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Task 1: Mind map of 
A range of criminological theories helps to explain, with some of these children become involved with county lines, like Differential coercion theory (Colvin,2000) This explains how Coercion on personal levels forces individuals into criminality, with violence and debt, 
Strain theory (Agnew, 1992), where young people in neglected and poor environments may turn to gangs for protection and money.
Differential association (Sutherland, 1947). Behavior learned through interactions with others, who are exposed to criminal attitudes from older more experienced people. 
Social control theory (Hirschi,1969). suggests youths engage in crime, due to weak social bonds, like youths excluded from school, or have weak family attachments, are more likely to be groomed by gangs. 

The police have dedicated county lines programs which are led by National and local forces which target organized groups, and networks. They use intelligence collected through the national county lines co-ordination center, to help identify gangs and distribution centers, alongside special task forces like the British transport county lines task force (2022) Who work on all rail networks.
There is a safeguarding approach which rather than treat children and young people as criminals, apply a multi force agency framework to treat them as victims, and refer known children to several protection services. (Department for Education, 2022; Firmin, 2018). 
The crown prosecution service (2023) uses safeguarding evidence and multi-intelligence, to help prosecute networks and strengthen the legal basis for charging those who coerces minors. 


The exploitation and vulnerability of these children is because of their heightened vulnerability, with their age, and social circumstance making them very susceptible to coercion (National Crime Agency, 2023). they are used to store drugs, money, and phones move drugs from one area to another, and to sell to members of the public, all of which puts the children in very difficult and unsafe positions. They are controlled by threats, violence and promises of money and status. 

                                            


                    
                                                      There are special partner services who work with police, children’s services schools and professionals to help children exit county lines. They work closely to help make safe exit plans. They are several major charities, like the St Guiles trust, Cymru (2023), which is a long standing, which provides mentors and outreach program to help build trust, give support with housing, education, employment and wellbeing. Alongside the London’s rescue and response, service. (2022)  
Meic, Wales (2024), supply a young people’s help line and support, which offers information, advice and advocacy. And Crimestoppers, (2023), that offers anonymous reporting and youth guidance. Other confidential helplines are, NSPCC, (2023), Safe call, and catch22(2023), are all designed to help with exciting county lines, safely. 






We are informed that Children as young as seven are involved in county lines, they are groomed and coerced in to trafficking drugs, (ED2022). 
Early identification and intervention is needed for safeguarding, professional, families, communities and schools are encouraged to recognize early signs of county lines involvement., like grooming and exploitation.
The national referral mechanism (NRM), also help to identify potential victims. 
Multi -agency meeting for risk assessments is another way to help with safeguarding like the Catch 22, safe call service, and the Specialist support services project. (County lines in Cymru, CLIC.). Including the North Wales police campaign (2024) Open eyes. 
Recent legislation changes (Guardian 2025) reports there has been a specific offence brought in in England and Wales which has helped to strengthen protective frameworks and criminalize exploitation behaviors more clearly. 






Public Survey 
A 12-point questionnaire for members of the public, to see their reactions on what they know about county lines in their areas, if the children and young people are criminals or victims, and what perceptions they have.
Including media portrayal and the narratives used to influence the public. 
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UNDERGRADUATE DISSERTATION
RESEARCH PROPOSAL FORM



 
	NAME: Denise Jones 

	 ID No.: 2405845

	A critical analysis of media narratives and stereotyping surrounding young people aged 18–24 involved in county lines in England and Wales.

Why this topic?  Why is it worthy of consideration for an undergraduate dissertation? 
County lines have expanded across the UK, including rural areas, ongoing research is needed to help improve the understanding, and scale of this situation, while critically exploring the stigma and stereotyping experienced by young people, to focus on perception, look at the young people, rather than the criminal activity. Look at stigma, labelling and safeguarding, and what makes them particularity susceptible to coercion, (National crime agency, 2023) and how to the need to belong can manipulate compliance (children society, 2019: Robinson et al., 2021), and look recommendations and improvements, to help all involved. While also looking at the narratives the media (newspapers) use to influence the public’s perception of these youths. 


