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Abstract  

The study examined the relationship between Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 

and deviant behavior among young adults, and the mediating role of meaning in life. 

Using a quantitative cross sectional correlational design, data were collected from 225 

purposively sampled participants aged 18-25 years in Lahore. Adverse Childhood 

Experiences, meaning in life and deviant behavior were assessed using the ACE 

Questionnaire (ACEQ), Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ) and Normative Deviance 

Scale (NDS), respectively, all scales demonstrated acceptable reliability and normal data 

distribution. Correlational analysis revealed that ACEs were positively associated with 

deviant behavior (r = .617, p < .01), while meaning in life was negatively related to both 

ACEs (r = −.183, p < .01) and deviant behavior (r = −.343, p < .01). Independent sample 

t-test results indicated no significant gender differences (ACEs: t = 0.69, p = .945; MIL: t 

= −0.03, p = .977). Mediation analysis using PROCESS Model 4 showed that ACEs 

significantly predicted low meaning in life (B = −0.47, p = .006), meaning in life 

significantly predicted deviant behavior after controlling for ACEs (B = −0.32, p < .001) 

and the direct effect of ACEs on deviant behavior remained significant (B = 1.98, SE = 

0.18, p < .001), indicating partial mediation. Bootstrapping analysis (5,000 samples) 

confirmed a significant indirect effect (B = 0.15, 95% CI [0.04, 0.31]). These findings 

highlight meaning in life as protective factor that may reduce deviant behavior among 

young adults exposed to childhood adversity and meaning centered interventions with 

future longitudinal research recommended to establish causality. 

Keywords: Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE), Meaning in Life (MIL) and deviant 

behavior, Normative Deviance Scale (NDS) 
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Chapter I 

Introduction 

 

Childhood is an important stage for the development of emotional, cognitive, and 

behavioral systems. During this period, children develop the ability to regulate their 

emotions, maintain relationships, and understand the world around them from early 

interactions with caregivers (Shonkoff et al., 2012). Children typically acquire appropriate 

patterns of behavior and coping traits whenever they are in safe and supportive 

developmental environment. Nevertheless, the stages of development are susceptible to 

significantly altered when childhood is impacted by hardship. Children are confronted with 

long term stress throughout a period of increased neurodevelopmental sensitivity because 

of adverse childhood experiences, which include abuse, neglect, parental conflict, and 

household dysfunction (Felitti et al., 1998). Such early experiences may cause issues with 

neurological, emotional, behavioral development across life, according to other research 

(Anda et al., 2006). Adversity influences development in multiple diverse but interrelated 

ways. 

  Fear is caused by situations like emotional or physical abuse, neglect deprives 

children of security and support, and witnessing parental conflict promotes a sense of 

uncertainty and insecurity. A study by Shonkoff et al. (2012), such situations commonly 

trigger the body’s stress response system, impacting the areas of brain connected with 

impulse control, emotional regulation, and recognizing threats. Following this, children 

who are exposed to ACEs often display emotional dysregulation, impulsivity, 
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maladaptive coping mechanism; these problems can endure into adolescence and 

adulthood (Hughes et al., 2017). 

Prolonged challenges  and adverse experiences create hindrance to the 

development of identity, safety, and trust. According to Cicchetti & Toth (2005), children 

who grow up in insecure or unstable circumstances can develop negative thoughts about 

themselves or others, considering relationships as untrustworthy and the world as 

harmful. Extended exposure to these experiences creates stress in which hormones can 

disrupt brain network related to managerial skills and decision making, leading to more 

difficult to regulate emotions or impulses (Teicher & Samson, 2016). Internalized 

conflicts within the family, increased vulnerability to threat, and unresolved emotional 

distress may eventually exhibit externally. Numerous individuals consider parents and 

society responsible for such events in response they develop anger towards society or 

authority figures as a result of childhood abuse or parental conflict, which manifest as 

disobedience, risk taking or rule breaking behavior (Agnew, 2006). 

These pathways of development help explain why ACEs consistently predict 

deviant or antisocial conduct throughout adolescence and early adulthood. When coping 

mechanisms are inefficient and emotional regulation deteriorates then deviant behavior; 

actions that violate social norms occur in result. (Masten & Cicchetti, 2010). College and 

university students who are piloting a transitional developmental stage may be vulnerable 

to engage in deviant or risky behaviors when they carry unresolved adverse experiences. 

Behaviors like substance abuse, violence, or impulsivity may serve as attempts by 

students who have unresolved trauma to relieve psychological discomfort or regain 

control (Anda et al., 2006; Hughes et al., 2017).  
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  Despite the substantial impact of adverse childhood experiences (ACEs), many 

people do not develop maladaptive behaviors which show the presence of protective 

psychological factors. According to Frankl (1963), the presence of meaning leads 

individuals to illuminate negative experiences with a sense of purpose, reduces the 

likelihood of actions triggered by feelings of hopelessness. Meaning in life is understood 

as motivational and existential resource that promotes resilience, psychological well-

being and behavioral regulation (Steger, 2012). Research shows that individuals with 

high levels of meaning are less likely to engage in risky taking, impulsive or deviant 

behavior because meaning offers self-regulation and sense of direction (George & Park, 

2016). While those who lack meaning are more inclined towards emotional instability 

and antisocial conduct, those who possess a strong sense of meaning are less likely to 

participate in risky or deviant behavior.  

Considering this perspective, the current study proposes that meaning in life may 

mediate the relationship between adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and deviant 

behavior. Although, adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) may lead individuals to 

maladaptive behavioral patterns, a strong sense of meaning in life may buffer or reduce 

these negative effects. Exploring this mediating pathway is important for understanding 

how psychological well-being moderates the behavioral effect of childhood stress.  

Adverse Childhood Experiences  

 

These are potentially traumatic experiences that occur before the age of 18, such 

as emotional, physical, or sexual abuse. Emotional or physical neglect, and household 

dysfunction such as parent- child conflict, substance abuse, incarceration, or mental 



18 
 

illness (Felitti et al,. 1998). ACEs are progressive which means that as the number of 

adverse events increases, so does the risk of adverse health and behavioral outcomes 

(Anda et al,. 2006).  

ACEs disturb normal developmental processes, impact stress control systems, and 

increase risk of behavioral and emotional difficulties. These developmental and stress 

management abnormalities can show up as behavior that externalize, as individuals with 

higher levels of ACE are more inclined to get involved in lesser sense of purpose of life 

(Liao et al., 2025) and deviant and antisocial conduct (Dube et al., 2003) Adverse 

childhood experiences undermine the development of identity and psychological well-

being which are essential for constructing a complete, meaningful life narrative. Children 

who undergo abuse and household dysfunction are much more likely to face unfavorable 

outcomes in the future. (Reavis et al., 2013). 

Meaning in life 

Meaning in life refers to the extent to which people perceive their lives have 

purpose, coherence and meaning. Steger (2012) defines it as complicated construct which 

contains two dimensions; presence of meaning (belief that one’s life is significant and 

purposeful) and search for meaning (the drive to find or deepen life’s purpose). Meaning 

in life relates to resilience, psychological adjustment, emotional regulation, and general 

well-being (George and Park, 2016). It is increasingly recognized as protective factor that 

helps people cope with stress and adversity.  

Research has found that meaning in life serves as a predictor and behavior 

tendencies such as Faiza, Farooqui and Raza (2022) conducted research in Karachi, 
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Pakistan and found Deviant behavior and satisfaction with life were found to be 

significantly correlated negatively in a study of 150 adolescents. This suggests that 

adolescents which perceive life satisfaction to be lower are more likely to engage in 

deviant. 

Deviant Behavior  

Deviant behavior involves acts that violate social norms, expectations and rules. 

In psychological literature, deviant behavior includes drugs use, aggression, academic 

dishonesty, rule breaking and delinquency (Clinard & Meier, 2011). These behaviors 

often occur in response to stress, emotional dysregulation, or poor socialization. Deviant 

behavior in youth and college and university students can be influenced by past trauma, 

peer influence, and individuals coping strategies.  

