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Confronting Gang Membership & Youth Violence: Intervention Challenges and 

Potential Futures 

______________________________________________________________________ 

At the start of this century there was widespread denial that gangs existed in the UK or 

wider Europe, probably because European gangs failed to resemble American stereotypes 

(Klein, 2001). By 2006 approximately 6% of 10-19-year olds in the UK claimed to be gang 

members, and were three times more likely than nongang youth to carry a knife (Sharp, 

Aldridge, & Medina, 2006). By 2009 there was an 89% increase in under 16s hospitalised 

with serious stab wounds (Centre for Social Justice, 2009), and in 2011 the UK government 

introduced the Ending Gang and Youth Violence (EGYV) programme to 33 areas (Home 

Office, 2011); this number was increased to 52 in 2016. In sum, in less than two decades, 

gang activity in the UK became firmly embedded on research and political agendas.  

One reason for increased responses to gangs is excessive violence. In the US, becoming 

a gang member increases violent offending by 10-21% over and above general delinquency 

(Melde & Esbensen, 2013). In the UK, gang activity explained a 36% rise in recorded knife 

crime (HM Government, 2018), and gang activity was identified as responsible for the 

increase in murders of children up to age 15, between 2016-18 (Kirchmaier & Villa Llera, 

2018). The expansion of county lines drug trafficking from cities to satellite regions (i.e. 

coastal, rural, & market towns; Spicer, 2018) has resulted in ‘cuckooing’ practices where 

vulnerable residents’ homes are taken over and used to store and/or to distribute drugs, and 

the exploitation and abuse of children, particularly those living in care and ‘clean skins’ (not 

known to police), to transport drugs (National Crime Agency, NCA, 2017). Although not 

attributable solely to gang activity, knife crime (McVie, 2010) and county lines drug 
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trafficking (NCA, 2017), are major concerns that underpin drives to reduce gang 

membership.  

Anti-gang strategies in the US tend to favour expensive punishment-oriented 

approaches (Sheldon, Tracy, & Brown, 2013), and the same could be said of the UK. For 

example, UK civil gang injunctions attempt to reduce gang activity by preventing individuals 

from “engaging in, encouraging or assisting gang-related violence…” (Home Office, 2014, 

p.3). Old laws such as the contentious joint enterprise law, which considers those in the 

company of an offender during the offence equally guilty on the basis of supposed foresight, 

were also resurrected in attempts to control and deter gang involvement. Although 

suppression tactics have had some success, multifaceted ‘carrot and stick’ programmes 

which, in addition to suppression, provide community outreach support, seem to hold the 

greatest promise of gang reduction. In the US, evaluations of school-based programs such as 

the revised G.R.E.A.T. program, (targets gangs and violence by addressing school, peer and 

individual risk factors in students aged 11-13 years; Esbensen, Osgood, Peterson, Taylor, & 

Carson, 2013) and community-based programs such as Functional Family Therapy (FFT; 

Thornberry et al., 2018), suggest some progress in reducing gang membership. However, 

therapeutic challenges remain. 

Obstacles to Intervention Success 

Gang members are, in many ways, a unique subset of offenders because gangs provide 

something they need, above and beyond the proceeds of crime. Gangs offer members 

friendship, pride, identity development, esteem, access to financial assets (Goldstein, 2002), 

alleviation of fear, emotional bonding, belonging, and protection from outsiders (Vigil, 

1988). For youth with disrupted school bonding (Henry, Knight, & Thornberry, 2012) and 

poor social relationships, a gang can become a ‘family’ (Decker & Van Winkle 1996), whose 
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needs come first (Hennigan & Spanovic, 2012). Consequently, social and emotional ties 

between gangs and members can be strong and enduring, even in members who express a 

desire to leave (Pyrooz, Decker, & Webb, 2014).  