	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH AIM & OBJECTIVES: 
Here, you are required to clarify the information you want to collect on your research topic in the form of two, three or four key objectives: 
AIM – to explore existing stereotypes and stigma surrounding young people involved in county lines.  Looking at media, policies and public discourse. (Newspapers, government reports, charity publication), to understanding how, this shapes the understanding of their involvement (Home office, 2023, National crime agency,2023: the children’s society,2012)

 Objective one - to identify the prevalence of young people involved in county lines across England and Wales, and to explore reasons for their involvement, including grooming, the safeguarding, support and intervention outcome available to them (NCA, 2023; HM Government, 2023).
Objective two – Explore the impact of stigma and stereotyping surrounding young people in county lines, across, England and Wales., to consider whether stigma leads to criminality, failures to recognising exploitation and the failures in early intervention ((The Children’s Society, 2021; Hales & Hobbs, 2020; Robinson et al., 2022).

Objective three – Propose recommendations for addressing stigma and stereotyping of young people who are involved in county lines in England and Wales, to promote awareness of them as victims rather than criminal and to support trauma-informed, child centre safeguarding responses (HM Government, 2023; Youth Justice Board, 2022).
. 





	THEORETICAL CONTEXT:
Please clarify some of the key literature to be utilised as part of your research. Consider textbooks, journals, articles, government reports, organisational strategic plans, and list a short bibliography of these key sources. This need not be extensive but will give your supervisor a good point to start from.

This research looks at literature from criminology, media studies and youth studies to understand how young people involved in county lines are shown in the media. A key idea across most of the research is that county lines should not just be seen as youth crime, but as a form of child criminal exploitation. The UK Home Office (2026) explains that many young people are groomed, pressured or controlled into taking part, often by older individuals. This means they are not simply choosing to be involved, and in many cases are victims as well as offenders. However, this is not always how they are presented in the media.
A lot of the literature also focuses on the wider social factors that make young people more vulnerable. Things like poverty, exclusion from school, difficult home lives and lack of support can all play a role, Atkinson-Sheppard (2024) suggests that young people’s involvement should be understood within these bigger social contexts, rather than being seen as purely individual choice. Even though some young people may appear to have control over their actions, their options are often limited. Because of this, it becomes difficult to clearly separate who is a victim and who is an offender.
Research that includes young people’s own views adds another layer to this. For example, Swancott et al. (2024) found that some young people do not always recognise that they are being exploited. Instead, they may see involvement in county lines a way to make money or gain independence. This shows that their experiences can be quite different from how professionals or the government define exploitation. It also raises questions about whether media representations really reflect what is going on.
Media theory is important for analysing these representations. The idea of moral panic, developed by Cohen (2002), suggests that the media often exaggerates social issues and creates fear around certain groups. Young people involved in crime can be labelled as dangerous or problematic, which can lead to negative stereotypes. In a similar way, Hall et al (1978) argue that media coverage of crime is influenced by wider political and social pressures, often focusing on control and punishment rather than deeper causes.
This is important for this research because it helps explain why media narratives about county lines can be quite one-sided. While academic and policy sources are starting to treat it more as a safeguarding issue, the media often still presents it as a crime problem. This can lead to young people being shown mainly as offenders, rather than recognising the exploitation involved.
Overall, the literature shows that young people involved in county lines are in a complex situation, where they can be both victims and offenders at the same time. However, media narratives do not always reflect this and may simplify the issue. This research will use these ideas to explore how young people are represented and whether these portrayals match what the wider literature suggests.
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	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 
Summary of qualitative or quantitative methods, and survey techniques being considered.
Using a mixed method of qualitative and quantitative methods, to allow an in -depth look at the social meanings, narratives, and assumptions made by the public   exploring stigma, stereotypes. Perceptions, experiences.
To understand how and why youths  are viewed as criminals or victims, asking 12 questions to members of the public, from different locations, via tick box and short open ended questions, to help understand what people in these areas understand about the young people involved with county lines, what they think would help to improve the situation. 
If they think that the medias perceptions help to influence what the public think, and if this help the public to look at them as “victims or offenders”. 
 