Adverse Childhood Experiences ACEs have been repeatedly associated with 

criminality, delinquency and deviant behavior. According to research, both adult 

criminality and Juvenile delinquency are strongly predicted by childhood maltreatment 

(abuse and neglect) (Mersky et al., 2012).   

Additionally, certain typologies of ACEs (e.g. severe maltreatment, household 

dysfunction) are linked to greater risks of adult incarceration in large representative 

samples (Roos et al., 2016). These correlations most likely function through maladaptive 

coping strategies, poor self-control, and disturbed emotional regulation that stem from 

early stress. According to government policy analysis, people who have experienced 

several ACEs are more likely to interact with legal system (Scottish Government, 2018). 

In addition to early adversity, psychological factors also play a critical role in the 

development and maintenance of deviant behavior. More specifically, the way 
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adolescents view experiences and exert influence on their behavior is dictated by their 

own capacities such as moral reasoning, value orientation and a sense of purpose in life. 

Kara (2022) reported that adolescents who are more likely to engage in deviant behavior 

have weaker and less socially driven value meaning tendencies than their peers who are 

not deviant, demonstrating that a lack of purpose in life makes even more vulnerable to 

deviant. Furthermore, more deviant behavior is linked to decreased subjective well-being, 

which has a stronger connection to life’s purpose. 

Strong meaning acts as a protective psychological resource, while lower meaning 

or happiness in life can lead to increased deviant behavior. The creation of cohesive and 

significant life story might be affected by ACEs. Coherence and significance, two crucial 

components of life’s meaning, were discovered to be adversely affected by negative 

childhood experiences in large cross-sectional study (Rose et al., 2023). Such outcomes 

reveal that the psychological foundations needed to create a meaningful, purposeful 

existence are compromised by early adversity.  

Meaning in life as mediator between ACEs and Deviant Behavior 

 

Coherence, purpose, and significance – key factors that result in inhibition and 

goal-oriented behavior that are commonly used to define meaning in life (Martela & 

Steger, 2016). People are more prone to inappropriate ways to cope, and deviant 

behavior, while these factors are undermined as they perceive it to establish an effective 

internal framework for understanding experiences and regulating emotions.  

Additionally, research on adolescents shows that higher levels of deviant behavior 

are associated with reduced subjective well-being, which is closely tied to reducing 
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meaning (Faiza, Farooqui, & Raza, 2022). The above outcomes indicate to a mediational 

process, where ACEs decreases life’s meaning, which in turn increases the risk of deviant 

behavior. In order to understand how early adversity develops into later behavioral 

consequences and to discover meaning in life as potentially modifiable intervention step, 

this research project analyzes this approach among young adults particularly university 

and college students. 

Psychological model  

Meaning in Life  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Adverse Childhood Experiences  Deviant Behavior  
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Chapter II 

Literature Review 

 

In this section of the study, multiple studies explain the association among 

adverse childhood experiences, deviant behavior and the sense of meaning in life. 

A research study on the young adults by the Mahmood and Fatimi (2025), 

conducted in Pakistan. This research findings explored that 454 young adults including 

(203 males, 251 females) aged 18-25 who were enrolled in public and private colleges in 

Rawalpindi, almost 98% of the participants had experienced at least one adverse 

childhood experience in their lifetime. Interestingly, 82.4% of students reported almost 

three or more such adversities. Experiencing violence in the community was the most 

common type of childhood adversity, impacting 88% of participants, which was followed 

by peer violence 83% and home violence 73%. Of the students, 60% reported emotional 

abuse, 47% reported physical abuse, and 37% reported sexual abuse. Based on research, 

students who had experienced six or more ACEs were more than three times (3.39 times) 

inclined to claim that they had poor mental health than students who encountered one or 

two adverse experiences (Mahmood & Fatmi, 2025). 

Research has found that there is a relationship between Adverse childhood 

experiences and mental health outcomes. Such research was conducted in Peshawar, 

Pakistan which explored the relationship between adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) 

and depression, suicidal behavior, and risky behaviors in a sample of 400 participants, 

divided equally between 200 students and 200 drug abusers. They used commonly used 

tools, such as CES-D- for depression, and the ASSIST for substance use screening. 
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Increased ACE exposure was considerably linked to higher levels of depression, 

increased suicidal behavior, and a rise in hazardous or risky behaviors, according to their 

findings. Logistics regression analyses revealed that ACEs remained a reliable indicator 

for all three outcomes, regardless of adjusting for demographic variables, the investigator 

observed differences in gender, pointing out men in their study experienced higher ACEs 

than women. They ultimately came to the conclusion that childhood aversity strongly 

influences later mental health risky outcomes, emphasizing the vital importance early 

evaluation, psychological therapies, health care interventions in Pakistan (Kalsoom and 

Ara, 2025). 

Another similar research conducted by Gul and Atta (2022) examined the effect of 

negative childhood experiences on lasting psychological health outcomes in Pakistani 

women attempted suicide. Almost 300 women within the ages of 19 and 40 were recently 

admitted to hospital after a suicide attempt were a part of this research, which was carried 

out at the psychiatric departments of in the major Government hospitals in Lahore. The 

researchers examined the subject’s childhood experiences as well as current 

psychological functioning using the Beck Depression Inventory and the Adverse 

Childhood Experiences Questionnaires. The outcomes indicated that several women had 

experienced several ACEs, which include emotional abuse, verbal and physical abuse, 

and neglect. Additionally, it said that they were brought up in violence or tense 

households, which increased their constant sense of insecurity. This study reveals a strong 

relationship between the severity of depression and the number of ACEs, suggesting that 

women with extensive trauma histories had significantly greater level of depression (Gul 

& Atta, 2022). 
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In a cross-national study of sample 3,797 young adults (ages 18-20) comprising 

10 different nations comprising five continents, researchers investigated whether different 

kinds of childhood adversity influenced criminal conduct in young adulthood. They 

utilized standardized (adverse childhood experiences) questionnaire and a self-reported 

delinquency scale to investigate childhood abuse, familial dysfunction, and previous 

criminal conduct. The outcomes proved that among all nations, childhood physical abuse, 

sexual abuse, physical neglect, and household substance abuse substantially raised the 

risk of getting involved in criminal conduct. Furthermore, the correlations had remained 

after adjusting for age, sex, cross national socioeconomic distinctions, suggesting major 

connection between early trauma and later crime. The study additionally indicated that 

certain types of family dysfunction, including parental substance abuse or mental illness, 

were especially indicative of criminal conduct, while the consequences varied slightly by 

gender human development index (HDI) rank at the national level. The researchers take 

these findings as proof that ACEs serve as cross cultural risk factors for later antisocial 

and criminal conduct, recommending that early intervention and trauma centered 

prevention strategies are crucial in numerous social situations (Basto-Pereira et al., 2022). 

Here, another study was conducted where 150 adolescents aged 16-19 from 

multiple educational institutions in Karachi explored the connection between deviant 

behavior and life satisfaction. They used Satisfaction with Life Scale (SWLS) to 

determine life satisfaction and the Adolescent Behavior Questionnaire (ABQ) to measure 

deviant behavior. A great amount of deviance is related to reduced life satisfaction among 

participants, based on the results, data suggested an intense negative correlation (r = –

.273, p < .001) between variables. The research also found notables differences in deviant 
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behavior and life satisfaction corresponding to gender and family structure, highlighting 

that gender and family circumstances could have an effect on behavior as well as well-

being. The investigators concluded that adolescents who involve in deviant behavior are 

less contented with their life, illustrating the psychological and social wellbeing effects 

caused by adolescents’ deviance in Pakistani culture. For the purpose to minimize deviant 

behavior and as well as enhance teenager life satisfaction, they stressed the importance of 

early intervention supporting programs in both educational and familial settings (Faiza, 

Farooqui, and Raza, 2022). 

