Findings chapter 4


4.1 introduction

Building on the previous chapter, the methodology was used to gather information about what members of the public know about the exploitation of vulnerable children into criminal gangs. By using the methodology, it has shown to be useful in gathering insight on what the public knew about the topic. The method that was used was a questionnaire consisting of fourteen questions mixed with open ended questions and multiple-choice questions to gain as much insight as possible. However, the survey was set out on social media targeting all communities and age groups from eighteen and over to gain valuable insight into the topic. So, in addition to the survey that was set out, this chapter will break down participants answers by linking them back to the research objectives that was set out in chapter one. This will help address the research objectives by exploring public awareness of county lines activity, identifying the main strategies used by gangs to recruit children, and examining public opinions on preventing exploitation. Lastly this chapter will analyse the participants answer by breaking them down into sections and comparing them to academic research to strengthen the analyse data collected from the survey and linking the findings to chapter two of the litrature review.

4.2 Description of analysis and results
4.2.1 demographic of participants 
[bookmark: _Int_weHNNnMi][bookmark: _Int_Bi7TmlSY]This section will look into the demographic and results published by participants that completed the survey to gather the insight information on what the public know about county lines and the exploitation of vulnerable children. The survey was conducted by 44 participants with the demographic background showing that 61% of the participants was 18–25-year-olds, this shown that majority of participants was amongst the lower age group presented. The survey also highlighted that 32% of participants were amongst the 45+ age bracket, representing the second largest group of participants to complete the survey. While the majority of participants was 18-25 this has allowed the survey to provide different perspectives among all ages. Moving towards the main findings in the survey, the survey has gained valuable insight into the research objectives identifying the problems found within county lines. 
4.2.2 factors that make children vulnerable 
Moving into the main findings of the survey, question three asked participants What factors they thought make children more vulnerable to exploitation by criminal gangs. The responses given shown common themes throughout with one of the most frequently mentioned factors was poverty and financial hardship. Many participants suggested that children living in low-income households, where parents are struggling to afford necessities is one of the factors to why children are deemed vulnerable to gangs, as gangs will use opportunities like this to offer children money and basic necessities to do their dirty work for them. In addition to this, many other participants mentioned that difficult home lives, lack of parental guidance and peer pressure is another factor that can cause a child to be vulnerable to gangs.  this suggests that children who grew up in an unstable home with no money and no role models will look towards gang members, so they feel accepted. Furthermore, children who have family members associated with gang life could peer pressure you into following their footsteps and do jobs to earn respect from that family member lastly some participants also mentioned social media and online influencers as a factor as children may look up to someone on social media who is flexing valuable goods and money online so they join the gang to also experience the dirty wealth.
[bookmark: _Int_Ile1ptys]These findings can be backed up from chapter two as Pitts and Morgans (2009) stated that poverty is one of the factors that allow gangs to give children opportunities to make money and afford valuable goods, similar to this Goldacre and hood (2022) mentioned that children living in homes that are financially unstable can lead to a higher risk of exploitation from gangs due to the lack of support from parents. While social media is mentioned throughout the survey, Thurrock council (2019) backs up the point that social media is a way for gangs to recruit children and have members show off their wealth to lure vulnerable children in. 
With all these factors identified in question three. Many of these factors can lead to severe consequences when involved in gang life, as question seven asked participants what are the mental and physical health effects that children may experience when being involved in a gang. The findings from this question shown that many participants mentioned that depression, PTSD, and suicidal thoughts could occur when working for a gang, further supporting Macfarlane where children involved in gangs could feel trapped and scared of older gang members resorting to violence which can lead to the children being depressed and suicide rates rising. However, the findings in question seven also highlighted that children may experience fear a lot more and have low self-esteem which can cause children to struggle in school and make new friends, while this backs up Macfarlane research it also shows that children affected by gangs can lead to long term behavioural problems isolating them from others (Hughes, Hardcastle and Perkins, 2015)  while being in poverty and have family members who could potentially be linked to a gang it shows the affects linked to it with children experiencing depression, fear and suicide rates rising amongst these children.