	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 
Provide details of target sample. For example, who are you intending to ask to participate in your research, will you be seeking perspectives from experts who work in each field, or will you be using a general questionnaire to gauge perspectives from members of the public?

 This research mainly uses media sources to look at how young people involved in county lines are represented. The sample will include online news articles from UK outlets such as BBC News and The Guardian, since they are widely read and help shape public views on crime and young people. Articles will be picked using purposive sampling, so they are chosen because they are relevant to county lines and mention young people directly. This includes terms like “gangs”, “youth crime” or “exploitation”. A time frame of roughly the last 5–10 years will be used.
A small questionnaire with adults aged 18+, will be give out vis social media, to get a general idea of public perceptions.
Young people involved in county lines won’t be included directly because of ethical issues and the sensitivity of the topic. Instead, the research uses media content and existing literature to explore how they are represented.
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Crimestoppers (2023) Youth and Anonymous Reporting Services. Crimestoppers UK.
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APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL
	RESEARCH STUDENTS
This form is to be completed by the student within SIX months for full-time students and TWELVE months for part time students, after the commencement of the research degree or following progression to Part Two of your course. 

Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).

This document is also available in Welsh.


	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.


	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.



In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. A researcher may not be covered by the University’s insurance if ethical approval has not been obtained prior to commencement.

The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: “creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications”. As such this covers activities undertaken by members of staff, postgraduate research students, and both taught postgraduate and undergraduate students working on dissertations/projects.

The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the “principal researcher”.

Ethical approval is not required for routine audits, performance reviews, quality assurance studies, testing within normal educational requirements, and literary or artistic criticism.

Please read the notes for guidance before completing ALL sections of the form.

This form must be completed and approved prior to undertaking any research activity. Please see Checklist for details of process for different categories of application.  






SECTION A: About You (Principal Researcher)
	1
	Full Name:
	Denise Jones 

	2
	Tick all boxes that apply:
	Member of staff:
	☐
	Honorary research fellow:
	☐

	
	Undergraduate Student
	☒	Taught Postgraduate Student
	☐	Postgraduate Research Student
	☐


	3
	Institute/Academic Discipline/Centre:
	
Institute of management and health /Swansea law school

	4
	Campus:
	
SA1water front 


	5
	E-mail address:
	
2405845@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	6
	Contact Telephone Number:
	
07821687920

	
	For students:

	7
	Student Number:
	2405845

	8
	Programme of Study:
	Criminology and policing 

	9
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	Laura Knight





SECTION B: Approval for Research Activity
	1
	Has the research activity received approval in principle?
(please check the Guidance Notes as to the appropriate approval process for different levels of research by different categories of individual)
	YES
	☐	NO
	☒
	
	
	Date

	2
	If Yes, please indicate source of approval (and date where known): Approval in principle must be obtained from the relevant source prior to seeking ethical approval
	Research Degrees Committee
	☐	

	
	
	Institute Research Committee
	☐	

	
	
	Other (write in)

	☐	



SECTION C:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials
	
	Please list the core ethical guidance documents that have been referred to during the completion of this form (including any discipline-specific codes of research ethics, location-specific codes of research ethics, and also any specific ethical guidance relating to the proposed methodology).  Please tick to confirm that your research proposal adheres to these codes and guidelines. You may add rows to this table if needed.