In addition, researchers explored the impact of adverse childhood experiences 

(ACEs) on social behavior in young adults (18-20) years old, particularly deviant (social) 

and altruistic behavior. The sample was of 490 young adults who performed the ACE 

questionnaire in addition to the evaluations of deviant conduct and altruism. Higher 

cumulative exposure to ACE was discovered to be a strong indicator of for increased 

deviant conduct during the course of the subjects’ lives and in previous years. Among 

ACE subtypes, physical abuse and family substance abuse are especially significant 

determinants of lifetime deviant conduct, yet recent year deviance was strongly 

associated with childhood physical abuse. In contrast, the research revealed that ACEs 

were not a strong consistent marker of altruistic (prosocial) behavior- the overall ACE 

score had no significant impact on altruism criteria. Nevertheless, emotional neglect was 

linked with less altruistic behavior when ACE were split down by types, demonstrating 

different outcomes of specific adversities. Gender also had a significant influence; being 

male and having gone through ACEs were related to more deviant conduct, however 

being female not experiencing emotional neglect forecasted somewhat more altruistic 
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behavior. Their findings contented that early recognition and treatment of ACEs could 

reduce regressive antisocial tendencies as well as contribute to stronger social skills 

among young adults (Gomis-Pomares & Villanueva, 2020). 

The study surveyed 659 adults in Poland in which researchers measured ACEs 

(abuse, neglect, household dysfunction, and other adversities) and subsequently long-

term outcomes, including self-mutilation, drug use (street drugs, problem drinking), use 

of mental health services (visit to psychologist and psychiatrist) and self-efficacy. The 

outcome demonstrated a strong relationship: compared to those with lower ACEs, those 

with four or more had significantly higher chances of self-mutilation (≈ 10.8×), drug use, 

and use of mental health treatment. Also, decreased self-efficacy; a gauge for individuals 

perceived ability to cope with stress and life expectations which was connected to 

increased levels of ACEs. Researchers derive expectations that childhood adversity 

diminishes long term psychological coping and resilience capabilities in addition to 

increasing the likelihood of harmful, risky behaviors (Berent et al., 2020).  

For the purpose to investigate how adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) 

influences life satisfaction, adult well-being for almost 20 years. This investigation 

analyzes data from a large US longitudinal cohort. The findings showed that across all 

survey phases, individuals experiencing history of ACEs frequently reported decreased 

life satisfaction. Higher ACE levels have been correlated with deteriorating life 

satisfaction findings, according to a unique dose- response pattern. Reduced 

psychological and social well-being was particularly strongly associated with childhood 

abuse and household dysfunction. The results showed that ACEs had an impact on 

several aspects of adult functioning, such as social connectivity, personal development, 
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and emotional well-being. The research’s overall findings highlighted the negative long-

term impact of childhood adversity on adult well-being (Mosley Johnson et al., 2019). 

In order to explore the association between the adverse childhood experiences 

(ACEs) and aggressive behavior and self-esteem, 350 adult men in forensic settings that 

had all been suspects of physical aggression. They evaluated self-esteem utilizing 

Rosenberg Self Esteem Scale and an updated version of international ACE questionnaire 

(ACE-IQ). Based on their findings, an abundance of people reported childhood family 

dysfunction, especially familial violence, as an ACE. Notably, higher level of ACE has 

been associated with more aggressive behavior in young adults. At the same time, almost 

all kinds of ACE (except from sexual abuse and social abuse) had strong negative 

correlation with self-esteem, demonstrating that these men’s lower self-esteem was 

related with more childhood trauma. The study conveys that early trauma could damage 

self-concept and relationship with others, leading to a higher tendency for aggressiveness 

and violence later in life. Their findings state that interventions for violent offenders 

ought to include trauma-based methods, targeting not just behavior but also core 

childhood trauma and self-esteem problems (Khodabandeh et al., 2018). 

Another study investigates how juvenile deviance among low-income teenagers in 

the Arizona state has been affected by both direct and indirect negative childhood 

experiences. The observation which is in tune with stress response and strain-based 

models of aggressiveness, indicated that direct ACEs, especially physical and sexual 

abuse, significantly increased the risk of violent behavior, using archival assessment data 

from 225 juveniles who were in the court system. Likewise, physical abuse turned out to 

be a significant indicator of substance use, revealing that early trauma may increase 
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vulnerability to substance based coping mechanisms. However, involving in destruction 

of property has not been expected by either direct or indirect ACEs, demonstrating that 

multiple deviant behaviors could arise from stages of development. To reduce recidivism 

among at risk kids, the research emphasizes the significance of trauma informed 

examination and rehab (Fore, 2018). 

An effective study that explains how adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) link 

to substance abuse violence in adulthood within a sample of 180 convicts. They found 

that those who had greater ACE scores showed significantly larger drug use and 

aggression score, indicating an extensive connection between early trauma and later 

hazardous behaviors. Furthermore, violent criminals in their study had both higher ACE 

and substance use scores compared to non-violent offenders. Substance abuse and ACE 

scores both in themselves indicated aggressive conduct, depending on their hierarchical 

logistic regression. Researchers demonstrated that early adversity increases vulnerability 

for both addiction and aggressiveness, and because both conditions co-occur, an approach 

based on trauma is required social welfare intervention within forensic and penal settings. 

They claim that awareness of the associations between violence, substance abuse, and 

childhood trauma can guide therapies and influence legislation aimed at recidivism and 

enhance rehabilitation outcomes (Levenson & Grady, 2016). 

Theoretical Framework 

General strain theory  

 

In addition to providing a convincing framework for understanding how early 

adversity impacts behavior in later life, Agnew’s General Strain Theory targets a very 

human issue: the psychological stress that people endure when they grow up in 
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circumstances marked by fear, instability or neglect. According to general strain theory, 

tensions like those resulting from adverse childhood events do more than just cause 

temporary distress; they build up and become deeply embedded in a person’s emotional 

life which frequently results in emotions of rage, frustration and internal conflict (Agnew, 

1992).  

Children who experience prolonged adversity without assistance or creative ways 

of coping may carry these unresolved emotions in adolescence and adulthood, slowly 

affecting how they manage relationships and difficulties.  

According to Agnew (2006), under such strain, people are prone to deviant or 

criminal conduct as a misguided attempt to cope, escape or find relief from severe 

emotional tension instead of an innate desire to cause harm.  

This strain can manifest for students who have experienced ACEs as a trouble 

controlling their emotions, greater susceptibility to stress or behaving in ways that 

instantly distract or divert attention from internal discomfort. By depicting deviant or 

criminal conduct, as an emotional reaction to a past of suffering which did not receive 

chance to heal rather than as a moral failure, general strain theory frames it in this way.  

The Meaning-Making Model 

 

A more optimistic and deeply humanistic approach is provided by the Meaning-

Making Model, which argues that people can reconsider their sufferings and turn 

adversity into meaning. The approach by which people try to figure out why difficult 

circumstances occurred to them as well as these events tie into the greater narratives of 

their life is referred to as meaning making (Park, 2010). 
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Instead of being defined by previous struggles, individuals endured an internal 

conversation that allows them to turn their pain into knowledge, guidance, or inner 

strengths — sometimes consciously, sometimes quietly overtime.  

Researchers like Steger (2012) and Wong (2012) observe that, regardless of 

situations when a person’s background is defined by sufferings, having an overwhelming 

sense of purpose in life promotes emotional stability, resilience, and enhanced coping 

mechanism.  

Meaning in life can act as a psychological anchor for students who experienced 

ACEs, assisting them in understanding childhood hardship as a path towards personal 

growth and self-awareness rather than as a lifetime weight. The meaning making model 

thus focuses on the massive human capacity to overcome hardship, stating that when 

people find their purpose, their previous suffering no longer serve as clues to deviant 

behavior instead, they serve as pathways towards psychological determination and better 

life decisions.  
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Problem Statement  

Though many students may seem dedicated, self-assured, and ready to begin their 

careers but some of them hold emotional scars from traumatic childhood experiences. 