4.2.3 Strategies used by gangs to recruit children
Following on from the vulnerability factors and consequences, the study also asked questions to find out what the public knew on the methods gangs used to recruit children, as question four was set out to ask participants How gangs typically recruit and manipulate vulnerable children into criminal activity. The findings in the question shown that 47% of the participants mentioned that gangs would use financial initiatives to lure children such as money, gifts, clothes all as a reward for doing tasks in a gang, suggesting that the members of the public understand the use of money can be a way to bribe kids into a gang, however participants also mentioned that gang members will try and be role models and look out for a certain child to gain trust. This supports HM Inspectorate of Probation, (2024) as they also argue that children will see these gang members as inspirational figures leading to gifts and money which they never had the luxury to experienced growing up. In addition to this, the findings showed that several participants mentioned that gang members will try to build relationships and befriend vulnerable children by trying to represent themselves as a role model. gang members will try promoting false promises and manipulate a child into becoming involved in criminal activity. this supports HM inspectorate of Probation (2024) claim as these “role models” will be seen as inspirational figures making children do the dirty for them. With these findings we can identify a common pattern with the members of the public awareness links back to chapter two and helps identify problems that gangs will use several methods into luring children into doing criminal activities.

4.2.4 public awareness on county lines

Building on the understanding of how children become vulnerable and the methods gangs use to recruit them, this section of the survey was set out to explore public awareness on warning signs in county lines as question eight asked participants What they thought are the warning signs that a child may be involved with or exploited by a gang. The findings state that 32% of participants mentioned that one of the warning signs in children assisted with county lines is a change of behaviour. Many participants highlighted that children's attitudes towards friends and family would change making them rude and swearing. furthermore, participants mentioned that the children will start distancing themselves from family and school to prioritise criminal activity, in addition to this, some participants also mentioned that children may become more secretive, staying out for. Long period of times maybe even days avoiding speaking to family members only when they need too. However, linking it back to question seven, children in gangs may experience fear, depression and low self-esteem which can lead to why children might distance themselves from school and family. These findings suggest that the public awareness on warning signs are similar to what the research explains in the Literature review as Newham Council (2024) states that children staying out overnight, having sudden changes in their mood and appearance can lead to early signs of children involved in county lines suggesting that the responses from participants in the survey have resulted into identifying several warning signs that can lead to the exploitation of vulnerable children into criminal gangs.



4.2.5 Prevention in county lines
While the findings have given us a substantial insight into county lines and the exploitation of vulnerable children, the next part of this survey was set out to find out wat the public knows and what the government and police needs to do to prevent children from being involved in criminal activity in the future. As question nine in the survey asked participants what communities can do to prevent gangs from exploiting vulnerable children. The findings from this question shows that 20% of participants mentioned that more youth clubs and activities during the week can help prevent children from being exploited, moreover participants suggested that these activities would provide young children with a safe environment to socialise and make new friends, developing their confidence and building a positive relationship with others within their community. By offering these activities and opening youth clubs can prevent children from hanging around on the streets where gang members could be lurking potentially try exploiting them furthermore the findings can be seen in the research in the literature review where Taper (2024) highlights that youth clubs brings children together providing a safe environment for children to play and make new friends backing up what the public says, furthermore Taper also states that 40% of teenagers attended a youth club in the United Kingdom monthly in 2024 while 60% of children are more likely to attend if they are afflicted with a gang further backing up what the participants said in the survey. In addition to this the findings from question nine have many participants mentioning that raising awareness is cruital into preventing children into criminal gangs such as school-based awareness lessons. This supports St Giles (2025) as they also argued that school-based approach into preventing children into criminal gangs can lead to fewer number of children being able to identify when a gang member is trying to exploit them. Furthermore question ten also asked participants to about what they think the police/government should do to  prevent children into criminal gangs with 67% of participants saying the police needs to do more and 9% saying not at all, this already identifies that the public suggest police and the government are not doing enough to counteract the exploitation of children into gangs. However, the government has set out the online safety act which is one of the ways the government is trying to do more into protecting children from being exploited (Ofcom, 2025)
 Moreover, participants mentioned that the police should treat children as victims and not criminals, due to the severity of children being peer pressured or manipulated into criminal gangs at a young age. With these findings the members of the public suggest that youth clubs and school-based awareness approach can lead to reducing the risk of children being exposed to county lines. While the public think the police needs to approach things differently, we can understand that there methods out there to stop this from happening. 

