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Abstract 
This study explores how criminal gangs recruit and exploits vulnerable children through county lines within England and Wales. The study will explore the way criminal gangs will recruit and what strategies they will use to gain and recruit children into county lines. Furthermore, the research identifies prevention methods aimed at reducing exploitation, including recognising key warning signs and improving early intervention. The research conducted a literature review to identify the key problems around county lines by utilising the main objective aims, furthermore the research conducted a primary research method by exploring the public knowledge using a questionnaire. Moreover, the findings shown basic knowledge from the public who can identify several problems among county lines and the exploitation of vulnerable children, lastly the conclusion states the recommendations that can be used in the future to make it easier for children growing up and what research needs to be done.
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Chapter One- Introduction

1.1 Background 
In recent years, county lines have been one of the biggest problems the UK faces, with many criminal gangs rising on the streets and distributing all sorts of illegal goods to ordinary people. County lines, according to the National Crime Agency (2018) they state that county lines are where illegal drugs are transported from one area to another. This can be from big urban areas to small rural areas around the country. One of the main areas that gangs use to promote and sell their products is by targeting and grooming vulnerable children mainly from poorer backgrounds, they do this by using methods like friendship where gang members will try to build a relationship with the young person to make them feel valued in a way that will help them become a member of a gang, this can be from money, clothes, lifts to places like school or out and about in their cars(Parr-Morley, 2018). However, why are some children more vulnerable than others? Gangs are skilled at identifying young people who can be exploited. According to MK Together (2023), children living in areas with high gang activity are particularly at risk, as the environment exposes them to crime and violence, which gangs can manipulate to recruit them. Additionally, having older siblings or family members involved in gangs increases a child’s vulnerability, as these connections can encourage them to join or carry out illegal activities. Other factors, such as low self-esteem, lack of positive role models, school difficulties, or experiences of abuse and neglect, can make children more susceptible to gang influence. By understanding these vulnerabilities, it becomes clear why gangs often target specific young people to strengthen their networks and carry out criminal activities. 
Furthermore Parr Morely (2018) also explains how  exploiting a child is a beneficial move for gang members because once they have exploited a young person to join their gang they are often forced to carry out a range of illegal activities, including the supply of Class A to C drugs, street robbery, and vandalism, often leading to serious harm within communities kids will be forced to do this as once they recognise they are a part of a gang it is nearly impossible for them to leave, this can be by gang members threatening them with violence and hurting other known family members. this is very common to see in the UK with a survey based on data from the Crime Survey for England and Wales for the year ending March 2017, shows a shocking number of 27,000 children aged 10-17 are associate or are known to be a member of a gang, the survey also shows 34,000 children was a known gang member or knew a gang member that was a victim of a violent crime in the past 12 months (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2024) these numbers are shocking and shows that children are being significantly exploited into working with gangs. The Crime Investigation (2020) states that gangs are very well known in the UK, with approximately 5,000 active gangs roaming the streets across the whole of the UK. This can cause all sorts of problems in areas, especially in major cities like Liverpool and London. The Crime Investigation (2020) also states that London is the biggest issue with criminal gangs, as the capital provides the most money, with a staggering £11bn in illegal drug trade. They also talk about how Liverpool is more well known for the lower end of the scale, with youths roaming the streets causing Nunsense and carrying out illegal drug trades to customers across the country. The number of gangs exploiting young children in the United Kingdom has risen significantly in recent years, with data suggesting that children are four to five times more likely to be involved with a gang or to become a victim of gang-related activity (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2024). These statistics are alarming and highlight the urgent need to understand how criminal gangs are able to recruit and manipulate vulnerable young people. 
1.2 Aims and objectives 
Research aim 
Therefore, this study aims to critically explore the recruitment strategies used by gangs to exploit children and young people across England and Wales. The study will also be focused on three objectives to help provide enough understanding on the topic. 
Research Objectives 
Objective 1: To explore the public awareness of county lines in England and Wales 
Objective 2: To identify the primary strategies used to recruit children and young people into county lines within England and Wales 
Objective 3: To explore the public perception on the recruitment of children by criminal gangs and what needs to be done to prevent gangs from grooming vulnerable children. 
These three goals are crucial to this study because they all work together to provide a better understanding of how county lines work throughout Wales and England. The first objective, which looks at how much the public knows about county lines helping understand how much the public knows about county lines is and to highlight the main issue of grooming vulnerable children. The second objective focuses on the recruitment strategies used by gangs; this is one of the most important parts because it helps to explain how and why young people get targeted and drawn into these criminal networks. The last objective looks at public perception and what can be done to stop children from being exploited. This will help get a more in-depth view into what services are available throughout the country to stop children and young people from being groomed into becoming gang members. Currently, county lines are well known to the police and government in the UK, but there is less understanding about how gangs recruit and groom vulnerable children. By closely exploring the study’s objectives, it will not only show the ways gangs exploit young people but also explain why some children are more at risk than others. This is important because being involved in a gang affects more than just the child, as it can also affect families, schools and the whole community. Children caught up in county lines can face long-term emotional problems, disruption to their education, and difficulties in their relationships with family and friends. Communities can also be affected, with higher levels of crime, fear, and social problems making it even harder for young people to get away from gang involvement.  
1.3 Methods and Research Focus 
By understanding how gangs recruit children and who is most vulnerable, this study will develop an understanding and provide an insight into what is being done to prevent gangs from recruiting vulnerable children and look at the short and long-term goals that are in place to counteract the problem that children are facing today. To explore this all into detail this study explores a primary and secondary research with the secondary research being an extensive literature review on county lines and the vulnerability of children while the primary research being based on a  well-structured online survey on county lines, the survey will insist on asking members of the public in public sector jobs like the police, child protection services, ambulance service and many more, this is beneficial to the study as it helps provide a better understanding with knowledge from public sectors that deals with county lines on a daily basis    


