Neglect, instability, or conflict exposure are examples of adverse childhood experiences 

(ACEs) that are unlikely to fade away with age. However, they may gently impact 

students’ self-perception, stress management and the level of life satisfaction. Early 

adversity may cause long lasting psychological impacts, according to research, yet 

nothing has been established about how these unseen experiences affect students during 

their tenure in college and university, particularly in non-western environments. Lacking 

this understanding, many students’ emotional difficulties go unnoticed and untreated. 

Consequently, to raise awareness of the hardships that students may carry in silence, this 

study to investigate how ACEs damage their psychological well-being and life 

satisfaction. 

Rationale and Significance 

Although many individuals who grew up with significant more unpleasant 

circumstances, childhood is meant to be a period of safety, stability and care. When 

experiences take the form of abuse, neglect or domestic conflicts, these adverse 

childhood experiences ACEs will not go completely with time. They persist gradually in 

a person’s emotional context, impacting how they respond to stress, how they perceive 

themselves, and how they interact with others. The journey from childhood adversity 

from behavioral outcomes is rarely simple, regardless of the fact that many studies have 

found that ACEs can result in deviant or risk-taking behavior. Different people have 

different ways of coping, and not everyone who encounters adversity pursues the same 
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course. This insight emphasizes the necessity for more in-depth investigation that focuses 

on how certain young adults develop difficulties while others can move forward 

wholesome, responsive ways.  

Students are crucial because many of them experience unresolved emotional 

wounds from their past, despite their apparent self-assurance outstanding functioning. 

These encounters may gradually affect their decision making, mental health and sense of 

security. Trauma affects behavior and coping mechanism regardless of it is not always 

obvious. Evaluating ACEs in this population illustrates how people are influenced by 

adversity irrespective of their age or settings. Through applying this approach researchers 

may overcome prejudice to gain a deeper understanding of underlying challenges. 

Meaning in life is an intrinsic feeling of direction, purpose and clarity that helps 

people in making sense of their experiences has become a major focus of this research. 

Meaning in life is a psychological attribute that may help individuals survive through 

difficult times and understand traumatic events in a way that encourages resilience 

instead of self-destructive behavior; It is not only a motivational notion. The 

psychological strain of ACEs can become excessive for young adults who lack feelings of 

purpose. This could lead them to engage in behaviors like aggressiveness, resistance, or 

drug abuse which temporarily alleviates their suffering but have long term negative 

effects. Adversity, on the other hand, may lose some of its impact when people have 

strong sense of purpose; instead of identifying them, they turn into something to learn 

from it. 

The significance of this research derives from its capacity to shed light on this 

altering role of meaning. Logically, it promotes a deeper, more sympathetic perspective 
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of how early adversity molds behavior in the future, but not through straightforward 

cause and effect links, instead through the complex mechanism of how people understand 

and react to their past. Practically, the study grants a platform to non-western students, 

whose ethnic realities and lived experiences are often underrepresented in the literature 

on ACEs. This improves scientific research’s cultural relevance and engagement as well 

as expanding it.  

In a practical way, the findings can help colleges, therapists, and youth focused 

groups develop programs that foster emotional resilience, self-awareness and a sense of 

purpose. Interventions can be developed to help adults in establishing an affiliation with 

their beliefs, objectives and sense of self if it can be proven that meaning in life mitigates 

the negative effects of ACEs. Ultimately, these findings may be important in helping 

young individuals build better, more fulfilling livelihood by lowering deviant behavior to 

improve mental health.  
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Research Objectives 

1. To examine the relationship between adverse childhood experiences, meaning in life, and 

deviant behavior among young adults. 

2. To examine whether gender moderates the relationship between Adverse Childhood 

Experiences (ACEs) and deviant behavior among young adults. 

3. To determine the mediating role of sense of meaning in life in the relationship between 

adverse childhood experiences (ACEs) and deviant behavior among young adults. 

Hypotheses 

The hypotheses of the study are as follows: 

1. There will be a relationship between adverse childhood experiences, meaning in life, and 

deviant behavior among young adults. 

a) Adverse childhood experiences ACE will be positively associated with deviant 

behavior in young adults. 

b) ACE will be negatively associated with a sense of meaning in life among young 

adults. 

c) Meaning in life will be negatively associated with deviant behavior among young 

adults. 

2. Meaning in life will mediate the relationship between adverse childhood experiences and 

deviant behavior in young adults.  

3. The relationship between Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), deviant behavior and 

meaning in life will vary by gender, with males and females showing different levels of 

association. 
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Chapter III 

Methods 

Research Design  

This study used a quantitative, cross-sectional correlational research design to 

examine how adverse childhood experiences influence deviant behavior in young adults, 

and mediating role of meaning in life. 

Participants 

This study included young adults between the ages of 18-25 years old. A 

purposive sampling technique was used. Participants are recruited mainly from 

colleges and universities. The study aimed to gather a balanced sample of 225 

participants, including males and females, to allow meaningful comparisons 

between genders. 

 Inclusion criteria  

• Young adults aged 18–25 years. 

• Students currently enroll in academic institutions (both college and university). 

• Provide informed consent and have completed the full survey. 

Exclusion criteria  

• Individuals with severe psychiatric disorders.  

• Participants involved in any sort of criminal convictions from breaking formalized 

laws are excluded.  

• Participants who provide incomplete or inconsistent responses. 
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Operational Definitions 

 The following are the operational definitions of the study variables. 

1. Adverse Childhood Experiences  

Adverse Childhood Experiences refers to the stressful or traumatic events 

experienced before the age of 18, including emotional, physical or sexual abuse; 

emotional or physical neglect; and household dysfunction such as parental separation, 

substance abuse, or domestic violence. These experiences can negatively impact 

emotional, social and behavioral development in later life (Felitti et al,. 1998). 

2. Deviant Behavior  

Deviant behaviors refer to the actions or social conduct that violate the dominant 

socio-cultural expectations, norms and generally accepted rules of society, drawing social 

disapproval or negative reactions because they are viewed as harmful or disruptive to 

social order (Clinard & Meier, 2011). 

3. Meaning in Life 

Meaning in life refers to the perception of one’s life has purpose, coherence and 

significance. It reflects the sense that life is valuable, worth living, and that one’s 

experience has a meaningful direction which contributes to overall psychological 

wellbeing (Steger et al., 2006). 

Assessment Measures  

The following assessment measures were used in the present study: 
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1. Demographic Information Sheet.  

2. Adverse Childhood Experiences Questionnaire (ACE-Q) 

3. Meaning In Life Questionnaire (MLQ) 

4. Normative Deviance Scale (NDS) 

Demographic Information Sheet 

The following demographic data included: age (in years), education, 

socioeconomic status, number of earning members in family, family structure, birth order, 

parental education, parental occupation and ever received counseling. The sheet 

prioritizes informed consent to ensure the ethical considerations are met through the 

research process. 

Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACE-Q) 

Respondents’ exposure to negative childhood events has been assessed by ACE-

Q. It is a self-report tool developed by Felitti et al. (1998) used to gauge exposure to 

negative experiences such as abuse, neglect or household dysfunction before the age of 

18 years. There are 10 items in the scale and each item on the scale has dichotomous 

response format (Yes/No), where “Yes” indicates the person encountered that particular 

adverse event. Higher scores on ACE-Q indicate more negative experiences. The overall 

score is determined by adding together all the “Yes” answers. This is the most commonly 

used instrument for evaluating childhood adversity in research and therapeutic settings 

because of its established content and construct validity, as well as its strong reliability 

with a Cronbach’s alpha range of 0.78. 
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Meaning in Life Questionnaire (MLQ) 

The Meaning in Life Questionnaire evaluates people’s sense of self in two areas: 

Search for meaning (the extent to which a person actively seeks meaning) and presence 

of purpose (the extent to which a person thinks their life has a purpose). The MLQ has a 

seven-point Likert scale with 1 indicating “absolutely untrue” and 7 indicating 

“absolutely true”. Higher scores indicate a stronger presence of meaning or a more active 

search for meaning. The findings for each subscale are calculated separately. The MLQ 

was developed by Steger et al. (2006) which has been substantially examined in groups 

of college and university students. With Cronbach’s alpha of 0.87, the MLQ showed 

outstanding reliability in the current investigation and appropriate for individuals of age 

18 and 25. 