4.3 Conclusion to chapter 4

From this chapter we can identify the findings and like what the research in the literature review has stated. The results answer the objectives set out in this study as it gives an insight on how much the public knows about county lines and the factors of vulnerability within children linked to criminal gangs, furthermore the findings shows that the public understand what gangs strategies there are to groom children linking it with the literature review. Lastly, the survey highlighted ways that prevents kids from being groomed into county lines, by youth clubs and activates, leading to a safer approach where kids can attend and go staying away from criminal gangs.

Conclusion
5.0 Conclusion 

Overall, this study was set out to explore the recruitment strategies of criminal gangs and analysed how gangs exploited vulnerable children. The study also looked the factors that can make children vulnerable to county lines by exploring in-depth with a literature review and a survey to find out members of the public knowledge on the topic. As the study mentioned, this topic is important to research as it sets out to find the problems kids are facing today and shows why this is necessary for communities, schools and families to look out for warning signs and prevent children from being exploited into criminal gangs. Moving onto chapter two, the literature review shows that children who are vulnerable to criminal gangs, will be exploited in several ways. The chapter explains that children from deprived areas often don't have enough support from friends and family, which makes children easier to be targeted. Furthermore, gang members will use this opportunity to promise money, gifts and protection which can seem ideal to children as they will look up to gang members as role models. The review also points out that peer pressure and social media play a big role, as some kids will have older family members and friends involved with gangs so they will peer pressure the child into joining them doing certain jobs, so they don't feel bullied and left out. Some kids will even look up to gang members online due to the wealth these members will show off, dreaming of the same lifestyle, all these things together make certain children more likely to get involved in county lines and other criminal activities.
Chapter two also looked at the different ways gangs organise themselves and how children are used. Gangs will mainly prioritise younger children by having them do the risker jobs such as carrying drugs, collecting money which can lead to extremely dangerous situations. Others might be asked to deal on the streets, advertising their stock to friends and social media. With all these jobs being the front line of county lines and more at risk of being arrested by the police. We can see from the literature review that children involved in these gangs will often do these jobs out of fear from being hurt affecting their mental and physical health, furthermore children will be seen less in school and suffering from depression and ptsd making children isolate themselves from family and friends showing that gangs will manipulate children with gifts and once they are involved they will be forced and threatened marking them as trapped 
[bookmark: _Int_wZ9QtGvf]Chapter three explained how the study was set out to collect information to see what the public actually knows about the issue. The methodology showed that using a survey was cruital into gathering wide range of information from people and gather different opinions on the topic. The survey asked fifteen questions all together from a range of tick boxes to open ended questions, which helped gather the information needed for the study and answer objective one by finding out the public awareness on county lines. Using the online survey was a quicker and easier method into gathering information even with the limitations that it presented such as people not having access to social media and people answering the question not honestly. Overalll the survey gave a lot of useful insight into what people know about county lines and child exploitation.
In addition to chapter three, the findings from chapter four gives detailed insight in what the public knows about the topic, most participants could identify the main reasons on why children was deemed vulnerable by mentioning poverty, difficult home lives and peer pressure, furthermore many also social media as a factor, which shows that people are aware of the consequences social media plays for gangs to influence children into joining a gang. Moreover, the public findings suggested that gangs will use gifts and money to influence children backing up the point made in chapter two. The findings also showed that the public knew the police and government needed to further act on county lines by approaching the children in gangs as victims and not criminals.
Looking at all these chapters combined, the study shows that the understanding of gang recruitment and child exploitation is a big issue that needs attention. The literature review explained the risks and methods used while the methodology was set out to gather members of the public thoughts in criminal gangs while lastly the findings revealed the insight knowledge of the public thoughts while linking it back to the literature review,
Overall, this research shows that tackling county lines and child exploitation isn't just the job for the police, but families, schools and communities all need to be involved. The study also answers each of the research objectives, identifying public awareness and analysing the strategies used with criminal gangs to recruit children, while researching the prevention methods used to tackle these exploitation methods.   