Chapter Two – Literature Review
2.1 Introduction
Understanding how gangs recruit children is really important in today’s society, especially as more gangs are causing problems on the streets. Looking at what other studies have found helps show how gangs use different strategies to target and manipulate vulnerable young people into doing their work. Because of this, this chapter will present a detailed literature review that explores what happens inside gangs, the methods they use to influence and control children, and how they choose which young people to target. This will help build a clearer picture of how serious the issue is and why certain children are more at risk than others. 
2.2 Deprived Neighbourhoods 
When looking deeper into how gangs operate, one of many stepping stones that helps gangs find business and operate is deprived neighbourhoods, as according to Ministry of Housing,Communities & Local Government (2025) argues that a neighbourhood is only deprived if the area lacks the support and opportunities for people to live. Additionally, they state that people who live in deprived neighbourhoods tend to be living under the poverty line, which means people living in these areas can face financial struggles and may not be able to pay for food or bills. Furthermore, an official measure called The Index of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) is a measure that helps rank neighbourhoods mainly in England by combining factors such as income, employment, health, crime, education, housing and living environments (Henderson, 2025). These factors make gang presence more common for gangs to emerge as a review on the John Pitts (2009) book called reluctant gangs argues that deprived neighbourhoods are areas that the government and labour market has failed to provide, so gangs use this as an opportunity to thrive economically, this is by providing jobs that work within the illegal market such as the drug market furthermore The review also shows that John Pitts also refers that gangs use this as an opportunity to provide safety and an income to vulnerable people seeking a way of getting money (Pitts and Morgan (2009). Additionally McLean et al. (2019) supports the claim that gangs are deeply shaped by deprived neighbourhoods in which they operate to provide an income to their neighbourhood, with their research being in Scotland the same evidence is shown in England and Wales that deprived neighbourhoods are a stepping stone for gangs to thrive with Pitts and Morgan (2009) stating that poverty and the lack of opportunities is a way for gangs to form and offer young people an opportunity to make an income. As we know deprived neighbourhoods are the stepping stones for gangs to form but with poverty on the rise and cost of living and energy prices getting out of hand the UK is seeing its biggest rise in 30 years (Cuffe, 2024) this can put a big impact on families living in deprived areas as Goldacre and Hood (2022) argues that poverty makes children more vulnerable to being exploited from gangs as children living in deprived families can often lead to neglect this is because families in deprived areas often face financial struggles, increasing the risk of exploitation from criminal gangs, this highlights how poverty is not just a background factor but is a direct cause of vulnerability, as with neglect and no income children can be exploited into working for a criminal gang. There are several methods criminal gangs use to recruit and exploit vulnerable children, with gang life being described as a “street casino”. Sanders (2016) uses this metaphor as young people, especially living in a deprived area, are gambling with low odds of the risk of violence and crime to gain rewards such as security, respect and an income. This supports the statement that deprivation pushes vulnerable children into a dangerous “game” as survival is key to having a good outcome. Children gambling their lives away to be a part of a gang or falling into the trap that a gang member has exploited them can cause mental health issues, as in the UK there is 6% of youth aged 10-19 that are affiliated with a gang (Macfarlane, 2018) furthermore Macfarlane argues that certain children feel emotionally trapped as they fear that other gang members will resort into violence or threats, additionally Macfarlane states that suicide rates is “significantly” higher compared to children that are non-gang affiliated, this can be shown by Hughes, Hardcastle and Perkins (2015) as they state that gang members are more at risk of antisocial personality disorder, anxiety and many more. They also highlighted that long-term exposure to violence in criminal gangs can lead to depression and ptsd

