Data Analysis

This chapter will contain an analysis of the primary research that was conducted. This was obtained by two surveys; one aimed at police/police staff (practitioners) and the other aimed at the general public. This was to develop a greater understanding of individual perceptions of the causes of county lines, the response to county lines and the thoughts and feeling about the policies and procedures in place. In greater detail, the practitioner targeted survey focused on assessing awareness, attitudes towards the current actions against, and experiences when dealing with county lines. The second survey, aimed at the general public, was created to measure public awareness, understanding and attitudes towards county lines exploitation. To elaborate on this, the main focus was to develop the publics knowledge of county lines, and their perception of the effectiveness of the public services in tackling the issue. Through collecting data from both groups, it also provided the opportunity to identify any differences, if any, between an informed population (practitioner) and an uninformed one (general public). All questions included in my questionnaire were made in reference to the core objectives of the study, however, the survey was primarily created to establish and understand the thoughts and opinions of the general public and practitioners in relation to county lines (objective #4). 
Core objectives:
1. Understanding County Lines Exploitation.
2. Assessing the effectiveness of child protection services. 
3. Assess the effectiveness of the criminal justice system.
4. Understanding the opinions of the public and practitioners.
5. Provide recommendations for improving the response.

The data was collected over a period of four weeks, between October 10th, 2025 and November 7th, 2025. In total, there was 54 respondents; 27 practitioners and 27 from the general public.

For the survey aimed at practitioners, the survey was dissected into five sections: 
· Section 1: Awareness and Training
· Section 2: Identifying and Responding
· Section 3: Collaboration and Multi-agency Work
· Section 4: Policy and Practice Perceptions
· Section 5: Impact and Recommendations

Practitioner survey results:
Section 1: Awareness and Training
It was clear from looking at the data, that the vast majority of practitioners have a confident understanding of County Lines exploitation with an even split of 44.4% found between those who are either “very confident” or “somewhat confident”. Only a small proportion (3.7%) placed themselves within the “somewhat unconfident” category, with the remaining participants opting for a “neutral” stance (7.4%).  A slight minority of practitioners have disclosed that they have not received County Lines training in the past 12 months (55.6%) and, of those of who have, the majority stated that they found the training to be “somewhat useful” (57.9%). Only just over a fifth of practitioners (21.1%) found the training to be very useful with the remaining practitioners placing themselves in the neutral (15.8%) or not very useful category (5.3%). These results are shown in figure 1.
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Figure 1: bar chart to show the current usefulness of County Lines training in informing practice.

Section 2: identifying and responding
When asked how frequently practitioners encounter county lines in their day-to-day line of work, only 3 practitioners (11.1%) come across county lines on a regular basis. This discovery may answer as to why a lot of practitioners have not received recent training on the matter. The vast majority (51.9%) state that County Lines activity is “sometimes” encountered in their roles, with the next largest majority rarely encountering it in their work (29.6%). This data is presented in figure 2.
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Figure 2: pie chart to show the practitioner frequency of encountering County Lines cases.

Question 2 and 3 of the questionnaires (see appendix) delves into the perceptions held in regards to children who are found to be involved in County Lines activity. 33.3% of participants believe that children should be treated as victims but the majority of participants (63%) are of the opinion that they should be treated as both victims and offenders. One key area of note, is that no practitioners believed that the children involved in County Lines should be treated as offenders alone. 
The majority of practitioners believe that their organisation perfroms satisfactorly when identifing children at risk of County Lines exploitation with 48.1% believing that they are somewhat effective and 40.7% believing they are effective. This data is presented below, in figure 3.
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Figure 3: pie chart to reflect how effective practitioner’s organisations are when identifying children at risk.

This is an especially promising outlook when considering that the preponderance of practitioners (77.8%) state that the police take the lead when responding to County Lines concerns in their area. This is followed by an even split of 11.1% between Social Services and the Youth Offending Team. This data is reflected in the pie chart below.
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Figure 4: pie chart to show which department takes the lead in County Lines cases.

Section 3: collaboration and multi-agency work
None of the practitioners rated the level of collaboration between the police and child protective services as “excellent”, with the largest proportion of practitioners stating that they believe that the collaborative work is “adequate” (51.9%). A rather concerning 18.5% of practitioners rated the level of collaborative work as “poor”, identifying the need for greater improvement in this area. Despite this, the vast majority of practitioners (74.1%) stated that they had not experienced any barriers in multi-agency working on county lines cases. For respondents who had, they were given an opportunity to describe this experience in greater detail. Key points identified from this are:
· Not enough communication between front-line officers and social services to understand outcomes after a referral is made.
· Police are lacking effective systems for effective communication with social services.
· The lack of out-of-hours communications with social services creates barriers to the police response as county lines is a 24/7 issue. 

Section 4: policy and practice perceptions
Only 18.5% of practitioners believed that the current policies in place balance the need to prosecute crime with the need to protect children, with the vast majority 44.4% stating that they were unsure of the answer. The majority of practitioners also believed that a balanced approach is needed when dealing with young people involved in County Lines (74.1%). An interesting result for the same question was that no practitioners believed that the approach is a criminal justice issue only – suggesting that there is an understanding of the complex relationship between children and criminality. Practitioners were asked what they would suggest to help their organisation deal with County Lines more effectively. The main findings from this are: 
Stronger multi-agencies collaboration:
Practitioners believed that better co-ordination would lead to earlier intervention, compared to the reactive policing and aiming to tackle safeguarding after a child is already deeply involved with County Lines. By improving co-ordination, one respondent claimed that this would aid collaborative approach “to focus on push and pull factors in children involving themselves in criminality”. 

