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Role of Adverse Childhood Experiences in Aggression among Young Adults with Parenting Style as a Moderator
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Abstract

The study was designed to investigate the relationship between Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) and aggression among
young adults of Rawalpindi and Islamabad, with a particular focus on parenting style as a moderator. A sample of 177 young adults
was recruited using snowball sampling technique. The instruments used in the study were the Buss-Perry Aggression Questionnaire
(BPAQ), the Parenting Authority Questionnaire (PAQ - Short version), and the Adverse Childhood Experiences Questionnaire
(ACEQ). The findings indicated that men reported greater instances of physical aggression compared to women. Individuals who
had experienced ACEs showed significantly higher levels of aggression. Furthermore, a positive relationship was found between
both permissive and authoritarian parenting styles and aggression in young adults. Notably, permissive parenting style was found
to moderate the relationship between ACEs and aggression. This indicates that permissive parenting exacerbates the effects of ACEs
on aggression. The findings highlight the critical role of parenting in shaping the behavioral outcomes of individuals with adverse
childhood histories. Present research will be helpful for the policy makers to recommend, and for the parents to adopt an appropriate
parenting style for nurturing children into psychologically healthy adults.
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1. Introduction
Childhood experiences, particularly Adverse Childhood Experiences
(ACEs), have a lasting impact on personalities and behavioral
outcomes throughout life. ACEs encompass distressing incidents such
as maltreatment, neglect, and dysfunctional household circumstances,
which can lead to mental health issues, aggression, and chronic
physical ailments in adulthood. Aggression can manifest in various
ways, including physical, verbal, and relational aggression, and can be
influenced by parenting styles. Research has shown a positive
association between childhood trauma and aggression, and certain
parenting styles, such as authoritarian and permissive parenting, can
contribute to the development of aggressive behavior in children. The
purpose of this research is to explore the role of parenting styles in
mediating the correlation between ACEs and aggressive behavior in
young adults.

There are various other theoretical frameworks such as
intergenerational transmission model (Sforza & Feldman 1973), trauma
coping model (Ford et al., 2006), ecological model (Polat 2017) that
suggest the relationship between childhood maltreatment or adversities
with aggression. The role of parenting style when studying aggressive
behaviors is of significant importance as well. Social learning theory
(Bandura 1977) states that behavior is learnt through observation,
imitation and modelling. For aggressive behaviors SLT suggests that
children learn aggressive behavior by copying the models in their
surroundings such as parents, friends or family members.

Adverse childhood experiences are associated with several
negative outcomes in adulthood such as poor mental health, stress,
anxiety and in severe cases often it is linked to post-traumatic stress
disorder (Ross et al., 2020). It not only affects mental health, but
physical health is also affected in the form of chronic diseases,
including diabetes (Andaet al., 2010; Ross et al., 2020). In addition to
physical and mental health problems ACEs have also been linked with
poor self-regulation skills (Weissman et al., 2019) and poor relational
skills (Khodabandeh et al., 2018). It also tends to affect coping skills
(McLafferty et al., 2019). These difficulties lead to emotional
dysregulation increasing the chances of indulging in aggressive
behavioral responses (Brodbeck et al., 2022; Roberton et al., 2012;
Sullivan et al., 2010).

The emergence of aggressive behavior is a known outcome linked to
a history of maltreatment, which in turn predicts unfavorable future
consequences (Cullerton-Sen et al., 2008; Moreno-Manso et al., 2016;
Richey, Brown, Fite, & Bortolato, 2016). Specifically, childhood
maltreatment is associated with subsequent displays of physical and
verbal aggression, as well as heightened levels of anger and hostility.
Numerous researches propose that children who are exposed to verbal
aggression within their household (a form of emotional abuse) suffer
detrimental effects on their development of emotion regulation and
interpersonal relationships (Allen, 2011; McCann & Pearlman, 1990).

Rationale

Aggression is a complex human behavior influenced by several
factors, and this study aims to identify the role of Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) and parenting styles in the emergence of
aggression among adults. Childhood experiences have a lasting impact
on personality, and literature suggests a strong association between
ACEs and aggression. Parenting styles also play a significant role, and
this study investigates how ACEs and parenting styles intersect to
impact aggression. When ACEs and harsh parenting coincide, the
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impact on aggression can be significant, while nurturing parenting can
mitigate the consequences of adversity (Altaf et al, 2021). Research
suggests that ACEs correspond to worsening physical and mental
health outcomes in adulthood, and studying aggression in adults can
provide more objective leads and outcomes due to their advanced
ability to describe feelings and perceptions. Investigating aggression
in adults can inform interventions to prevent or modify negative
behavior outcomes and enhance positive parenting and social support.