2.3 Gang Recruitment Strategies
To fully understand how criminal gangs exploit young people, it is essential to examine the specific strategies they use to recruit vulnerable children, so this section will give us an understanding on why vulnerable children can be exploited and investigate the many methods gangs use to recruit vulnerable children. As we can see in previous sections, children are faced with being vulnerable to gangs, especially in deprived neighbourhoods, as children can look up to certain gangs and idolise them due to the wealth and safety that they bring amongst themselves. (Thurrock Council, 2019) backs up this claim as gangs use social media to their advantage by promoting their wealth. moreover, this can be shown in music videos predominately in the drill music scene, where gangs will rap about their achievements and boost their wealth while showing off fancy clothes and tend to rap about achievements they have accomplished. In addition to promoting wealth, county line gangs deliberately target vulnerable children by using certain grooming tactics to their advantage especially in deprived areas, as gangs use the opportunity to provide small gifts to young children that parents may not be able to afford. This is also evident that gangs can use intimidation tactics such as threats to exploit a child to join (Blackburn & Smith, 2021). To further back up the claim on the methods that gangs use to try and lure children to work for them, the NSPCC, (2025) claims that gangs will try to exploit vulnerable children by taking advantage of them. This can be from targeting children who have been excluded from school or from a background of drug and alcohol abuse. Beyond gifts and threats, gangs strategically use the role model technique as a way to exploit children into a gang, Swancott et al. (2025) argues that young people often see older gang members as inspirational figures, therefore they found that older members would present themselves as “guides” or “protectors” offering them advice, opportunities or even belongings. Moreover, children may look at the older gang members as family due to the lack of respect and neglect they may face in their own family. This is because the “inspirational figures” are there providing gifts and an income which that young person may not see or grown up too have in their childhood (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2024). Another significant recruitment method involves the use of peer pressure, which plays a major role in shaping young people’s decisions. Peer pressure is when people in your social group or family can make you act in a certain way, often making you do things you wouldn't normally do to either impress someone or gain a certain status maybe by doing drugs or performing activities which can lead to getting in serious trouble (Hartney, 2025). For vulnerable children, this pressure can be a powerful tool that gangs use to manipulate young people into taking risks they would never consider on their own. This is shown as JM workplace (2024) states that if friends or family are in a gang they may join so they don't feel isolated and think it's a natural thing to do. This shows that young children can feel vulnerable as they may feel isolated due to their friends being involved in a gang.