Training and awareness: 
Some practitioners believed that by increasing the volume of training on the matter, there would be greater clarity for “what police (officers) can do to support these young people.” Also regarding training, one respondent outlined that there should be more officers trained in the skills needed in tackling drug-related crime, e.g. “kiosk” training (forensic phone download). In regard to increasing awareness, one respondent called for a “More effective SLO (School Liasson Officers) …” suggesting a need for the increase of school inputs and further identifying the importance of early intervention.

Balancing the approach and assessing accountability:
Another theme that could be observed when reviewing these answers was the proposition of applying contextual judgement to each County Lines case. It was clear that some respondents were frustrated and felt as if there was a blanket rule to treating “all children under 18 as victims”. This is further supported by some respondents who outlined that although legally classified as a child, a “17-year-old who is drug dealing is fully aware of their actions and what they’re doing”. 

Specialist teams and inter-force collaboration:
Although some respondents acknowledge the work that is done by pre-existing specialist teams, such as the exploitation team, one respondent recommended that there should be more collaborative work between these officers and front-line officers to “appropriately identify and engage with repeat mispers”.  This recommendation recognises the key link between child missing persons (MISPERs) and County Lines involvement (NCA, 2017). As well as greater inter-force collaboration, some respondents called for the need for “Dedicated teams for county lines” with others simply asking for “bigger teams” to tackle the issues. 

Preventative and Community-Based Work:
Some respondents recognised the importance of preventative measures being put into place to tackle County Lines criminality. This would be achieved through “more education in schools” and increasing “positive youth engagement” by creating “more clubs for children to go to after school to avoid joining the wrong crowd.”

Section 5: Impact and recommendations
A significant majority of practitioners do not agree with criminalising children to prevent future exploitation (55.6%). That said 22.2% of practitioners had a neutral opinion on the matter, suggesting that they had no strong feelings in support of, or against, the idea. This data is presented below in figure 5.
[image: ]
Figure 5: bar chart to show the practitioner opinion on the following statement, criminalising children aids in preventing future exploitation.

When asked if they believed that more child-centred intervention strategies would reduce involvement in county lines, a substantial proportion (77.8%) answered yes. This answer echoes the previous open-ended answers that called for greater police-initiated school inputs and the improvement of communication between the police and social services to encourage early-stage recognition and prevention. Also supporting this, practitioners were asked what overall recommendation would they make to improve the current response to County Lines. For this, practitioners were provided the opportunity to provide open-ended answers with the expectation to look at the issue as a whole and not from a policing only point of view. Summaries of the principal findings are detailed below:

Early Intervention and Education:
A dominant theme is the importance practitioners recognise in early intervention in tackling the issue of County Lines and safeguarding the children involved. Most recommendations suggest that this early intervention can be completed via the school system, with one respondent calling for “nation-wide mandatory lessons”. The education would involve informing the children of the negative aspects of involvement in gang involvement as “Drug dealing is currently glorified to children, however the risks are not explained”. Also, to add gravity to these lessons, one respondent suggested schools should use real-world examples and by bringing in people who have previously been involved in County Lines to demonstrate the risks and be more relatable. This intervention may also address issues at home by providing a role-model character for the children to look to as one respondent addresses that “some children are victims; others unfortunately want to live the life of crime. It stems from poor parenting and possibly the cultural environment surrounding that child”.

Support for Vulnerable Children and multi-agency collaboration:
Also tied in one the previous section, many respondents stressed the importance of targeted support for children at risk of exploitation. This is especially important with the children who have additional needs or are in care. Respondents suggest that this can be achieved through highlighting the “children who need additional support in schools” or via the inception of dedicated teams who investigate the links with County Lines and children who are in care. Other respondents also suggest that intelligence sharing between agencies should be more fluid to link “children who may be at risk of exploitation so that police have a better understanding of the full picture”. Another way to improve the multi-agency approach is though having a quicker referral process for the children who are at risk. 

Criminal justice enforcement:
Some respondents recommended “stronger sentences to exploiters”, which is in conflict with other respondent suggestions to criminalise children more. This is in conflict as the first recommendation treats children as victims, whilst the second, regards them as criminals. Certain respondents believe that there should be escalating punishments bestowed to children involved in County Lines, increasing in severity if their involvement persists. Other respondents believe that this “criminal-centred approach may discourage children rather than treating them just as victims”. 

Training and awareness:
As previously mentioned, the call for training arises again in this section with respondents. In particular, there is a plea for “better understanding and training” to inform officers better and change the misconception that regards “frequent MISPERs being seen as ‘naughty’ children” to “better identify concerns and vulnerabilities”. There is also an appeal from some respondents that there should be training in place for “families to recognise the signs when their children are involved”. This further ties in with a previous answer, where another respondent recognised the importance of parenting in shaping a child’s life. 


This open-ended question concluded the survey for police/police staff (practitioners). The questions in this survey were more in-depth and based on policy and procedure due to the nature of the topic and its inherent links to policing. For the second survey, aimed at the general public, questions were tailored to apply to a layperson and focus more on their perception of the topic. 

For the survey aimed at the general public, the survey was dissected into four sections:
· Section 1: Awareness
· Section 2: Knowledge and Beliefs
· Section 3: Perceptions of Responses
· Section 4: Public Responsibility and Policy

Public survey results:

Section 1: Awareness




Section 2: Knowledge and Beliefs




Section 3: Perceptions of Responses




Section 4: Public responsibility and Policy
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