Gangs also influence members via normative structures and group processes (e.g. 

collective identification, status, cohesion) that promote violence (Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, 

Smith, & Tobin, 2003), which is excessive, disproportionate (Harris, Turner, Garratt, & 

Atkinson, 2011), and contagious (Zeoli, Pizarro, Grady, & Melde, 2014). Once immersed in a 

gang, members reject or restrict involvement with prosocial peers (Uggen & Thompson, 

2003), and as they adhere to the gang’s normative structures and group processes, their social 

cognition (e.g. anti-authority attitudes & moral disengagement; Alleyne & Wood, 2010) is 

nurtured in a pro-delinquency, pro-violence direction (Wood, 2014). This then facilitates 

members’ involvement in levels of delinquency and violence, which exceed pre- or post-gang 

membership levels (Thornberry et al., 2003).  

Even if gang members are willing to engage with anti-gang programmes, if they suffer 

from mental health problems, these will adversely affect their ability to maintain programme 

engagement, hold down jobs, control anger, and stick to commitments to leave the gang 

(Bailey 2014). Comparisons of nongang and gang youth show that gang members have more 

symptoms of perpetrator-induced PTSD (Kerig, Chaplo, Bennett, & Modrowski, 2016) and 

are more likely to develop depression (Watkins & Melde, 2016). Although no cause/effect 

relationship between gang membership and mental health problems has been established, 

comparisons of gang members and nongang men (violent and nonviolent), suggest that 

symptoms of mental health problems intensify with age; gang members have higher symptom 

levels of psychiatric morbidity, anxiety, self-harm, psychosis, and addictions (e.g. drugs, 

alcohol, gambling, pornography), and are more likely to attempt suicide and/or access 

psychiatric care (Coid et al., 2013). Notwithstanding the unknown cause/effect relationship, 
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empirical evidence strongly suggests that adult gang members’ mental health problems are 

associated with the levels of violence that they are exposed to as witnesses, perpetrators, and 

victims (Wood & Dennard, 2017). Since peak gang ages are 13-15 (Pyrooz 2014), this means 

that gang members are exposed to high levels of violence at ages which make them 

vulnerable to neurological changes, mental disorder, and the perpetration of more violence 

(Elbert, Rockstroh, Lolassa, Schauer, & Neuner, 2006).  

Overcoming Obstacles to Gang Intervention Success: Future Possibilities 

Despite the millions of pounds spent trying to reduce gangs and violence, county line 

activities continue to propel gangs into towns and villages across the UK. Children from all 

social backgrounds are being exploited and abused, and coerced into transporting drugs. The 

danger that the UK faces is that as county lines expand, there will be an increase in gangs as 

youth across the country band together for protection, or to profit from the lucrative drug 

trade. Knife carrying is also likely to expand. Youth carry knives for protection or as 

weapons to threaten others and too often this is ending tragically. There is a dire need to 

reduce this destructive activity, to reduce the burgeoning culture of violence and gang 

activity, and restore feelings of safety to local communities. However, it is simply not 

possible to arrest our way out of the gang violence problem, and suppression tactics appear to 

have made no marked difference. A more persuasive, concerted, and holistic approach is 

needed.  

Helpfully, at the end of 2018 the UK Government announced that it would adopt a 

public health approach to tackle youth violence, and London’s Mayor announced an intention 

to introduce a Violence Reduction Unit (VRU) similar to the successful Scottish VRU. Public 

health approaches involve multi-agency (e.g. police, teachers, health professionals, social 

services) provision of support and education to a whole population; not just high-risk 
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individuals. Yet, before a public health approach to reducing gang violence can succeed, the 

challenges to programme success noted above need to be considered. It is futile initiating 

gang reduction programmes without first identifying and addressing any existing or emerging 

mental health needs participants may have. As noted above, mental health problems obstruct 

programme engagement, and if the mental health needs of young people, particularly those 

who may be gang involved, are left unaddressed, programmes are unlikely to have an impact 

on those who need it most. Equally, a strong risk factor for gang involvement is lack of 

parental support, so it is vital that a public health approach offers support for young people 

together with their families via community-based programmes (e.g. similar to the FFT 

approach).  