Normative Deviance Scale (NDS) 

The Normative Deviance Scale measures how frequently people act in a way that 

is culturally inappropriate or violates the law. Higher scores indicate higher amount of 

deviance conduct. The Likert type response format varies from 1 “Never” to 5 “More 

than six times”. The instrument has an item that measures common behaviors in 

emerging adults, such as academic dishonesty, petty property crimes, and other socially 

deviant activities. With Cronbach’s alpha 0.81, the NDS, which was developed by 

Vazsonyi et al. (2001), showed strong dependability in this investigation. A great number 

of college and university students around the age of 18 and 25, therefore the scale is 

suitable for them. 
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Procedure 

 The development and submission of study proposal, which was accepted by 

departmental review committee, marked the beginning of research process. After this 

approval, the department granted permission and the authors of the standardized scales 

utilized in this study were asked for their formal agreement. In order to collect data from 

different colleges and universities, their permission was also obtained. The survey took 

15-20 minutes online or on paper. Throughout the study, all ethical principles, such as 

voluntary participation and confidentiality, were strictly adhered to. Once the data were 

collected, SPSS -26 was used to code and analyze it to provide the findings. 

Ethical Consideration 

Every ethical standard for research including individuals’ participants was 

fulfilled by this study. The departmental ethical review committee granted its approval 

just before the start of the data collection. The purpose of the research, their voluntary 

right to participate, and their freedom to withdraw at any time without giving a reason 

had been explained to participants. Confidentiality, anonymity, and no risk involved in 

this study were explained in the informed consent form. All responses were kept 

completely confidential and used exclusively for academic purposes. To make sure that 

no specific participant could be identified, the data were kept safely and analyzed in 

aggregate. 
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Chapter IV 

Results  

Table 1 

Demographics Profile (N=225) 

Respondent’s characteristics  f% 

Age  18-19 years  74 (32-9) 

   

 20-21 years  65 (28-9) 

 22-23 years  63 (28.0) 

 24-25 years  22 (9.8) 

Gender  Male  124 (55.1) 

 Female  101 (44.1) 

Education level  Intermediate  65 (28.9) 

 Bachelor’s 145 (64.4) 

 Postgraduate  15 (6.7) 

Socioeconomic status  Rs.50k-100k 157 (69.8) 

 Rs.100k-250k 57 (25.3) 

 250k-600k 11 (4.9) 

Earning members in family  1 82 (36.4) 

 2 78 (34.7) 

 3 48 (21.8) 

 4 13 (5.8) 

 5 2 (.9) 

 6 1 (.4) 

Family structure  Nuclear  113 (50.2) 

 Joint  76 (33.8) 

 Single parent  35 (15.6) 

 Other  1 (.4) 

Birth order  First-born 60 (26.7) 
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 Middle 92 (40.9) 

 Youngest  60 (26.7) 

 Only child  12 (5.3) 

Father Education  Primary  35 (15.6) 

 Secondary  78 (34.7) 

 Higher education  90 (40.0) 

 No formal education  22 (9.8) 

Mother Education  Primary 42 (18.7) 

 Secondary 89 (39.6) 

 Higher education 63 (28.0) 

 No formal education 31 (13.8) 

Father Occupation  Employed 165 (73.3) 

 Unemployed 23 (10.2) 

 Retired 37 (16.4) 

Mother Occupation Employed 55 (24.4) 

 Unemployed 144 (64.4) 

 Retired 26 (11.6) 

Residential Area Urban  162 (72.0) 

 Rural  63 (28.0) 

Ever received counseling No  139 (61.8) 

 Yes  86 (38.2) 

The results in Table 1 present the frequency distribution of demographic data 

among young adults. In terms of age, the majority of respondents were between 18 and 

23 years old, with participants aged 18-19 years making up the largest group (32.9%), 

followed by those aged 20-21 years (28.9%) and 22-23 (28.0%). The sample was made 

up of late teenagers and young adults as demonstrated by the lower percentage of 

respondents (9.8%) which were aged 24-25. In regard to gender, male participant 

represented a slightly larger percentage of sample (55.1%) as compared to female 
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respondents (44.1), represented an almost balanced gender distribution. In terms of 

education, 28.9% of participants were enrolled in intermediate (FA/FSc/A-Levels), but 

many of them (64.4%) enrolled in bachelor’s degree. The majority of respondents were 

undergraduates, as small percentage of respondents (6.7%) indicated postgraduate 

education. 

In terms of their socioeconomic status, a large percentage of respondents 

classified into the lower economic category with a household income between Rs.50k-

100k. This was followed by the middle-class income group earning Rs.100k-250k 

(25.8%), while a small proportion (4.9%) belonged to higher income group Rs. 250k- 

600k.  

Regarding the family earning structure, families with one earning member were 

the most common (36.9%), closely followed by the families with two earners (34.7%). 

Around 28.4% of the population were specified to have three or more earning members 

in the family. Concerning the family structure, approximately one third of the population 

reported living in a joint family system (33.8%), however half of the population belonged 

to a nuclear family structure (50.2%). Families with a single parent accounted for a lesser 

percentage (15.6%).  

In relation to birth order, middle born children consisted of the biggest percentage 

of respondents (40.9%) which was followed by first born children (27.1%) and the 

youngest children (26.7%). Around (5.3%) of the population were only children. 

Regarding parental education, the majority of fathers had completed secondary school 

(34.7%) or higher education (40.0%), whereas a small percentage of fathers had 
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completed primary school (15.6%) or with no formal education was of (9.8%). In the 

same way, many mothers had either completed secondary education (39.6%) or higher 

education (28.0%), While lesser proportion had either no formal education (13.8%) or 

either primary education (18.7%). 

Considering the parental occupation, a vast majority of fathers (73.3%), were 

employed whereas lower numbers were either unemployed (10.2%) or retired (16.4%). 

On the other hand, majority of mothers were unemployed or homemakers (64.4%), which 

was followed by those who were employed (24.4%) or retirement rate was low as 

(11.6%). In respect to their residential background, the majority of respondents resided in 

urban areas (72.0%) but only (28.0%) were from rural areas. 

Lastly, with relation to substance use and psychological support (38.2%), 

psychological support received while the majority (61.8%) had not received.  
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Table 2 

Reliability Analysis (N=225) 

The results in table 2 show that all three scales demonstrate satisfactory internal 

consistency reliability in this current study. The Normative Deviance Scale exhibits a 

high degree of reliability with Cronbach’s alpha of 0.97, the Meaning in Life Scale 

produced an alpha value of 0.74 and the Adverse Childhood Experiences Scale displayed 

Cronbach’s alpha of 0.76. Cortina (1993) stated the criteria of Cronbach’s alpha value, 

which should be greater than 0.70 for acceptable of reliability, the results of this research 

indicating that all scales in present study displayed internal consistency above the 

suggested threshold. In addition, the descriptive statistics provide evidence of the data’s 

normal distribution. Kurtosis varied from −0.26 to 1.26 while skewness ranged from 

−0.85 to −0.80. These values fall within the normal distribution’s permissible limits. 

Although Kline (2015) stated that kurtosis values range between -3 and +3 are 

acceptable, whereas West et al. (1995) argued that skewness values between -7 and +7 

shows normality. Likewise, the kurtosis and skewness statistics observed in this study 

supports the usefulness of parametric statistical analysis by verifying that data was 

uniformly distributed. 

