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Abstract: This systematic review and meta-analysis examine the impact of domestic violence, 

with an emphasis on childhood physical and sexual abuse, on juvenile delinquency. By 

integrating various theoretical frameworks, including Aker's social learning theory and the 

cycle of violence theory, this research investigates the impact of exposure to abusive settings 

on the development of antisocial behaviors. The meta-analysis specifically focuses on the 

relationship between childhood sexual abuse (CSA) and tendencies toward delinquent 

behaviors, revealing significant associations between CSA and increased delinquency risk. 

The analysis highlights the significant mediating influence of callous-unemotional traits in 

connecting childhood maltreatment to aggressive behaviors. The results demonstrate that 

childhood abuse, encompassing both sexual and physical abuse, has lasting effects on 

psychological well-being and criminal behavior during adolescence. Despite high 

heterogeneity in effect sizes, the analysis underscores the consistent protective effect of early 

interventions in reducing long-term delinquency risks. This analysis underscores the urgent 

necessity for proactive strategies aimed at combating childhood abuse and reducing its 

capacity to cultivate delinquent behaviors. 

Keywords: Juvenile delinquency, Meta analysis, Child sexual abuse, Domestic violence, 

Criminal cognition. 

1. Introduction 

This manuscript examines the correlation between familial violence and the likelihood of juvenile 

delinquency, placing special emphasis on childhood sexual abuse (CSA). A multitude of research has 

demonstrated that experiencing violence and abuse in childhood—encompassing physical, emotional, 

and sexual maltreatment—substantially heightens the risk of engaging in criminal activities during 

both adolescence and adulthood. [1-6] Among the myriad types of maltreatment, sexual abuse has 

received considerable focus owing to its profound and enduring psychological and behavioral 

repercussions. [7-8].  

The primary objective of this paper is to conduct a systematic review and meta-analysis of existing 

literature that examines the link between childhood sexual abuse and the tendency toward juvenile 

delinquency. This meta-analysis seeks to synthesize and evaluate data from various studies to 

elucidate the degree to which childhood sexual abuse (CSA) influences subsequent criminal behavior, 

emphasizing the variability observed across different research and the overall effect magnitudes. 
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This thorough examination aims to not only validate the correlation between childhood sexual 

abuse (CSA) and delinquent behavior but also to emphasize the necessity for early intervention and 

preventive strategies in tackling childhood abuse to alleviate its enduring impacts on behavior. By 

synthesizing findings from various research efforts, this study contributes to the broader discourse on 

the impacts of family violence on youth development and the importance of addressing abuse to 

prevent future criminal outcomes. 

2. Reason Why Focus on CSA 

Juvenile delinquency has increasingly become a pressing social concern, with the frequency and 

severity of offenses committed by adolescents raising significant alarm. While a variety of 

sociological and psychological factors contribute to delinquent behavior, childhood sexual abuse 

(CSA) has emerged as an especially critical area of focus. Psychological studies consistently indicate 

that traumatic experiences in childhood, especially childhood sexual abuse (CSA), can result in 

enduring psychological and behavioral repercussions, which may subsequently emerge as delinquent 

behavior during adolescence [8]. The significant emotional and cognitive disturbances resulting from 

childhood sexual abuse (CSA) prompt critical inquiries regarding its particular influence on the 

development of juvenile delinquency. [9]. 

However, despite the recognized significance of CSA, research on the relationship between CSA 

and delinquent behavior has yielded inconsistent results. While certain research indicates a correlation 

between Child Sexual Abuse (CSA) and a heightened risk of delinquent behavior, other studies 

propose that this relationship is not as conclusive. [9, 10] These inconsistencies highlight the need for 

a more systematic and comprehensive investigation of the available evidence. Thus, this study 

conducts a meta-analysis to thoroughly explore the connection between CSA and juvenile 

delinquency. This research seeks to clarify uncertainties in the existing literature by integrating 

findings from various studies, thereby enhancing our comprehension of the potential impact of Child 

Sexual Abuse (CSA) on delinquent behavior among adolescents. 