2.4 Organisational Structure of Gangs & Child Roles Inside the Gang 
To get a clearer understanding of how gangs recruit and use young people, it's also important to look at how gangs are structured and the different roles children are expected to take on once they're involved. There is a lot of research on how gangs operate, with research showing that gangs tend to have a clear hierarchy; the bottom of the hierarchy table is where the riskier jobs are. Jobs such as front running are at the bottom of the hierarchy table, which involves transporting drugs or carrying money for older gang members. These jobs are ideal for gangs to exploit young and vulnerable children to join and fulfil (Robinson, McLean and Densley, 2019). These jobs are very easy to exploit as just from the young age of seven, vulnerable children will be exploited to become a front runner that will take drugs and collect money from all over the country (Railway Children, 2025). These jobs can bring serious consequences, as shown by the Guardian, they share a real-life case where a 14 year old boy called Kelyan Bokassa was killed on a London bus after being stabbed 12 times. Kelyan was targeted by gangs since the age of six, when he started becoming a frontrunner. (Gaby Hinsliff, 2025) The article also points out that these jobs are the most common roles, as they are exposed to being arrested and can potentially cause violence, as shown in the Kelyan case. Looking more into other roles that gangs offer, another common job is a street level dealer. The Wales Safer Communities Network (2025) highlights that street level dealing is typically carried out by younger members of organised crime groups, typically selling cannabis, cocaine and ecstasy. They also highlight that street level dealers are simply not offenders but victims of exploitation. 
2.5 Preventive measures / intervention strategies 
While gangs continue to exploit children through many recruitment methods, prevention strategies offer a way to break this cycle of vulnerability. Using research and evidence, it can be shown that vulnerable children can show early signs of exploitation. Newham Council (2024) states that there are many common signs of early exploitation, such as skipping school, staying out late or overnight, sudden change in moods, appearance or hygiene and many more. These signs may be normal, but can also show signs of early exploitation of a child into a gang. While there are signs out there that the government and local authorities work together to crack down on exploitation of kids, one of many successful ways that helps lower the risk of exploitation is youth clubs. According to an article based on the lifeline of youths,  Youth clubs are beneficial in tackling exploitation because they provide a safe environment for young children to hang out during after school hours while being looked after by trusted adults who provide several positive games that help reduce the risk of being vulnerable to exploitation (Thapar, 2024). Moreover, the article shows that youth clubs provide a positive impact, with nearly 40% of teenagers attend youth clubs monthly in the UK additionally, the article shows that nearly 60-65% of children who are victims of violence are twice as likely to attend, which shows signs that youth clubs reach the most vulnerable children in the area. The Department for Culture, Media & Sport (2024) also investigated this and found that areas with fewer youth clubs saw more gang-related problems and higher reoffending rates. This finding shows that having proper support in place, like youth clubs, really does help bring kids together and protect them from getting exploited into gang life. There are few other interventions that help children from being exploited with another common one being school-based preventions, this method is beneficial as the main approach is by focusing on de-glamorising gang life and exposing the harsh reality that consequences such as crime and violence can occur (St Giles, 2025), Furthermore this article talks about how awareness-raising with children in assembly or parent/carer sessions can help prevent children from being a target. Another important prevention is the use of social media. Criminal gangs will use the likes of TikTok, Snapchat, Instagram and many more platforms to try and exploit young children into their business. But with research gathered from NSPCC (2025) they state that parental control on certain apps is beneficial as it keeps children away from speaking to random strangers, however the site also states that setting clear boundaries can help children stay off the internet for long periods of time. Lastly, the UK Government set out a new law which helps children from becoming vulnerable to exploitation. The Online Safety Bill is designed to help stop exploitation and prevent children from seeing harmful content online (Ofcom, 2025). Ofcom also explains that the bill recognises the ways gangs might try to groom vulnerable children online, so it requires social media platforms to use strong age checks, like photo ID. This then makes sure that children don’t access unsafe spaces where gangs could target them. This shows that alongside youth clubs and school-based prevention, controlling what children see online can help protect them from being exploited. So, overall, these methods help prevent children from becoming vulnerable to exploitation from criminal gangs 
2.6 Summary of Chapter 2 
Overall, vast studies have explored how vulnerable children are targeted by gangs, revealing patterns that help explain why some youths are more at risk than others. While looking into this chapter, we can see that deprived neighbourhoods are the stepping stones to where criminal gangs look to set up their business. These areas are beneficial to gangs due to the lack of income and opportunities the area provides. This makes it ideal for gangs to recruit vulnerable children, as children living in deprived neighbourhoods can experience neglect, poverty and lack of opportunities for them to thrive. Looking deeper into the review, vulnerable children can get recruited in many ways, with gangs using methods such as money and fancy clothes to lure children into gangs. With many methods  out there, the review states that children surrounded by mates in gangs can be peer pressured into joining so they can fit in with their friends. These methods help support the case of ways that children may be vulnerable to being exploited and how gangs will use these methods to successfully exploit children into their business. The review also states that there are roles that gangs will make young children do to help create an income for the operation for example becoming a street-gang dealer or a front runner to supply drugs or collect money as these jobs have a higher risk of violence and crime, lastly this review talks about the prevention measure that are out there to stop kids from being exploited , this can be seen from an  online bill around the country to school based interventions to stop kids from reaching harmful content and give children and parents a greater understanding on the signs of exploitation, to further expand this review, the next chapter outlines the methodology that will allow a more in depth review on the study by exploring the primary research and seeing how much members of the public understand the topic.













