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What’s New in Research

Adverse childhood experiences  
and adolescent violence

In their recently published study 
Naomi N. Duke and colleagues evalu-
ated the relationship between six adverse 
childhood experiences (AEs), and risk 
for a spectrum of violence perpetration 
in adolescence, including interpersonal 
violence and self-directed violence. The 
authors write, “There is an increasing 
body of evidence that documents the 
association of youth interpersonal experi-
ence and witness of abuse on increasing 
risk for violence perpetration in adoles-
cence and adulthood.” 

Study details
Data for this study are from the 2007 

Minnesota Student Survey (MSS), an 
anonymous, population-based question-
naire administered every 3 years to 6th, 9th, 
and 12th graders in public schools, charter 
schools, and tribal schools (N=136,549). 
In 2007, the survey included 81% of all 
Minnesota 6th grade students, 76% of 9th 

grade students, and 58% of 12th grade 
students.

Six questions from the MSS were iden-
tified as “representative of adverse child-
hood events,” categorized as either abuse 
or household dysfunction. An adverse 
events score was created tabulating the 
total number of AEs a child reported [0 
(unexposed) to 6 (exposed to all forms)]. 

Violence-related behavior was defined 
by several behavioral constructs: delin-
quent behavior, bullying, physical fight-
ing, dating violence, weapon-carrying on 
school property, and self-directed vio-
lence (self-mutilation, suicidal ideation, 
and suicide attempt). 

Results
Twenty-nine percent of the youth 

reported exposure to at least one child-
hood AE, most commonly alcohol abuse 
by a household member that caused prob-
lems (14.5%). The next most common AEs 
were physical abuse within the family 
(11.6%), physical abuse against the indi-
vidual (10.4%), and drug use that caused 
problems (10.1 %). Girls and older teens 
were more likely to report all types of AEs. 
A reported history of childhood AEs was 

also associated with not living with both 
biological parents and receiving free or 
reduced-price lunch. 

At 44.8%, bullying was the most com-
monly reported violence-perpetration 
behavior (defined as past-month teasing 
another student in a hurtful way or exclu-
sion of another student from activities). 
This was followed by physical fighting 
(past-year hit or beat up another person; 
23.2%), suicidal ideation (any history of 
contemplating suicide; 22.4%), and self-
harm (any history of hurting self on pur-
pose (cutting, burns, bruises; 17.3%).

For adolescent girls, the risk of vio-
lence perpetration increased 1.7- to 
5-fold (p<0.001) with any childhood AE, 
regardless of its nature. For boys, the 
risk of violence perpetration increased 
1.7- to 44-fold (p<0.001) by any child-
hood AE. As the adverse-childhood-
event score (1–6) increased, so too did 
the likelihood of adolescent violence. 
When adolescents who reported 4 or 
more childhood AEs were compared to 
adolescents who reported no exposure 
to AEs, the likelihood of female violence 
perpetration increased 2- to 7-fold (bul-
lying and suicide attempts, respectively), 
and male perpetration increased 2.7- to 
10-fold (bullying and suicide attempts,  
respectively). 

Discussion
The authors note that the degrees of 

associated risk for violence outcomes dif-
fered among girls and boys. Duke and col-
leagues point out that although boys were 
less likely to report abuse or household 
dysfunction, a history of physical or sex-
ual abuse was “a notably powerful” risk 
factor for dating violence perpetration, 
weapon-carrying, and self-directed vio-
lence. For girls, the risk of violence perpe-
tration was increased from 38% to 88% for 
each increase in the adverse-events score. 
For boys, the increase in risk was from 
35% to 144% with each increase in the 
adverse-events score. “These findings are 
particularly sobering,” write the authors, 
“given what is known about the interre-
latedness of child abuse and household 
dysfunction.” 

The authors emphasize that these find-
ings “underscore the critical importance” 
of prevention and intervention strategies 

that reduce the frequency and impact of 
adverse childhood experiences. Regarding 
prevention, there is solid evidence for the 
benefits of prenatal and early childhood 
nurse home visitation for high-risk moth-
ers. And more recent evidence suggests 
the benefits of a “public health approach” 
to parenting: the Triple P (Positive Parent-
ing Program). Regarding mental health 
intervention with youth, the authors cite 
positive evidence for skills-based behav-
ioral therapy models that “facilitate iden-
tification of negative or damaging thought 
patterns, evaluation of these patterns, and 
generation of alternative interpretations 
that are more hopeful…” 

Finally, the authors believe that this 
study suggests we must consider a wide 
range of adverse childhood events when 
considering the pathways from child 
maltreatment to adolescent violence and 
delinquent behaviors, and when design-
ing secondary and tertiary prevention 
efforts. 
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ASCEND intervention for parents 
of children with autism

In their recently published study, Mini 
Pillay and colleagues write that there is 
relatively little evidence regarding the 
effectiveness of parent-training programs 
for children with autism spectrum condi-
tions (ASCs; also termed Autistic Spec-
trum Disorders). Nonetheless, as the 
numbers of children diagnosed with ASCs 
has grown, “many services have been 
adapted from supporting families on an 
individual basis to running psychoedu-
cational groups with the aim of providing 
parents with general skills and knowledge 
about ASCs.” 

The current study evaluates a UK pro-
gram called ASCEND (Autism Spectrum 
Conditions — Enhancing Nurture and 
Development). 
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