	1
	UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice
	☒
	2
	UWTSD Research Data Management Policy
	☒

	3
	[List any other relevant documents here]
	☐



SECTION D: External Collaborative Research Activity
If there are external collaborators then you should gain consent from the contact persons to share their personal data with the university. If there are no external collaborators then leave this section blank and continue to section E.
	1
	Institution
	


	2
	Contact person name
	


	3
	Contact person e-mail address

	

	4
	Is your research externally funded?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☒

	5
	Are you in receipt of a KESS scholarship?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☒

	6
	Are you specifically employed to undertake this research in either a paid or voluntary capacity?
	Voluntary
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☒

	7
	
	Employed
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	8
	Is the research being undertaken within an existing UWTSD Athrofa Professional Learning Partnership (APLP)?
	If YES then the permission question below does not need to be answered.
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	9
	Has permission to undertake the research has been provided by the partner organisation?
	(If YES attach copy)
If NO the application cannot continue
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐




Where research activity is carried out in collaboration with an external organisation
	10
	Does this organisation have its own ethics approval system?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	
	
If Yes, please attach a copy of any final approval (or interim approval) from the organisation (this may be a copy of an email if appropriate).




SECTION E: Details of Research Activity
	1
	Indicative title:
	To critically explore existing stereotypes and stigma surrounding children and young people involved in county lines in England and wales. 

	2
	Proposed start date:
	September 2026
	Proposed end date:
	May 2027

	
	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words per section)
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the points below:
· Purpose of Research Activity
· Proposed Research Question
· Aims of Research Activity
· Objectives of Research Activity
Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain
· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge 
· How it addresses an area of importance. 

	3
	Purpose of Research Activity
The purpose of this research is to explore how media coverage shapes public perceptions of young people aged 18–24 who are involved in county lines. Media reporting often relies on dramatic language, simplified explanations, and emotionally charged framing, which can influence whether these young people are viewed as dangerous offenders, vulnerable victims, or a combination of both. This research examines how these narratives and stereotypes are created, repeated, and interpreted, and how they contribute to stigma and wider societal responses. The study is informed by criminological theories, academic debates, and critical discussions of policing and legislation to provide a broad, evidence‑based understanding of how media framing affects attitudes towards young people linked to county lines.


	
	

	4
	Research Question
A critical analysis of media narratives and stereotyping surrounding young people aged 18–24 involved in county lines in England and Wales.



(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Aims of Research Activity
The aim of this research is to explore how the media talks about young people aged 18–24 who are involved in county lines, and to understand how these stories may create or reinforce certain stereotypes. The research aims to look closely at the language, images, and messages used in media coverage to see whether these young people are mainly shown as offenders, victims, or a mixture of both. By doing this, the study aims to highlight how media narratives might shape public attitudes and influence how society understands these young people.

(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Objectives of Research Activity
Objective one - To identify the prevalence of young people involved in county lines across England and Wales, and to explore reasons for their involvement, including grooming, the safeguarding, support and intervention outcome available to them (NCA, 2023; HM Government, 2023; Ofsted, 2022).
.  
Objective two – Explore the impact of stereotyping surrounding young people in county lines, across, England and Wales., to consider whether media narratives lead to criminality, failures to recognising exploitation and the failures in early intervention (The Children’s Society, 2021; Hales & Hobbs, 2020; Robinson et al., 2022).

Objective three – Propose recommendations for addressing media narratives and stereotyping of young people who are involved in county lines in England and Wales, to promote awareness of them as victims rather than criminal and to support trauma-informed, child centre safeguarding responses (HM Government, 2023; Youth Justice Board, 2022).





(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Proposed methods (maximum 600 words)
Provide a summary of all the methods that may be used in the research activity, making it clear what specific techniques may be used. If methods other than those listed in this section are deemed appropriate later, additional ethical approval for those methods will be needed. You do not need to justify the methods here but should instead describe how you intend to collect the data necessary for you to complete your project.