Chapter Three – Methodology 
3.1 Methodology Introduction 
Following on from the literature review, exploiting vulnerable children into gangs is a crucial subject that needs to be solved. With many awarenesses and a lot of studies based on this topic can be found online, how well do the public know about this issue? In this chapter, conducting primary research is beneficial in finding out what members of the public know about such a serious topic. This methodology chapter will outline what primary research is being used and examine the benefits of why this approach is suitable for the study, furthermore the aim of the research will gather data and information from the members of the public by seeing what they know on the exploitation of vulnerable children into gang life, lastly this chapter will ensure the ethical considerations by ensuring that the research is safe and anonymous for members of the public to use when interacting with my research. 
3.2 Research Strategy/Approach 
When conducting a research strategy, the research, whether it's survey-based research or interview-based research must be engaging with the public, as its very important when gathering information. This can supported as The Office for Statistics Regulation (OSR) (2024) states that engaging in the public involves working with members of the public from different backgrounds, this is beneficial as they state that members of the public will have different life experiences and may offer a variety of perspectives on the topic with members of the public giving information from different diverse backgrounds help collect more meaningful data and will help understand the knowledge that people know on the topic. Furthermore, this study uses a quantitative research strategy using a survey-based approach to collect primary data from members of the public. This will be crucial as the quantitative research strategy is appropriate, as it allows information to be collected from the members of the public in large numbers (Harris, 2023). This helps to show common patterns and trends in public awareness and what knowledge the public may have when it comes to the understanding of how vulnerable children are exploited into criminal gangs. In addition, using a quantitative approach instead of a qualitive approach, such as an interview-based approach allows data to be collected more efficiently, however interviews may consist of more in-depth knowledge, but with managing time, cost, and resources. A survey-based approach can be more beneficial for this topic, as the survey is set out to get information from a wider range of sources from the member of the public without causing any bias towards the topic (Kalpokas & Hecker, 2023) 
3.3 Data Collection 
To understand what the public knows about the exploitation of vulnerable children into gang life, data was collected anonymously from online into the survey.  When collecting the data, the survey was put out online throughout many different social media platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, and Snapchat. These platforms helped people see the survey by clicking on the link to start answering the questions. While the survey does not have a specific target number, the goal of the survey is to target over one hundred people minimum to gain as much knowledge as possible from members of the public. The survey is open to all participants from different backgrounds to enhance public knowledge to capture diverse perspectives. This is crucial, as without diversity, results can be over presented by one community rather than focusing on broader communities for a better understanding (Hillman, 2023). Furthermore, the survey will only allow participants to be eighteen and over to participate. It is important that members of the public who are eighteen and over can only participate, as the topic is very distressing and can cause trauma and worry to children seventeen and younger. Moreover, this survey will be fourteen questions consisting of open-end questions and tick boxes questions, there will be no multiple-choice questions as the survey is designed to gather information instead of being used as a test, the combination of both open-end questions and tick box questions allows the survey to capture both detailed public knowledge and trend patterns that occurs, this makes the finding more open and will show great understanding on what the public know on the topic. Survey based approach's needs ethical considerations before being published to the members of the public, as in the survey description, it states that the survey is anonymous and no data will be collected from the survey about the participants, but only the answers they provide. This is crucial as the data collected is the knowledge from each question. however, the survey also states that it's voluntary, and a participant can wish to skip questions if they don't know the answer too or stop at any time. The survey will be beneficial into gather data into the topic of exploitation in criminal gangs as its efficient and allows quick data collection compared to other research methods (Naser 2024) 
3.4 Data Analysis 
The survey responses from each participant will be examined into identifying different patterns and trends by looking at each participants knowledge to give a better understanding on what the members of the public knows about the exploitation of young vulnerable children, while the survey is being conducted on Microsoft forms, collecting the data using quantitative methods will be beneficial into examining members of the public thoughts, this is beneficial as a quantitative research method focuses on numbers and collected data to identify trends and patterns in the survey, using descriptive statistics and coding open end questions can help structurally analysis data (litmaps, 2025). Furthermore, using Microsoft Excel will help analysis the data that was collected by putting together statistics on each question that was answered. This application can also help open word answers, as coding it will allow Excel to pick out words that were frequently used and put that into statistics to back up the findings of the answers. This process of the survey is an easy step by step process as once data is collected, it will be used in excel and then statistically identified to the knowledge gathered and what the members of the public know about exploitation of young, vulnerable children. As the survey is being conducted, the survey must be held reliable, so in the survey, the data that is collected will be based on the same unbais questions that each participant can see, making each question the same for every participant. In addition, the data collected will be checked when transferred into Microsoft Excel to reduce errors and ensure the results accurately represent each participant's responses. Overall, this approach ensures the findings are consistent and can be relied upon to support the research aim of the understanding of the exploitation of young vulnerable children into gangs. 
3.5 Limitations and Potential Hurdles 
While this survey may benefit the research, there can be a lot of limitations towards publishing the survey, as certain members of the public participating can answer questions not truthfully or interpret questions differently. This is called response-bias (DeFranzo, 2025). Another limitation is that participants could potentially rush answers, which can make analysing the data less in-depth due to the lack of knowledge being presented. With the survey-based approach being based online, certain members of the public won't be able to access it, as certain people may not have any form of technology or any social media platforms, so this limits the amount of people who can access the survey.  furthermore, posting it online can lead to low response times as participants may see the survey but choose not to complete it entirely, which can lead to the reduce of overall response rate and limits to findings (Arslan, 2025)  Overall with many limitations and potential hurdles the online based survey is still an effective way to gather reliable and consistent data on the public knowledge on exploitation of vulnerable children into gangs. 
3.6 Summary of Chapter 3 
While there are many research strategies out there, this chapter has outlined the primary research approach that will be used to examine the public knowledge of the exploitation of young vulnerable children into gangs by using a survey-based approach, this chapter shown that the quantitative approach was used rather than a qualitative approach as the quantitative approach focuses more on the diverse backgrounds from all communities than just focusing on certain individuals for answers in an interview based approach. This chapter has also highlighted the use of Microsoft forms as the primary application used to conduct the online survey, and once the data is collected, it will be analysed in Microsoft Excel. This chapter has also highlighted that the survey will use tix boxes and open-ended questions to prioritise getting pubic knowledge rather than testing them. Furthermore, this chapter has shown that surveys will come with limitations and potential hurdles, as the survey being based online can affect members of the public accessing it due to having no social media or technology. The chapter also states that low response times and response bias can make the findings more limited and biased towards the subject. But overall, this methodology critically explains what research is taking place to find out the public knowledge on the exploitation of young vulnerable children by setting the stage for the next chapter, which presents and analyses the findings of the survey. 