 

Variables 

M SD 

 Range   

α Actual       potential Skew  Kurto  

Adverse Childhood 

Experiences  
.280  0.24 0.76  0-1  0-1 

.727 -.261 

Meaning in Life 5.14 0.63 0.74  1-4 1-7 -.80 1.26 

Normative Deviance Scale  1.96 0.85 0.97  1-5 1-5 -.85 0.32 
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Hypothesis 1 

There will be a relationship between adverse childhood experiences, meaning in life, and 

deviant behavior among young adults. 

a) Adverse childhood experiences ACE will be positively associated with deviant 

behavior in young adults. 

b) ACE will be negatively associated with a sense of meaning in life among young 

adults. 

c) Meaning in life will be negatively associated with deviant behavior among young 

adults. 

Table 3 

Correlation Analysis (N= 225) 

Variables  M SD ACE MIL NDS 

Adverse Childhood Experiences .280 0.24  -.183** .617** 

 

Meaning in Life 5.14 0.63 -.183** -.343**  -.343** 

 

 Normative Deviance Scale  1.96 0.85 .617** -.343**  

 

The results presented in table 3 demonstrated that Adverse Childhood Experiences 

were significantly and positively correlated with Deviant behavior (r = .617, p < .01), 

indicating that higher levels of childhood adversity contribute to more deviance. 

Additionally, there was a significant negative correlation between meaning in life and 

adverse childhood experiences (r = −.183, p < .01), establishing a connection between 
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decreased sense of meaning in life and increased exposure to childhood adversity. 

Likewise, there was a strong negative correlation between meaning in life and deviant 

behavior (r = −.343, p < .01), revealing that those who have greater sense of meaning in 

life are less likely to engage in deviant conduct. At the 0.01 level, every correlation was 

statistically significant. 
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Hypothesis 2 

Meaning in life will mediate the relationship between adverse childhood experiences and 

deviant behavior in young adults.  

Table 4 

Mediation Analysis on the relationship between adverse childhood experiences (ACE), 

meaning in life (MIL) and deviant behavior (NDS) (N = 225) 

Path B SE t p 

Constant →MIL (Mediator) 3.6734 0.0631 58.17 .000 

ACE → MIL -0.4705 0.1694 -2.78 .006 

Constant → NDS 2.5455 0.2616 9.73 .000 

MIL → NDS (b path) -0.3204 0.1775  11.18 .000 

ACE→ NDS (direct effect, c’) 1.9840 0.4328 5.5743 .000 

 
ACE→ NDS (total effect, c) 2.1347 0.1824 11.71 .000              

ACE→ MIL→ NDS (Indirect Effect) 0.1507 0.0694        0.0390  0.3130     

 

A mediation analysis was performed by using PROCESS model 4 (Hayes, 2022) to 

investigate whether meaning in life mediates the relationship between adverse childhood 

experiences and deviant behavior. Adverse childhood experiences significantly and 

negatively predicted meaning in life according to data B = −0.47, SE = 0.17, t = −2.78, p 
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= .006. Furthermore, after adjusting for adverse childhood experiences, meaning in life 

significantly predicted deviant behavior B = −0.32, SE = 0.07, t = −4.65, p < .001.  

After accounting for the mediator, the direct effect of ACE and NDS remains significant, 

B = 1.98, SE = 0.18, t = 11.18, p < .001, suggesting partial mediation. ACE has a significant 

overall effect on NDS as well B = 2.13, SE = 0.18, t = 11.71, p < .001.  

According to bootstrapping analysis (5,000 samples), ACE had substantial 

indirect influence on NDS through MIL, B = 0.15, Boot SE = 0.07, 95% CI [0.04, 0.31]. 

The mediating role of meaning was supported because the confidence interval did not 

include zero. 
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Hypothesis 3 

The relationship between Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs), deviant behavior and 

meaning in life will vary by gender, with males and females showing different levels of 

association. 

Table 5 

Independent Sample T Test Analysis for Gender differences in Adverse Childhood 

Experiences, Meaning in Life and Deviant Behavior  

Variables                         Males                      Females                        t                            sig 

                                       M         SD                M           SD 

Adverse Childhood      .281        .259            .279        .229               .069                    .945 

Experiences 

Meaning in Life            3.54        .606            3.54         .667              -.029                  .977 

Deviant Behavior          2.04        .859            1.87          .835             1.46                  .144 

 

The Independent Sample T Test Analysis was conducted to compare the scores 

between male and female regarding Adverse Childhood Experiences, Meaning in Life and 

Deviant Behavior. The results demonstrated that there are no statistically significant gender 

differences within each of the study variables. Males (M = 0.28, SD = 0.26) and females 

(M = 0.28, SD = 0.23) revealed nearly the same level of adverse childhood experiences; 

the distinction was not significantly statistically t = 0.69, p = .945. Furthermore, there was 

no gender differences in meaning in life yielding similar scores for males (M = 3.54, SD = 

0.61) and females (M = 3.54, SD = 0.67), t = −0.03, p = .977. 
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Chapter V 

Discussion 

The present study aimed to explore the relationship between adverse childhood 

experiences and deviant behavior with meaning in life as mediating psychological 

mechanism.  Specifically, it investigated whether there is a relationship between adverse 

childhood experiences, meaning in life, and deviant behavior among young adults. The 

study further examined whether the relationship between Adverse Childhood Experiences 

(ACEs), deviant behavior and meaning in life will vary by gender, with males and 

females showing different levels of association. The meaning in life would play a role as 

mediator between adverse childhood experiences and deviant behavior. The findings 

partially align with prior research, offering nuanced insight into the dynamics of adverse 

childhood experiences, meaning in life and deviant behavior. Descriptive statistics were 

performed first in order to see the descriptives of the demographic variables.  

In this study, the researchers examined how each of these factors influences the 

others. It concluded that adverse childhood experiences are significantly associated with 

both meaning in life and deviant behavior. Yet, in the second hypothesis, the results 

confirmed that there are no statistically significant gender differences within each of the 

study variables. However, higher levels of adverse childhood experiences were used to 

predict deviant behavior and were found to be a much stronger predictor. According to 

the third hypothesis, the meaning in life serves as a significant partial mediator between 

adverse childhood experiences and deviant behavior.  Moreover, the mediating role of 

meaning was supported because the confidence interval did not include zero. All the 
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study’s scales were reliable as indicated by Cronbach’s alpha values ranging from 0.76 to 

0.97. 

Considering the prior research, ACEs were found significantly and positively 

predict deviant behavior. Extensive literature indicates that exposure to abuse, neglect, 

and household dysfunction during childhood impairs moral development, social learning, 

and emotional regulation making young adults more prone to externalizing behaviors 

(Mersky et al., 2012; Felitti et al., 1998). People with higher ACE exposure often develop 

maladaptive coping strategies, involving aggression, rule breaking, and antisocial 

behavior, as a response to chronic stress and unmet emotional needs. Previous research 

confirms that childhood adversity has a long-lasting impact on behavioral functioning 

and is supported by the strong direct effect found in this study. 

Recent evidence supports the association between ACEs and externalizing or 

deviant behaviors. For example, Childhood adversity has been linked with increases in 

externalizing behavior, including aggression and rule breaking, across development. 

Brown and Shillington (2017) found a significant relationship between cumulative 

adversities and externalizing outcomes in adolescence and early adulthood. In terms of 

meaning in life, early trauma has been shown to diminish meaning and purpose in life, 

disrupting goal setting, and life coherence during emerging childhood (Steger et al., 2019; 

Glaw et al., 2020).  

The results further demonstrated a strong inverse relationship between meaning in 

life and adverse childhood experiences. This finding is consistent with psychological and 

developmental viewpoints, which contented that early adverse events might damage 

people’s sense of self-worth, coherence, and purpose (Steger et al., 2006). Childhood 
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adversity may hinder the development of self-concepts and future focused objectives, 

resulting in psychological void and a loss of sense of purpose in life. The present findings 

have been supported by earlier research that revealed those who experience childhood 

adversity had lower levels of meaning, purpose and life satisfaction. 

