Chapter 2: lit review
2.1 introduction
[bookmark: _Int_VsYnkhbJ][bookmark: _Int_7QSR6FRq]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) argue 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 a deprived neighbourhoods tend to be living under the poverty line, this 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 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, J. and Morgan, R. (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, J. and Morgan, R. (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 have 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
[bookmark: _Int_zwJa4ZFs]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 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 uses 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 uses 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 back ground 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 
[bookmark: _Int_PWSPBdj0][bookmark: _Int_R1lmUZ1r]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 from 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 where he started becoming a front runner. (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 from 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 exploitations of a child into a gang. While there are signs out there the government and local authorities work together to crack down on exploitation with 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 victim to violence are twice as likely to attend, this 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 Conclusion to 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 
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