This revision sets up the rationale for the meta-analysis clearly and bridges the general topic of 

juvenile delinquency with the specific focus on CSA. It emphasizes why CSA is important to examine 

and sets the stage for the meta-analysis. 

3. Meta Analysis 

The model below in Figure 1 references data from [11-14]. The random effects model demonstrated 

significant results for the relationship between childhood sexual abuse and the propensity for juvenile 

delinquency or adult criminal behavior. The overall effect size, represented by a Hazard Ratio (HR) 

of 0.20 (95% CI [0.09, 0.44], p < 0.01), shows a statistically significant protective effect for 

interventions designed to mitigate the long-term impact of sexual abuse. The logHR values across the 

studies ranged from -0.6205 to -2.5336, indicating variability in the magnitude of the outcomes 

between individual studies. In particular, studies by Oshima et al.and Gauthier-Duchesne et al. had a 

notable influence on the overall effect size. 
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Figure 1: Effect of different studies on the estimate of the hazard ratio (HR) under the random effects 

model. The square brackets indicate the effect size and sample size of each study (the larger the 

bracket, the larger the sample size), and the vertical line represents the 95% confidence interval. The 

diamond reflects the overall effect size and its 95% confidence interval. 

Heterogeneity between studies was exceptionally high, with an I² = 98%, suggesting substantial 

variability beyond what could be attributed to random error, while τ² was calculated as 0.7015, 

confirming significant dispersion in effect sizes. Despite this high degree of heterogeneity, the overall 

effect remained statistically significant, with z = -4.02 (p < 0.01). This suggests that, despite the 

considerable variability in results among the studies, a consistent protective effect was observed when 

interventions were implemented to mitigate the effects of childhood sexual abuse. The incorporation 

of diverse interventions across multiple contexts and populations likely played a role in the observed 

heterogeneity; however, the overarching protective effect highlights the significant potential of these 

interventions in mitigating long-term criminal behavior among individuals who have experienced 

childhood sexual abuse. 

In conjunction, earlier research conducted by Forsman and Långström, as well as Stewart et al., 

identified comparable associations between childhood abuse and subsequent criminal behavior, 

revealing that the prevalence of criminal tendencies among maltreated children varied between 9% 

and 29%.[15, 16] Further investigations corroborate the conclusion that juvenile delinquents 

demonstrate a greater prevalence of childhood abuse and neglect in comparison to their non-offending 

counterparts. [17,18]. These research findings collectively validate the significant correlation 

between childhood abuse and the development of delinquent behaviors in adolescence. [19-22]. 

4. The Complex Relationship Between Childhood Abuse and Juvenile Delinquency 

The meta-analysis revealed a substantial positive relationship between sexual abuse and juvenile 

delinquency. Some research has examined the impact of physical child abuse on violent delinquency 

in adolescence while also exploring the role of parental relationships as potential mediating or 

moderating factors. Prior research, including investigations conducted by Widom, has consistently 

underscored the correlation between childhood abuse and subsequent criminal conduct.[23] 

Nevertheless, Thornberry, Ireland, and Smith argue that prolonged childhood maltreatment results in 

more significant long-term consequences for criminal behavior compared to singular instances of 

abuse.[24] Additionally, the dynamics within abusive families, characterized by coercive interactions 

between parents and children, can reinforce harmful behaviors that adolescents may internalize and 

replicate. Conversely, when these adverse behavioral patterns are transient, adolescents may establish 

safeguarding emotional connections with their parents, thereby diminishing the likelihood of 

engaging in violent behavior in the future. 
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Moreover, child abuse and domestic violence often occur simultaneously. As adolescents mature 

and gain cognitive independence, they may distance themselves from negative family influences and 

form healthier peer relationships, thereby reducing the risk of persistent violent behavior. A research 

conducted by Stewart et al. in 2008 indicates that the majority of maltreated children do not evolve 

into juvenile delinquents, highlighting the necessity to investigate additional mediating factors that 

affect the correlation between abuse and aggression.[25] 

The theory of criminal cognition, as proposed by Walters, posits that criminal thought processes 

serve as a pivotal connection between negative environmental influences and antisocial behaviors.[26] 

Central to this theory is the development of Callous-Unemotional (CU) traits, which are characterized 

by a lack of empathy, guilt, and emotional depth. Adolescents with high CU traits are more likely to 

exhibit aggressive and antisocial behavior. Nevertheless, existing studies are constrained by their 

emphasis on male cohorts, given that males tend to exhibit higher rates of delinquency and antisocial 

behaviors, thereby creating a void in our comprehension of these characteristics within female 

populations. 