Chapter Four – Findings 
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. In addition to the survey that was conducted. The chapter will break down participants' answers by linking them back to the research objectives that were 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' answers 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 literature review  
4.2 Description of Analysis and Results 
4.2.1 Demographic of Participants 
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 knows 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 were 18–25-year-olds. This shows that the majority of participants were 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 - Question 3 
Moving into the main findings of the survey, question three asked participants what factors they thought made children more vulnerable to exploitation by criminal gangs. In addition to this, the responses given showed common themes throughout the public's answers, with 36% of participants stating common themes surrounding poverty and financial hardship, this shows that financial hardship is an important factor in making children more vulnerable. Furthermore, the answers also stated that children living in low-income households, where parents are struggling to afford necessities, are one of the factors 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. Moreover, one participant stated that “Difficult home life, lack of good role models, environment and social economic status.” 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, four participants mentioned that peer pressure can suggest that 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, 20% of 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.  
These findings can be supported by Pitts and Morgans (2009) as they 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.  
4.2.3 Factors that Make Children Vulnerable – Question 7 
Expanding on question three, 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 showed that 40% of participants mentioned that depression, PTSD, and suicidal thoughts could occur when working for a gang, further supporting Macfarlane (2018), 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, 20% of participants 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 (2018) 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. 
4.2.4 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 about 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 showed that 47% of the participants mentioned that gangs would use financial initiatives to lure children, such as money, gifts, and clothes, as a reward for doing tasks in a gang. Participants also mentioned that gang members will try to 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 experience 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 work 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 to lure children into doing criminal activities. 
4.2.5 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 of warning signs in county lines, as question eight asked participants what they thought were 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, 75% participants also mentioned that children may become more secretive, staying out for. Long periods of time, maybe even days, avoiding speaking to family members, only when they need to. 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. 
4.2.6 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 what the public knows and what the government and police need to do to prevent children from being involved in criminal activity in the future. Question nine in the survey asked participants what communities can do to prevent gangs from exploiting vulnerable children. The findings from this question show 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 Thaper (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 Thaper (2024) 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 crucial into preventing children into criminal gangs, such as school-based awareness lessons. This supports St Giles (2025) as they also argued that a school-based approach to preventing children from joining 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 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 suggests 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, 23% of 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. One answer stated that, “Underage people are not at all to blame for their choices if they were coerced and exploited” This gives a greater understanding that the public understands that children in gangs should not be treated as perpetrators. Lastly, youth clubs and school-based awareness approach can lead to reducing the risk of children being exposed to county lines. As one participant mentioned, “Supervised activities such as youth clubs, gym activities, outdoor activities, and neighbourhood events” . While the public thinks the police need to approach things differently, we can understand that there are methods out there to stop this from happening. 
4.3 Summary 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 into how much the public knows about county lines and the factors of vulnerability within children linked to criminal gangs. Furthermore, the findings show that the public understands what gangs strategies there are to groom children, linking it with the literature review. Lastly, the survey highlighted ways that prevent kids from being groomed into county lines, by youth clubs and activities, leading to a safer approach where kids can attend and stay away from criminal gangs.