2. Methods

2.1 Research Design
The study was cross-sectional in nature with a correlational design to
investigate the relationship between Adverse Childhood
Experiences, Parenting Styles and Aggression in young adults of
Rawalpindi and Islamabad.
2.2 Sampling Technique
Snowball sampling technique was used for the selection of participants.
2.3 Population and Sample
The population of the study was young adults of Rawalpindi and
Islamabad, from which a sample size of 177 adults who have
experienced any Adverse Childhood Experiences was drawn.
2.4 Instruments
The following instruments were used in the study: Adverse Childhood
Experiences Questionnaire (ACE-Q)ACE-Q (Felitti et al. 1998) is a
scale to measure adverse childhood experiences. It is valid for a
population above 18 years of age. The scale consists of 10 items which
are close ended and are to be responded with a yes or no option. The
three different areas of abuse which the scale assesses include
emotional, sexual and physical abuse, physical and emotional neglect
and abuse associated with a dysfunctional household. The scale has an
acceptable reliability (0.71).Buss & Perry Aggression Questionnaire
(BPAQ) Arnold H. Buss and Mark Perry’s Aggression Questionnaire
is a 5-point Likert scale consisting of 29 items with item 7 and 18 as
reversely scored. The scale is constructed to measure aggression and
is based on four factors or sub-scales i.e. Physical Aggression (item 1-
9), Verbal Aggression (item 10-14), Anger (item 15-21) and Hostility
(item 22-29). The scale has a good reliability (0.85). Parental Authority
Questionnaire (Short Version)Parental Authority Questionnaire by
John P. Buri (1989) is based on Diana Baurmind’s theory of parenting
styles (1967). The scale is designed to assess Permissiveness,
Authoritarianism and Authoritativeness as parenting styles. The short
version of this scale was constructed by Hussain Alkharusi (2011). It
is a 5-point Likert scale consisting of 20 items. Item 1-7 are for
authoritative parenting style, item 8-14 are for authoritarian parenting
style and item 15-20 are for permissive parenting style. The scale has
an acceptable reliability (0.63).
2.5 Procedure

Snowball sampling techniques were inculcated to collect
data from 177 participants. The participant’ written informed consent
was sought before responding to the items proposed in the scales. The
gathered data was analyzed by means of statistical techniques and
results were generated.
3. Results
Table 1 indicates mean differences on aggression for participants with
Adverse Childhood Experiences and those without any Adverse
Childhood Experiences. The participants with ACEs scored more on
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aggression (M=62.65, SD=14.17) as compared to those without ACEs
(M=55.26, SD=14.16). This result stands in favor of hypothesis-II
(p=.001), thus, hypothesis Il supported.

Table 2 shows the Pearson correlation between Authoritarian and

Table 2

Correlation of the study variables (N=177)

Permissive Parenting Style and Aggression. The result indicates that Variables M sSD 1 2 3
there is a positive relationship between the three variables. 1 Authoritarian 15.77 581 _ _ 0.41%
Table 1 Parenting Style
Mean differences of the participants (N=177) 2. Permissive 12.71 346 - - 0.19%*
Variables Participants  Participants 95%Cl Prenting Style
with ACEs without 3. Aggression 59.94 14.57 0.41** 0.19** -
ACEs Note: BPAQ=Buss and Perry Aggression Questionnaire for Aggression; N=
- Total Number of Participants; M=mean; SD=Standard Deviation.
A M (SD M (SD LL ! ’
ggression (SD) (SD) P ! UL (Significance level; *p<.05, **p<.01 and ***p<.001).
62.65(14.17) 55.26(14.16) 0.001 334 1175 302
Table 3
Regression analysis of the study (N=177)
Variables Model 1 Model 2
B B SE p B B SE p
Aggression (constant) 59.93 094 .000 60.03 0.97 .000
ACEs -451 -0.31 0.97 .000 -4.56 -0.31 0.99 .000
Authoritarian 4.93 034 0.97 .000 4.93 0.33 0.98 .000
Parenting Style
Authoritarian 0.38 0.02 0.92 0.67
Parenting Style
(Moderator)
R? 0.26 0.26
AR? 0.00
Note: BPAQ=Buss and Perry Aggression Questionnaire for Aggression; ACEQ= Adverse Childhood Experiences Questionnaire for ACEs; p =Beta;
SE=Standard Error. (Significance level; *p<.05, **p<.01 and ***p<.001).
Table 4
Moderation analysis (N=177)
Variables Model 1 Model 2
B B SE p B B SE p
Aggression (constant) 59.93 1.00 .000 59.68 0.99 0.000
ACEs -5.45 -0.37 1.01 .000 -4.8 -0.33 1.03 0.000
Permissive Parenting 2.18 0.15 1.01 .05 161 0.11 1.02 0.11
Style
Permissive Parenting -2.28 -0.17 0.96 0.01
Style (Moderator)
R? 0.18 0.20
AR? 0.02

Note: BPAQ=Buss and Perry Aggression Questionnaire for Aggression; ACEQ= Adverse Childhood Experiences Questionnaire for
ACEs; B =Beta; SE=Standard Error. (Significance level; *p<.05, **p<.01 and ***p<.001).