Furthermore, meaning in life also emerged as a significant predictor of deviant 

behavior. The result in this accordance with studies indicates that people who believe in 

their life have purpose are more likely to act in prosocial manner and are less likely to 

engage in deviant or delinquent conduct (Steger et al., 2012). A propelling framework 

that directs conduct, fosters self-control, and supports conformity to social norms is 

provided by meaning in life. Despite adverse environmental conditions, late adolescents 

and young adults who have a strong sense of purpose may be better able to avoid 

dangerous or deviant behaviors. 

Crucially, the association between adverse childhood experiences and deviant 

behaviors is partially mediated by meaning in life. This finding is consistent with 

theoretical models like General Strain Theory (GST) and Meaning Making Model. 

According to GST, exposure to severe and ongoing stressors such as abuse, neglect and 

household dysfunction leads to negative emotional states like anger, frustration, and 

discomfort which enhances the risk of antisocial and deviant behavior as coping 

mechanism. In relation to the current study, ACEs serves as significant triggers of stress 

that directly increases the likelihood of deviant behavior.  

From the standpoint of meaning making, early adversity may interfere with 

people’s global meaning system, affecting their belief about who they are, the world, and 

their purpose in life. An essential internal coping mechanism may be diminished ACEs by 
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impairing the capacity to find purpose in life’s circumstances. Deviant behavior is more 

likely to be maladaptive coping mechanism when people’s sense of purpose in life is 

decreased due to, they may have less adaptive framework to interpret adversity. Within 

the framework of GST, meaning in life serves as psychological buffer against the 

negative effects of stress.  
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Conclusion  

 The study investigated the connections between young adults’ maladaptive coping 

mechanism, psychological vulnerability and adverse childhood experiences. Research 

findings supported the General Strain Theory’s postulates the early life stressors increase 

the likelihood of negative behavioral responses as they demonstrated a significant 

correlation between higher levels of childhood adversity and more deviant and 

maladaptive behaviors. The results emphasized the lasting effect of early adverse 

experiences on psychological and behavioral functioning by highlighting the significance 

of psychological distress, particularly maladaptive coping strategies, in influencing 

behavioral outcomes.  

Significantly, meaning in life turned out to be crucial psychological defense. The 

relationship between adverse childhood experiences and deviant behavior was partially 

mediated by meaning in life, according to mediation analysis. This indicates that people 

who sustain or create a sense of purpose are better able to control their emotions and 

develop adaptive coping strategies in spite of early adversity. In order to decrease 

maladaptive behavior and enhance long term psychological well-being, the results 

highlight the significance of enhancing the meaning making process and psychological 

resilience in prevention and intervention initiatives.  
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Limitations 

• The study used a cross-sectional approach, collecting all data at once. For an 

understanding of how adverse childhood experiences influence deviant behavior 

and the significance of meaning in life over time, a longitudinal study would be 

required. The result may not accurately reflect the experiences of late adolescents 

or young adults with different developmental trajectories since the study only 

included participants between ages of 28 and 25. 

• Self-reported measures were used to evaluate adverse childhood experiences, 

meaning in life and deviant behavior. Participants may have underreported or 

exaggerated their experiences due to social desirability, recall bias or 

embarrassment.  

• The study’s exclusion criteria of respondents with serious mental illness or 

criminal records limited our knowledge of how severe episodes of adversity or 

deviant conduct are related to meaning in life.  

• The results might not be comparable to people outside the cultural settings of the 

sample since cultural and environmental elements that could affect childhood 

experiences, a sense of meaning, and a deviant behavior were not considered. 

• Other psychological, social or familial elements that may influence the 

relationship between adverse childhood experiences and deviant behavior were 

not considered; only the presence and search for meaning were evaluated as 

mediator. 

• The study used standardized scales (ACE-Q, MLQ and NDS) that can be 

considered reliable yet might not fully capture all aspects of adverse experiences, 
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deviant behavior and meaning in life. This suggests that using additional testing 

tools would give more details about the topics being researched. 

• The possibility of a negative relationship, in which deviant behavior or a lack of 

purpose in life could influence in retrospect, was not investigated in study. 
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Implications   

The following implications are drawn from this study: 

• Emphasize the value of early intervention programs to lessen the long-term effect 

of adverse childhood experiences on deviant behavior in young adults.  

• Implies that establishing a sense of purpose in life can serve as protective factors 

helping people in overcoming early adversity and lowering involvement in 

deviant behavior.  

• Support the use of meaning making techniques in therapeutic and developmental 

programs for young adults by psychologists, counselors, and educators. 

• Highlights the significance of awareness campaigns and prevention measures 

aimed at families and educational institutions in order to lower the likelihood of 

adverse childhood experiences. 

• Helps lawmakers create youth focused interventions that concentrate on 

behavioral outcomes as well as psychological health. 

• Promotes further investigation into mediating role of life’s meaning and other 

psychological elements in order to construct through models that explain the 

impacts of childhood adversity.  

• Provides beneficial information for mental health professionals to evaluate a 

patient’s history of negative events and establish therapies that enhance life 

purpose and meaning with the aim to mitigate the likelihood of deviant behavior.  
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Informed Consent  

I, Zahra Basharat, a final-year student at Bahria University, Lahore Campus, am 

conducting a research study titled “Adverse Childhood Experiences, Meaning in Life, 

and Deviant Behavior among Young Adults” under the supervision of Ms. Lubna Kanwal 

Dar. The purpose of this study is to understand how early life experiences may influence 

later behaviors and to examine the protective role of meaning in life. Participation in this 

study is completely voluntary. The survey will take approximately 20–30 minutes and 

will include questions on childhood experiences, meaning in life, and behavioral patterns. 

Your responses will remain strictly confidential and will be used solely for research 

purposes. No personal identifying information will be disclosed in any part of the thesis, 

presentations, or publications. 

By signing this form, you confirm that you have read and understood the study 

information, and you voluntarily agree to participate. 

Email: zahrabasharat2@gmail.com 

☐ I consent to participate in this study. 

Participant’s Signature: ____________________________ 

Participant’s Email: ____________________________ 

Date: ____________________________ 

 

mailto:zahrabasharat2@gmail.com
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Section I 

Please provide the following information. Your responses will be kept confidential 

and used only for research purposes. 

Age: ________ years (18–25) 

Gender: 

☐ Male 

☐ Female 

☐ Transgender, LGBTQ,  Other 

Education Level: 

☐ Intermediate (FA/FSc/A-Levels) 

☐ Undergraduate (BS/BA/BSc) 

☐ Postgraduate (MS/MPhil) 

 Other: ____________ 

Socioeconomic Status: 

☐ Rs.50k-100k 

☐ Rs.100k-250k 

☐ 250k-600k 

 Other: ____________ 
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Number of earning member in family: 

 ____________ 

Family Structure: 

☐ Nuclear 

☐ Joint 

☐ Single Parent  

 Other: ____________ 

Birth Order: 

☐ First-born 

☐ Middle 

☐ Youngest 

☐ Only Child 

Parental Education  

Father:  ☐ Primary ☐ Secondary ☐ Higher Education ☐ No formal education  

Mother:  ☐ Primary ☐ Secondary ☐ Higher Education ☐ No formal education 

Parental Occupation / Employment Status: 

Father: ☐ Employed ☐ Unemployed ☐ Retired  

Mother: ☐ Employed ☐ Unemployed ☐ Retired  

Residential Area: 

☐ Urban 
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☐ Rural 

 

Have you ever received counseling or psychological support? 

☐ Yes 

☐ No 
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STUDY TOOLS 
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Section II 

Instructions: This Questionnaire will be asking you some questions about events that 

happened during your childhood; specifically, the first 18 years of your life. The 

information you provide by answering these questions will allow us to better 

understand problems that may have occurred early in your life and allow us to explore 

how those problems may be impacting the challenges you are experiencing today. 