Chapter Five – Conclusion
5.1 Introduction
The dissertation was set out to critically examine the recruitment strategies of criminal gangs by exploring the methods gang members will use to recruit vulnerable children. The dissertation set out three research objectives to help fully understand the topic.  
Objective 1: of the study is to explore the public awareness of county lines in England and Wales. 
Objective 2: will identify the primary strategies used to recruit children and young people into county lines within England and Wales 
Objective 3: will explore the public perception of the recruitment of children by criminal gangs and what needs to be done to prevent gangs from grooming vulnerable children. 
5.2 Objective 1 
Objective one was set out to explore the level of public awareness within England and Wales, providing a greater insight into how well the public knows about county lines. A questionnaire was set out to gather information from the public. The findings highlighted a common pattern where many participants were able to identify key warning signs that children could be involved in county lines. The research shows that children excluded from school or who have a sudden change of behaviour are warning signs that a child may have been exploited into a gang (Newham Council, 2024). This is linked back to the questionnaire as participants gave a general understanding, with many stating that aggression and attitude is a key behavioural changes. 
5.3 Objective 2 
Within the research, many strategies were identified to help gangs recruit children into county lines. The research found that poverty is the main factor that gangs will try to take advantage of to recruit children. The NCPP (2025) highlighted that children experiencing poverty and an unstable home environment are more commonly found to be targeted by criminal gangs. This is because gang members will pretend to be a role model, offering a sense of security and bribing them with nice, fancy clothes and money as a reward for completing tasks (Parr-Morley, 2018) furthermore the research highlighted that 47% of participants in the questionnaire stated that gangs will use money and clothes to bribe children into joining a gang giving them a sense of belonging to something. In addition to this, gangs also use grooming techniques such as building relationships with a child and acting as a role model. This supports the HM Probation (2024), which states that gang members will pose as an inspirational figure by trying to gain a child's trust by giving them gifts and valuables. Lastly, this research directly addresses the second research objective by identifying the key strategies used by gangs to recruit vulnerable linking it from the literature review to the findings chapter  
5.4 Objective 3 
The third research objective aimed to explore public perceptions on the recruitment of children by criminal gangs, as well as what measures can be taken to prevent the grooming of vulnerable young children. The research identified that using government facilities like youth clubs can help keeping children out off the streets, this was linked to chapter 2 where Thapar (2024) stated that using youth clubs is beneficial into tackling exploitation as they provide a safe environment for children after school hours while being looked after by trusted adults, this can also be highlighted from a public point of view where 20% of participants from the questionnaire stated that using youth clubs can benefit from children being exploited into criminal gangs, this gives an understanding of the public perception on exploitation and what can be done to support preventing it. Lastly, the research highlights that school-based awareness programs can help prevent children into criminal gangs, the research argues that using school-based programs can help de-glamorise criminal gangs and help provide the signs to children for what they need to look out for (St Giles, 2025). Furthermore, this can be supported by the findings where 25% of participants highlighted the use of school programs as a way of preventing the exploitation of vulnerable children. Overall, the research identifies the public understanding and the methods used to prevent exploitation of vulnerable children.  
5.5 Recommendations 
Upon completion of the dissertation, the following recommendations have been suggested: 
1. Allocate greater resources to high-prevalence areas and deprived regions, OR Increased funding should be allocated to youth services to reduce vulnerability to criminal exploitation.  
2. Future research should adopt more in-depth data collection methods, such as interviews and face-to-face questionnaires. 
3. Develop early-intervention programmes aimed at children identified as vulnerable,  
5.6 Conclusion 
Overall, this research shows that tackling county lines and child exploitation isn't just the job for the criminal justice system, it's also a job for families, schools and communities. Furthermore, the study also answers each of the research objectives, identifying public awareness and analysing the strategies used by criminal gangs to recruit children, while researching the prevention methods used to tackle these exploitation methods.
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Appendix 1
Research questionnaire
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2. what age Bracket are you? [1}