	7
	
For this project, I’ll be using a mixed‑methods approach. This means I’ll be collecting both quantitative and qualitative data so I can get a full picture of how the public views young people involved in county lines. I want the research to be simple, accessible, and easy for people to take part in, while still giving me enough depth to properly explore people’s attitudes. The methods below explain exactly how I plan to collect the data I need. 
Online Survey (Quantitative Data)
The main method I’ll be using is an online survey aimed at adults aged 18 and over. The survey will be completely anonymous and will be created using a secure platform such as Microsoft Forms. This platform is easy for people to access on their phones or laptops, and they meet data protection requirements.
The survey will include a range of close‑ended questions, and some tick boxes. These questions will help me gather measurable information about people’s awareness of county lines, their assumptions about young people’s involvement, and their general attitudes towards vulnerability, responsibility, and exploitation. I’m keeping the questions simple and clear so that anyone from the public can answer them without needing specialist knowledge.
I’ll share the survey link through social media. This is to make sure I reach a wide mix of people rather than one specific group. I won’t be collecting any personal or identifying information, and participants will be told clearly that their responses are anonymous and voluntary. The survey will stay open for around two weeks and once it closes, I’ll download the data and prepare it for analysis.
For the quantitative part, I’ll be using basic descriptive statistics. This will include looking at percentages, averages, and general patterns in the responses. I might also look at whether certain views differ across broad demographic groups, like age or gender, but only in a simple way. The aim isn’t to produce generalisable findings, but to get a sense of the overall trends in public attitudes.
Open‑Ended Questions (Qualitative Data)
Alongside the structured questions, the survey will also include a few open‑ended questions. These will give people the chance to explain their thoughts in their own words. This part is important because it helps me understand not just what people think, but why they think it. These questions may explore things like how people define exploitation, what they believe leads children into county lines activity, and how they think society or professionals should respond.
The qualitative responses will be analysed using a thematic approach. This means I’ll read through all the answers, look for repeated ideas or patterns, and group these into themes. This will help me identify common assumptions, stereotypes, or misunderstandings that might be influencing public perceptions. Because the survey is anonymous, I won’t be following up with participants or collecting any further information from them.
Secondary Research
Alongside the primary data, I’ll also be using secondary research. This includes academic articles, government reports, practitioner guidance, and publications from charities or organisations working in this area. This material will help me design the survey questions, understand the wider context, and support my analysis. Since this part doesn’t involve human participants, it doesn’t require ethical approval.
Summary
Overall, this mixed‑methods approach will allow me to collect both broad and detailed data. The quantitative questions will show general trends in public attitudes, while the qualitative responses will give me deeper insight into how people make sense of young peoples involvement in county lines. Together, these methods will help me answer my research questions and build a clear picture of public perceptions.
(this box should expand as you type)

	

	Location of research activity
Identify all locations where research activity will take place.

	8
	Online
(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Research activity outside of the UK
If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants. If you live in the country where you will do the research, then please state this.

	9
	
NO
(this box should expand as you type)



	10
	Use of documentation not in the public domain: Are any documents NOT publicly available? 

	NO
	☒

	
	
	YES
	☐

	11
	If yes, please provide details here of how you will gain access to specific documentation that is not in the public domain and that this is in accordance with the current data protection law of the country in question and that of England and Wales.

NO
(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Does your research relate to one or more of the seven aims of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015?
	
YES
	
NO

	12
	A prosperous Wales
	☐
	☐

	13
	A resilient Wales
	☐
	☐

	14
	A healthier Wales
	☒
	☐

	15
	A more equal Wales
	☒
	☐

	16
	A Wales of cohesive communities
	☒
	☐

	17
	A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language
	☐
	☐

	18
	A globally responsible Wales
	☐
	☐

	19
	If YES to any of the above, please give details:

	
	[image: ]
[image: ]My research aligns with at least three of the above, the Healthier Wales by exploring how stigma, stereotyping, and public perceptions of young people involved in county lines can impact their mental and emotional well-being. Understanding these harms supports more trauma‑informed, and safeguarding responses.
Secondly, it helps support A More Equal Wales by challenging narratives that blame or criminalise exploited young people The research highlights inequalities experienced by vulnerable young people, those affected by poverty, social exclusion, and exploitation, and aims to promote fairer approaches. 
Thirdly, Wales of Cohesive Communities by examining how community attitudes, media portrayals, and practitioner responses shape social cohesion. By looking at misconceptions, promoting awareness of exploitation as a safeguarding issue, and research to encourage stronger, safer, and more supportive communities.





SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity
	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☒
	☐

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☐
	☐

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of participant diaries? 
	☐
	☒

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes).

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION G: Intended Participants
If there are no participants then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H.

	
	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☒
	☐

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.

	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other participant groups:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?

	

100


	11
	Who will the participants be?

	

Members of the public.

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	Sending them a link. / social media platform. 




	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION H: Anticipated Risks

	
	
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them. 

If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.  

	1
	Full risk assessment completed and appended? 
	Yes 
	☐

	
	
	No
	☒

	2
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information

	
	Risk to participants:
There will be mild risk to participants, there may be some emotional distress, after answering questions on young people and crime. While the subject may be sensitive for some participants. A small rick that some participants may inadvertently disclose some identifiable information, in the open-ended questions. 
While with all data collection there is a minimal risk associated with electronic data storage. 



there will be limited risk to x should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:

The risks will be mitigated as the survey is fully anonymous and does not request any personal data. Clear and simple questions may of which are just tick boxes. They have the choice to skip any questions they are not comfortable with. 
Data will be stored on password protected systems and accessible only by me. so, ensuring the risks are reduced to a minimum 
(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	This survey will be anonymous; no identifiable information will be collected. So not illegal behaviour can be linked to criminal activities. the participant may skip any question they feel uncomfortable with. there will be a list of relevant support services and helplines supplied at the end of the survey, should anyone feel the need to contact them. 


(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:
There is no significant risk to the researcher, as there is no direct contact with participants. he only potential risk is exposure to sensitive and upsetting material, in the open-ended questions. 


(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:
To help mitigate, any upset due to the survey the investigator can take breaks while checking the survey and be able to speak to supervisory and university support if needed. 


(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:
There is a very low risk to the university, as it is a fully anonymous survey. The data collected does not include any information that could identify and participants, or third parties. 

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:
The data is collected and handled safely and stored with password protected systems, to comply with institutional and legal requirements. 
Which will minimise any reputational or safeguarding risks. 


(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment:
There is no environmental risk with this survey, it is an online digital survey, with no materials, travel or resources required. 

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:

None

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Disclosure and Barring Service

	
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants.
	YES

	NO

	N/A


	7
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	8
	If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available, please write “Pending”; in this case any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number.
	



SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	A brief statement with be placed at the end of the survey. This gives brief details about the survey and again ensure all participants feedback is anonymous. Thank them all for participating. It will also include signposting to any helpful sites or phone numbers, while encouraging them to get in contact if they feel they need it. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	Participants will be provided with an information page at the start of the survey outlining the purpose of the study, what participation involves, and their right to withdraw at any time before submission.
As the survey is anonymous, consent will be obtained electronically: participants must confirm they have read the information and agree to take part before proceeding. Completion and submission of the survey will be taken as informed consent. All procedures will comply with relevant data protection legislation, including UK GDPR.

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	
This study will be fully anonymous. No names, contact details, IP addresses, or any other identifying information will be collected. Participants will not be asked for information that could reasonably identify them. Data will be stored securely and used solely for the purposes of this research. Because anonymity is guaranteed, confidentiality is inherently maintained.

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data.
	☐
	x

	
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	
No Personal data is collected. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	☐
	x

	
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	
None of the above is collected. 

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	
Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☐

	6
	University computers?
	☐
	☐

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☐

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☒
	☐

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☐
	☐

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☒
	☐

	11
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☐

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	All the data collected is password protected , on the university office 365, system, which will not shared. 
(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☐

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☐

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☐

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☐

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☐

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☐

	19
	Use of data management system?
	☐
	☐

	20
	Data archiving?
	☐
	☐

	21
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate):

	
	All the data collected is password protected, on the university office 365, system, which will not be shared, it will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR, and data protection Act 92018). 



(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	
The researcher, the supervisor and possibility an external examiner. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	23
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	
The researcher, the supervisor and possibility an external examiner. 


(this box should expand as you type)

	24
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why.  