1. Did a parent or other adult in the household often or very often, swear at 

you, insult you, put you down and/or threaten you in a way that made you 

think that you might be physically hurt? 

Yes No 

2. Did a parent or other adult in the household often or very often…push, grab, 

slap, or throw something at you? Or ever hit you so hard that you had marks 

or were injured? 

Yes No 

3. Did an adult or person at least 5 years older ever touch or fondle or have 

you touch their body in a sexual way? 

 Did anyone attempt or actually have oral, anal, or vaginal intercourse with 

you? 

Yes No 

4. Did you often or very often feel that no one in your family loved you or 

thought you were important or special? Or your family didn’t look out for 

each other, feel close to each other, or support each other? 

Yes No 

5. Did you often or very often feel that you didn’t have enough to eat, had to 

wear dirty clothes, and had no one to protect you? Or your parents were too 

drunk or high to take care of you or take you to the doctor if you needed it? 

Yes No 
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6. Was your mother or stepmother often, or very often pushed, grabbed, 

slapped; or had something thrown at her? Sometimes, often, or very often 

kicked, bitten, hit with a fist or something hard? Ever threatened or hurt by a 

knife or gun or other weapon? 

Yes No 

7. As a child, did you ever live with anyone who was a problem drinker or 

alcoholic or lived with anyone who used street drugs? 

Yes No 

8. Was a household member ever depressed; mentally ill or sent to a mental 

hospital? Has a family member ever attempted suicide? 

Yes No 

9. As a child, were your parents ever separated (didn’t live together) or 

divorced? 

Yes No 

10. Did a household member ever go to prison, or was constantly in and out of 

jail? 

Yes No 
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Section III 

Instructions: Please take a moment to think about what makes your life feel important 

to you. Please respond to the following statements as truthfully and accurately as you 

can, and also please remember that these are very subjective questions and that there 

are no right or wrong answers. Please answer according to the scale below: 

Sr. Questions Absolutely 

Untrue 

Mostly 

Untrue 

Somewhat 

Untrue 

 

Can’t Say 

True/False 

Somewhat 

True 

Mosty 

True 

Absolutely 

True 

1. I understand my 

life’s meaning. 

       

2. I am looking for 

something that 

makes my life 

feel meaningful. 

       

3. I am always 

looking to find 

my life’s purpose. 

       

4. My life has a 

clear sense of 

purpose. 

       

5. I have a good 

sense of what 
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makes my life 

meaningful. 

6. I have discovered 

a satisfying life 

purpose 

       

7. I am always 

searching for 

something that 

makes my life 

feel significant 

       

8. I am seeking a 

purpose or 

mission for my 

life. 

       

9. My life has no 

clear purpose. 

       

10. I am searching for 

meaning in my 

life. 
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Section IV 

Instructions: Now we would like to ask you about activities and behaviors in which 

you may or may not have been involved.  Please indicate which of the following acts 

you have done during your teenage or young adulthood years and how many times 

you have done them. 

Have you ever . . . ? 

 

Sr. Questions Never  One time Two to three 

times 

Four to five 

times 

More than six 

times 

1.  Smashed bottles on the street, school 

grounds, or other areas?  

 

     

2. Intentionally damaged or destroyed 

property belonging to your parents or 

other family members (brothers or 

sisters)?  

 

     

3. Intentionally damaged or destroyed 

property belonging to a school, 

college, or university?   

 

     

4. Intentionally damaged or destroyed 

other property (signs, windows, 

mailboxes, parking meter, etc.) that 

did not belong to you?  

 

     

5. Intentionally damaged or destroyed 

property belonging to your employer 

or at your workplace?   

 

     

6. Slashed or in any way damaged seats 

on a bus, in a movie theater, or 

something at another public place?  

 

     

7. Written graffiti on a bus, on school 

walls, on rest room walls, or on 

anything else in a public  

place?  

 

     

8. Committed acts of vandalism when 

coming or going to a football game or 

other sports event? 
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9. Used tobacco products regularly 

(e.g., cigarettes, chew, snuff etc.)  

 

     

10.  Used "soft" drugs such as marijuana 

(grass, pot)?  

 

     

11.  Used "hard" drugs such as crack, 

cocaine, or heroin?  

 

     

12.  Gone to school when you were drunk 

or high on drugs?  

 

     

13.  Gone to work when you were drunk 

or high on drugs?  

 

     

14.  Gone to a concert when you were 

drunk or high on drugs?  

 

     

15.  Gone to a club/dance/party when you 

were drunk or high on drugs?  

 

     

16.  Gone to a club/dance/party to get 

drunk or high on drugs?  

 

     

17.  Sold any drugs such as marijuana 

(grass, pot), cocaine, or heroin? 

 

     

18.  Cheated on school/college/university 

tests (e.g., cheat sheet, copy from 

neighbor, etc.)?    

 

     

19.  Been sent out of a classroom because 

of "bad" behavior (e.g. inappropriate 

behaviors, cheating etc.)?  

 

     

20.  Been suspended or expelled from 

school/college/university?  

 

     

21.  Stayed away from school/classes 

when your parent(s) thought you 

were there?    

 

     

22.  Intentionally missed classes over a 

number of days for "no reason," just 
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for fun (e.g., there was no family 

emergency)?  

 

23.  Been in trouble at school so that your 

parents received a phone call about 

it?  

 

     

24.  Skipped school/work (pretending you 

are ill)? 

 

     

25.  Intentionally disobeyed a stop sign or 

a red traffic light while driving a 

vehicle?   

 

     

26.  Been on someone else's property 

when you knew you were not 

supposed to be there?    

 

     

27.  Failed to return extra change that you 

knew a cashier gave you by mistake?   

 

     

28.  Tried to deceive a cashier to your 

advantage (e.g. flash a larger bill and 

give a smaller one)? 

 

     

29.  Let the air out of the tires of a car or 

bike? 

 

     

30.  Lied about your age to get into a 

nightclub/bar?  

 

     

31.  Made nuisance/obscene telephone 

calls?  

 

     

32.  Avoided paying for something (e.g. 

movies, bus or subway rides, food, 

etc.)?    

 

     

33.  Used fake money or other things in a 

candy, coke, or stamp machine?  

 

     

34.  Shaken/hit a parked car just to turn 

on the car's alarm?  
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35.  Stayed out all night without 

informing your parents about your 

where abouts?   

 

     

36.  Stolen, taken, or tried to take 

something from a family member or 

relative (e.g. personal 

items,money,etc.)?  

 

     

37.  Stolen, taken, or tried to take 

something worth $10 or less (e.g. 

newspaper, pack of gum, mail, 

money,etc.)?  

 

     

38.  Stolen, taken, or tried to take 

something worth between $10 and 

$100 (e.g. shirt, watch, cologne, 

video game cartridge, shoes, money, 

etc.)?  

 

     

39.  Stolen, taken, or tried to take 

something worth more than $100 

(e.g. leather jacket, car stereo, bike, 

money, etc.)?  

 

     

40.  Stolen, taken, or tried to take 

something that belonged to "the 

public" (e.g. street signs, construction 

signs, etc.)? 

 

     

41.  Stolen or tried to steal a motor 

vehicle (e.g., car or motorcycle)?  

 

     

42.  Bought, sold, or held stolen goods or 

tried to do any of these things?  

 

     

43.  Hit or threatened to hit a person?  

 

     

44.  Hit or threatened to hit your 

parent(s)?  

 

     

45.   Hit or threatened to hit other 

students/peers or people?  

 

     

46.  Used force or threatened to beat 

someone up if they didn't give you 
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money or something else you 

wanted?  

 

47.  Been involved in gang fights or other 

gang activities?  

 

     

48.  Beaten someone up so badly they 

required medical attention?  
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