3. What factors do you think make children more vulnerable to exploitation by criminal gangs? [T}

Enter your answer

4. How do gangs typically recruit and manipulate vulnerable children into criminal activity? [T}

Enter your answer
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Criminal Gangs and The Exploitation of Young Vulnerable
Children in the UK

Hello, my name is Matthew. | am a final-year student at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David. This questionnaire is part of my
research on the exploitation of children into criminal gangs in the UK.

This questionnaire is completely anonymous and voluntary, and is being carried out for educational and research purposes only.
You are free to skip any questions that you do not know the answer to and may stop taking part at any time.

You must be 18 years or older to take part in this questionnaire.
By continuing with the questionnaire, you are agreeing to take part in the study.

This questionnaire will take no longer than 20 minutes to complete and consists of 14 mixed questions, including short-answer and
multiple-choice questions.

Thank you for taking the time out of your day to complete this questionnaire.

When you submit this form, it will not automatically collect your details like name and email address unless you provide it

yourself.

1. 1 confirm i am 18 or over [T}
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Thank you for taking the time out of your day to complete this questionnaire.

When you submit this form, it will not automatically collect your details like name and email address unless you provide it

yourself.

1. 1 confirm i am 18 or over [I}

O Yes

2. what age Bracket are you? [1}
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13. if yes, please give an example [T}

Enter your answer

14. Do you think local or national media talk enough about how children are affected by gangs?
0

O Yes
O No they dont

O Unsure

15. If you said no, how can the media change this? [T}

Enter your answer
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7. What Mental/Physical health effects might children experience when they are exploited by gangs? [T}

Enter your answer

8. What do you think are the warning signs that a child may be involved with or exploited by a gang?
0

Enter your answer

9. How can communities work together to prevent gang exploitation of vulnerable youth? [

Enter your answer
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4. How do gangs typically recruit and manipulate vulnerable children into criminal activity? [T}

Enter your answer

5. Do you think social media is used by criminal gangs to contact or influence children to join gangs? [T}

6. if Yes, Please explain [T

Enter your answer
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10. Do you think the police should focus more on helping and supporting children involved in gangs
rather than arresting them? [}

O Yes they should

11. If yes, please give an example [T}

Enter your answer

12. Do you think boys and girls experience different roles or treatment when they are involved with gangs?
0a

O Yes they do

O Both the same

O Unsure
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