	
	
All data will be password protected and encrypted on the cloud storage on the university office 365, SharePoint system, which will not be shared. The data will be stored until completion of the project and then destroyed. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	25
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff) 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	26
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	YES
	☒

	27
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	YES
	☒





SECTION K: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	Denise Jones 
	Date:30.04.26




For STUDENT Submissions:
	2
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	
	Date:

	3
	Signature:
	

	



For STAFF Submissions:
	4
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean:
	
	Date:

	5
	Signature:
	

	



Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation:
	☒
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form.

	☒
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full.

	☒
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle

	☒
	I have attached a copy of final/interim approval from external organisation (where appropriate)

	☐
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate) ONLY TICK IF YOU HAVE ATTACHED A FULL RISK ASSESSMENT

	☒
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above-named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice.

	☒
	I understand that before commencing data collection all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director.



	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.




[bookmark: _Toc161332007]Task 4: Justification of the Chosen Research Method 

This research adopts a mixed‑methods approach because the topic of county lines, and specifically how the public perceives young people aged 18–24 involved in it, is too complex to capture through one method alone. Mixed methods allow the study to gather measurable data on public awareness and attitudes, while also exploring the deeper social meanings, narratives, and assumptions that shape how these young people are viewed. This combination is important because county lines involve overlapping issues of exploitation, criminality, vulnerability, and media influence, all of which require both breadth and depth to understand properly. As Bryman (2016) and Creswell and Plano Clark (2025) argue, mixed‑methods research is particularly useful when a topic requires both numerical patterns and contextual insight.
The quantitative element of this study will be an online survey distributed to members of the public across via social media.  The survey will include closed tick‑box questions and open‑ended questions to measure levels of awareness, attitudes towards young people involved in county lines, and views on early intervention and support. It will also explore whether media narratives influence public perceptions, especially around whether young people are seen as victims or offenders. A target of around 100 participants will be recruited through social media to ensure accessibility and reach across different geographic areas. Quantitative surveys are justified here because they allow for the efficient collection of standardised data from a relatively large sample, making it possible to identify broad patterns and trends in public perception (Bryman, 2016). This is essential given that media narratives often shape how county lines is framed, sometimes reinforcing stereotypes or incomplete understandings of exploitation (Koch et al., 2023).
However, quantitative data alone cannot explain why people hold certain views or how they interpret the narratives they encounter. For this reason, qualitative elements are included to add depth and context. Open‑ended survey questions allow the public to express their views in their own words, offering insight into the reasoning behind their attitudes. Alongside this, qualitative content analysis will be applied to documentary sources such as newspaper articles, government reports, charity publications, and policy documents. This is important because research shows that professional and media narratives around county lines can be inconsistent, sometimes shaped by assumptions or limited knowledge (Pearson & Cavener, 2021). Analysing these documents helps identify patterns in language, framing, and representation, revealing how narratives about young people involved in county lines are constructed and circulated.
Mixed‑methods research is further justified through triangulation. Bryman (2016) explains that triangulation strengthens validity by allowing findings from one method to confirm, challenge, or expand on findings from another. This is especially relevant for county lines, where the boundaries between victimhood and offending are often blurred and misunderstood (Crest Advisory, 2025). By combining quantitative patterns with qualitative insights, the study can produce a more comprehensive and accurate understanding of how the public interprets these issues.
Overall, the mixed‑methods approach is justified because it provides the depth and breadth needed to address the research questions and fully explore how media narratives and stereotyping shape public perceptions of young people involved in county lines.






[bookmark: _Toc161332008][bookmark: _Toc161332009]Task 5: Draft Research Questions

Online Office Form link can be accessed below: 
https://forms.cloud.microsoft/e/0DS0RDTJWX?origin=lprLink
(The questions are outlined below)
1. Do you think there are youths involved with county lines in your area?        YES/NO

2. What age group do you think youths get involved with county lines?     
  under 16 /    16-20 / 20-24.

3. Why do you think youths get involved in county lines?
Answer - 


4. Do you think youths who get involved with county lines are “victims” or “Criminals”?
Mostly criminals / mostly victims / both equally / Unsure. 