Schools provide an ideal platform for introducing anti-gang programmes, as the 

implementation of G.R.E.A.T. in the US shows. School-based programs can address a range 

of social issues with large groups of young people, simultaneously. Given the young ages of 

gang-involved youth, programmes should be delivered to children from 9-10 years and 

upwards. Programme goals should include promotion and maintenance of prosocial 

relationships because prosocial relationships protect against involvement in violence. Young 

people who have been or are involved with gangs should be supported into resuscitating and 

strengthening the prosocial bonds that they may have abandoned, and supported to relinquish 

violent responding from their repertoire of behaviors. To coincide with this, responses to 

uncommitted or troublesome students need reviewing. School exclusions and pupil referral 

units (PRUs) make little sense in a climate committed to reducing gang involvement. 

Removing uncommitted students from the education system entirely, or placing them in 

PRUs, severs prosocial ties and encourages bonds with others who are equally 

disenfranchised. Exclusion and PRU strategies may end up strengthening antisocial bonds, 

gang connections, and underpinning gang commitment as attractive alternatives for 
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enhancing status and self-esteem. So, another important first step is to keep all children in the 

school system. 

Gang programmes should also educate young people on the realities of gang life to 

dispel misconceptions, nurture disillusionment with gang life (Bubolz & Simi, 2015), and 

challenge the influence of group processes and norms that foster gang identities. Glamorized 

images of gangs providing protection, familial support, and financial gain can lead youth to 

grandiose expectations of gang life (Bubolz & Simi, 2015). Yet, gangs seldom live up to 

expectations. For instance, it is paradoxical that gang members claim protection as a primary 

reason for joining or forming a gang when the reality is that gang membership elevates levels 

of both minor and serious victimization (Katz, Webb, Fox, & Shaffer, 2011). Although youth 

may form bonds with their gang, the reality is that gangs often fail to provide familial support 

to members. Within-gang violence is common, particularly when status is at stake (Hughes, 

2013) and gang members, who are often more focused on personal gain than on familial 

relations, will expel weak members who fail to contribute (Fleisher, 1998). So, programmes 

will need to explore the reasons why young people bond with gangs (e.g. alienation from 

prosocial groups, disaffection with legitimate establishments such as school), challenge any 

emerging or existing gang identities, and provide support to help sever antisocial bonds. 

Programmes will also need to explore with young people the reasons why they may believe 

that gang membership offers opportunities for financial gain and status, when the reality is 

that financial profit is seldom realized. Most gang members barely earn the equivalent of the 

minimum wage (Levitt & Venkatesh, 2000), and under extremely dangerous circumstances.  

A public health approach to gang and violence reduction has promise. The Scottish 

example is very encouraging and provides a good template for future directions. However, 

since county lines have propelled gang activity into satellite towns, a public health approach 

to gang involvement will need to prevent county lines from continuing to flourish across the 
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UK. So, it will need national deployment rather than a focus just on major cities. A public 

health approach is not a quick fix; it needs to be shaped by long term governmental, financial 

and multi-agency dedication. This will be costly, but when pitted against the anticipated 

expense of future prosecutions, incarcerations, and human costs of gangs and violence, it is 

justified. It would also be sensible to include, as part of any anti-gang strategy, drug 

education which tackles the demand side of the supply and demand social equation and 

clarifies for those tempted to use drugs, exactly what they are financing. A strong, proactive 

approach that tackles the causes (e.g. drug profiteering) in addition to the symptoms of gang 

activity (e.g. violence and intimidation) is long overdue. However, an effective public health 

approach will be dependent on considering gang involvement as a unique social 

phenomenon, and a full and long-term commitment from the current and subsequent UK 

governments.    
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