CHILD EVIDENCE - CHILDHOOD ADVERSITY / DEVELOPMENTAL CRIMINOLOGY

At the population level, childhood adver sity -- adver se childhood ex-
periences (ACESs) such as abuse, neglect, and household dysfunction,
and a harmful family or home environment -- isassociated with an
elevated risk of adolescent antisocial and delinquent conduct, in a
graded, dose-response pattern (more cumulative adver sity, higher av-
eragerisk).

[ Evidence strength: High [ Scientific consensus: Established ]

BOTTOM LINE

Epidemiology and developmental criminology broadly agree that childhood adversity is associated

with higher average risk of adolescent antisocial conduct, in a graded dose-response pattern. What is
contested -- and what the courtroom fight is actually about -- is the move from that population association
to causation in an individual and to reduced culpability for a particular defendant, not the association
itself.

WHAT THIS CLAIM DOES NOT SAY
* Does not claim that childhood adversity caused any particular individual's conduct -- this is a population-level association,
not a per-person causal determination.

 Does not claim that a history of adversity reduces a specific defendant's culpability -- that mitigation inference is a separate
legal and normative step the science does not make, and is where expert testimony is most exposed on cross-examination.

* Does not claim that adversity leads to offending -- most children exposed to adversity, including severe adversity, do not
become serious or violent offenders.

» Does not claim a deterministic or one-to-one link -- adversity raises average risk; it does not dictate any individual outcome.
* Does not claim that ACEs are the sole or primary cause of adolescent antisocial conduct, which is multiply determined.

« Does not claim that the presence or absence of adversity can diagnose, predict, or excuse an individual's behavior.

SCOPE — WHERE IT HOLDS

A population-level epidemiological association, established by large cohorts and a meta-analysis of prospective
longitudinal studies. The relationship is graded (dose-response) and holds on average across populations; it does
not establish that adversity caused any particular individual's conduct, and most youth exposed to adversity -- even
severe adversity -- do not become serious offenders. The legally operative step -- that a given defendant's history
of adversity reduces their culpability -- is a separate, additional inference that the science does not itself make; it is
the mitigation bridge a lawyer argues, held in the guardrails, not asserted by this claim.

EVIDENCE SYNTHESIS



Large epidemiological and criminological studies converge on a graded, population-level association between
childhood adversity and adolescent antisocial conduct. The foundational ACE Study (Felitti et al. 1998; N>17,000)
established that adverse childhood experiences cluster and show a dose-response relationship with later harms. In
justice-involved populations the pattern is pronounced: among 22,575 youth referred to the Florida Department of
Juvenile Justice, each additional adverse experience raised the odds of becoming a serious, violent, and chronic
offender by roughly 35% (Fox et al. 2015). A meta-analysis of prospective longitudinal studies (Braga et al. 2017,
33 studies, ~24,000 youth) confirms maltreatment predicts later antisocial behavior, addressing temporal order.
The Supreme Court treated the juvenile's family and home environment as a relevant mitigating consideration in
Miller v. Alabama. Crucially, the science supports the population-level association; it does not, by itself, establish
that adversity caused a particular youth's conduct or that it reduces a particular defendant's culpability -- those are
additional inferences a lawyer must argue, and where the testimony is tested on cross.
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LIMITATIONS

The robust finding is associational, not individual-causal: most youth exposed to adversity do not become serious
offenders, and the population association cannot establish causation for any individual. Adversity is correlated with
other risk factors (poverty, neighborhood disadvantage, family criminality) that confound simple causal stories; ACE
measures are often retrospective and self-reported; and the legally decisive step -- reduced culpability for a specific
defendant -- is a normative inference outside the science. The strength rating reflects the association only.

COMMON MISCONCEPTIONS

(1) That a defendant's ACEs explain or excuse the offense -- the association is population-level and does not
establish individual causation or mitigation. (2) That adversity leads to crime -- most adversity-exposed youth do
not offend seriously. (3) That a high ACE score predicts an individual's behavior -- it shifts average risk; it does not
forecast a person.

EXPERT WITNESS NOTES

This is the card most easily over-pitched, so keep the altitude honest. The defensible testimony is the population-lev-
el association (graded, replicated, prospective) and its relevance to Miller's family-and-home-environment factor. Do



NOT testify that adversity caused this defendant's conduct or that it reduces this defendant's culpability -- those are
additional inferences the science does not make, and asserting them invites devastating cross-examination (most
adversity-exposed youth do not offend; correlation is not causation; group risk is not individual prediction). Frame
the mitigation argument as a hormative legal bridge the factfinder may draw from a strong population association,
expressly flagged as a separate step -- not as a scientific finding. That separation is the difference between credible
and impeachable testimony.

LEGAL MAPPING

RELIED ON BY

Miller v. Alabama — 567 U.S. 460 (2012)