The cycle of violence theory, widely adopted across various nations, posits that patterns of 

aggression and harm are likely to perpetuate and escalate over time unless interrupted. A 2022 study 

conducted by the World Health Organization highlights the significant immediate and prolonged 

repercussions of child maltreatment, impacting the domains of physical, sexual, and mental health. 

[27] These include physical injuries, mental health disorders such as PTSD, anxiety, depression, and 

increased risk of sexually transmitted infections. Maltreatment during childhood also disrupts brain 

development, leading to cognitive and emotional deficits. Research has consistently demonstrated a 

correlation between childhood physical abuse and an elevated risk of engaging in violent criminal 

behavior during adolescence and adulthood. Shumin et al. further contend that sexual abuse, both 

directly and indirectly, heightens the likelihood of violent crime by contributing to the development 

of callous-unemotional (CU) traits, which hinder emotional processing and the ability to respond 

appropriately to rewards and punishments. Although emotional neglect does not directly predict 

violent crime, it can contribute to the development of CU traits, further escalating violent tendencies. 

In addition, in some cultural contexts, such as in China, the relationship between physical abuse 

and CU traits may differ due to social perceptions of physical discipline as nurturing. Addressing and 

preventing child abuse is crucial for alleviating its potential long-term adverse impacts on behavior, 

despite these complexities.[28-30] 

5. Conclusion 

The analysis performed in this research has revealed that multiple factors play a role in juvenile 

delinquency, with childhood sexual abuse (CSA) identified as a significant contributor. However, 

other factors such as physical abuse, domestic violence, parental relationships, and socio-economic 

conditions also play significant roles in shaping juvenile delinquent behavior. The complex interplay 

between these elements highlights the multifaceted nature of delinquency and the need for a 

comprehensive approach to studying its causes. This meta-analysis has illustrated that although Child 

Sexual Abuse (CSA) significantly influences delinquency, it represents merely one component of a 

more extensive framework that encompasses environmental, familial, and individual variables. 

Although this study did not differentiate between male and female subjects, previous research has 

suggested that gender may influence the relationship between childhood trauma and delinquency. 

Research indicates that male and female children may exhibit distinct responses to abuse, which could 

result in diverse behavioral consequences. This gendered difference emphasizes the need for future 

research to consider gender as a critical factor when analyzing the effects of abuse on juvenile 

delinquency. 
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There are several important considerations for future research. First, the significance of gender 

must be emphasized to enhance our comprehension of the distinct ways in which boys and girls are 

impacted by childhood trauma. This will help to tailor interventions more effectively for both genders. 

Second, as more studies become available, incorporating them into broader meta-analyses will 

improve our understanding of how various types of childhood abuse influence delinquency. Third, 

cultural context is another important aspect that must be considered. The majority of the data 

examined in this research originates from Western nations, potentially constraining the applicability 

of the results. Future studies should aim to include more data from non-Western regions, such as 

China, where cultural perceptions of abuse and delinquency may differ significantly. This would 

allow for more region-specific insights and a more nuanced understanding of how these issues play 

out in different societies. 

Overall, this research highlights the complexity of juvenile delinquency and the importance of 

addressing a range of contributing factors, including CSA, physical abuse, domestic violence, and 

socio-economic conditions. By taking into account gender and cultural variances, forthcoming studies 

can provide more tailored interventions and policies aimed at effectively tackling the underlying 

causes of delinquent behavior within varied demographic groups. 
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