The A R20f .02 revealed 2% change in variance of model 1 and model 2
(A F=3.93, p=0.01). This result stands in favor of Hypothesis-

VII, thus the hypothesis VII is supported.
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4, Discussion

This study investigated the relationship between Adverse Childhood
Experiences (ACEs) and aggression among young adults, and how
parenting styles moderate this relationship. There has been surplus
literature evidence in favor of the notion that the Adverse Childhood
Experiences lead to Aggression, but the findings of the current study
contradict this claim. The results of this study (conducted on young
adults of Rawalpindi and Islamabad) highlight a negative relation
between Adverse Childhood Experiences and Aggression as well as a
15.3% variance in Aggression, for ACEs. There can be several reasons
for this finding. Pakistani culture, being a collectivistic one provides
considerable social support (family, friends and peers) which can help
overcome the internalization of such adversities. Healthy coping
mechanisms and religious beliefs can also detract from being
aggressive or violent in context to any such instances faced by the
individual himself. Individual’s resilience also acts as a protective
factor and overcomes the risk of becoming a perpetrator of violence
(Dambacher et al., 2021). Moreover, the study was conducted by
means of self-report measures and there can be chances o response bias
for participants with Adverse Childhood Experiences to underreport
aggression to sustain the social desirability bias.

Figure 1

Moderation of Permissive Parenting Style between ACEs and
Aggression
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The lines representing low, medium, and
high levels of permissive parenting cross those of ACEs
and Aggression, indicating an interaction between ACE
and permissive parenting. Aggression remains
relatively stable with ACEs when permissive parenting
is high.

The comparison between individuals having adult childhood
experiences and those without any adversities was made and the
individuals with ACEs reported greater instances of aggression as
compared to those without ACEs. These results are in favor of the
reviewed literature (Hoeve et al. 2015; Cullerton-Sen et al., 2008;
Moreno-Manso et al., 2016; Richey, Brown, Fite, & Bortolato, 2016).
Comparison of aggression on the basis of gender resulted in men
reporting greater instances of physical aggression as compared to
women. This can be due to gender bias against men as being more
aggressive. It is an established belief across all cultures and is
supported by various significant studies (Bjorkqvist 2017).

Among various parenting styles authoritarian and permissive parenting
are reported to be positively correlated with aggression (Hesari&
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Hejazi, 2011; Rodriguez, 2010; Marion et al., 2009) the results
(reflected in Table 7 and 8) are in favor of this hypothesis.
It was hypothesized that authoritarian parenting moderates the
relationship between adverse childhood experiences and aggression,
but the hypothesis has not been supported by results. The literature
review reflects that authoritarian parenting style leads to aggression
(Rodriguez, 2010; Marion et al., 2009). As the results of the present
study are not in line with the literature reviewed, the inconsistency of
results can be attributed to the cultural and traditional upbringing
practices for rearing children in our county. Child rearing practices in
Pakistan are mostly based on the notion that parents are the sole
authorities and exercising full control over the lives of their children.
It is an established notion in our society that children have to be
checked and admonished on all their activities by their parents. Patents
in Pakistan even use corporal punishment to harness their children to
grow up as suitable individuals of the society. It is also propagated
through media that corporal punishment is even permissible to teachers
by the parents. The premise behind this is that they want to rear their
children in accordance with the laid propositions of Islam, the religion
followed by majority of the population.
As the children have been brought up in the above stated medium they
do not necessarily find this as an abnormal practice and do not
internalize the adversities of authoritarian parenting. Moreover, certain
personality traits such as resilience and high self-esteem also tends to
moderate the effect of authoritarian parenting on the personalities of
children thus, mitigating the chances of developing aggression
(Ozdemir et al., 2017).
On the other hand, the study findings are in favor of permissive
parenting style moderating the relationship between adverse childhood
experiences and aggression (Table 10, Fig. 2). The somewhat
neglectful premise behind permissive parenting style aggravates the
negative consequences brought about ACEs thus, leading to aggressive
behavior (Elizabeth et al., 2012; Nik Rosila et al. 2010).
Limitations

Collectivistic culture may influence the reporting as well as
relationship of ACEs and aggression and the results cannot be
generalized to an individualistic culture. Moreover, there is a limitation
to using Adverse Childhood Experiences Questionnaire (Felitti et al.
1998) those having experienced any other type of adversity apart from
these categories. Self-reported inventories which have been used as a
source of collecting data for the study are subject to biases as the
participant may hold some of the information or may not respond
appropriately to the questions asked.
Future Direction
The study can be replicated as a longitudinal one, examining the long-
term effects of ACEs on various other personality aspects and the way
individual maintains his/her interpersonal relationships. Several other
parenting styles (other than authoritative, authoritarian and permissive)
such as uninvolved, free-range, affectionless control can be implied as
moderators to investigate the strength of relationship between ACEs
and aggression.
Implications
The study can be replicated as a longitudinal one, examining the long-
term effects of ACEs on various other personality aspects and the way
individual maintains his/her interpersonal relationships. Several other
parenting styles (other than authoritative, authoritarian and permissive)
such as uninvolved, free-range, affectionless control can be implied as
moderators to investigate the strength of relationship between ACEs
and aggression.
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