to make meaningful gender com-
parisons. Future studies should examine the effect of traditional gender norms that 
victims hold, the subjective meanings associated with adversity and the effect this may 
have on behavioral responses following traumatic exposure.

In addition, despite previous studies illustrating that it is not merely the presence of a 
particular form of trauma which is significant, but the meanings attached to those adver-
sities (McGee et al., 1997), few studies have examined subjective strains disaggregated 
by gender and the socially constructed meanings that are attached to adversity. In addi-
tion to the collection and analysis of data in standardized form, combining methods to 
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include qualitative elements could provide context. By understanding the meanings 
attached to adversity, the mechanisms that link trauma to violence may become clearer.

Conclusions and future directions

Violence is a pervasive and complex social issue. Understanding its prevalence and who 
is most at risk of both victimization and perpetration could enhance prevention efforts. 
Despite widespread acceptance that adversity is predictive of such deleterious outcomes, 
few studies have examined the association in the context of NI, which continues to tran-
sition from conflict to peace. Furthermore, there appears to be a need to understand youth 
violence in a more nuanced way. Without appropriate data, this becomes more difficult, 
potentially affecting prevention efforts. This study illustrated the potential contribution 
of re-analyzing routinely collected data to at least partially address this data gap.

It is true that most of those who experienced childhood adversity do not go on to 
engage in violent offending (Topitzes et al., 2012). However, this study found that rates 
of both adversity and violent offending were high and strongly associated within this 
population. This research adds to this growing body of evidence that within the broad 
theme of adversity, there are significant nuances, providing a baseline for future investi-
gation. This study suggests that there is a relationship between exposure to extra-famil-
ial, community violence, and violent offending. Of particular note in the context of NI is 
the prevalence of paramilitary threat among this cohort and the increased odds of serious 
violent offending.

The approach applied in this study is important in that it provided an evidential basis 
for future work in the absence of high-quality disaggregated data. Future work should 
build on this prospectively to understand the mechanisms that underlie linkages between 
these forms of adversity and subsequent offending (Lansford et al., 2007). Prospective 
studies would allow examination of the temporal sequence of event and allow for the 
control of further covariates such as deprivation.
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