5. Do you think that the media (Newspapers, TV, social media), has an influence in how the public thinks about youths in county lines?    YES / NO 

6. Do you think that the media helps to criminalize the youths involved?   YES / NO. 

7. Would you say the media tries to look at these youths as victims?         YES / NO 

8. Do you think that schools, and Police, and youth’s services do enough to help these    youths?
           Answer – 

9. Do you think early intervention (around the age of 12), would help these youths, if they were made aware in schools about its dangers?
Answer _ 

10. Would you allow your child (if applicable) to be taught and informed on all aspects of county lines in school?   Yes / No 

11. What do you think would help to keep youth out of the county lines problems?
Answer – 

12. Do you see the police and youth services doing enough to help tackle this growing
 problem?  Yes / NO. 










Task 6: Evaluation of the Chosen Data Analysis Method

This research will utilise a mixed methods approach to data analysis, incorporating descriptive statistical analysis, thematic analysis, and content analysis. Each method has been selected because it directly aligns with the research objectives and the nature of the data being collected.

Descriptive Statistical Analysis
The quantitative element of this research involves a public survey using closed, tick box questions. The data generated from this will be analysed using descriptive statistics, which will allow patterns and frequencies in public perception to be identified and presented clearly. For example, this will show what percentage of respondents viewed young people involved in county lines as victims versus criminals, or whether they supported early intervention. Descriptive statistics are appropriate here because the aim is not to test a hypothesis but to provide a measurable snapshot of public awareness and attitudes, which can then contextualise the qualitative findings (Bryman, 2016).

Thematic Analysis
The open-ended questions within the survey will be analysed using thematic analysis, following the widely used six-phase framework developed by Braun and Clarke (2006; 2017). This framework includes familiarisation with data, creating initial codes, searching and defining common themes, naming themes. This offers a structured yet flexible framework for identifying, analysing, and interpreting patterns of meaning within datasets. Thematic analysis is particularly well suited to this research because it allows for an in-depth exploration of the social meanings, assumptions, and perceptions that members of the public hold about young people involved in county lines. Braun and Clarke (2006; 2017) argue that thematic analysis offers an accessible and theoretically flexible approach to analysing qualitative data, making it appropriate for an undergraduate dissertation that seeks to examine complex social phenomena such as stereotyping and criminalisation. An inductive approach will be adopted, meaning themes will be allowed to emerge from the data itself rather than being imposed in advance, which is consistent with the exploratory nature of the research questions.
However, thematic analysis does have limitations, it can be a subjective process and the themes generated are shaped by the researchers own positioning and interpretation. To address this, reflexivity will be maintained throughout the analytical process, with the researcher remaining transparent about how interpretive decisions were made.

Content Analysis
Content analysis is a systematic method for examining patterns of language, framing, and representation within texts (Bryman, 2016). It enables the researcher to identify recurring themes, stereotypes, and discursive patterns across a range of media sources, who directly addressing the second research question of this thesis, regarding how media narrativisation contributes to criminalisation and failures in recognising exploitation. A key strength of content analysis in this context is that it allows for the examination of both what is said and what is omitted,  for example, whether young people aged 18–24 are framed as victims or offenders, and whether their structural vulnerabilities are acknowledged or ignored.

Justification of Mixed Methods
The decision to combine these three analytical approaches is justified by the complexity of the research topic. Through triangulating findings across all three methods, the research is strengthened, as patterns identified in the survey data can be cross-referenced with themes emerging from the documentary analysis, producing a richer and more robust set of conclusions (Creswell, 2014). This is particularly important for a topic as nuanced as county lines.






[bookmark: _Toc161332010]
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AI Reference list. 

I acknowledge the use of Grammarly (https://www.grammarly.com/) on, 11.03.26, - 20.03.26. - 07.04.26.  -  03.03.26 – 22.03.26 – 29.03.26. to check my work using the prompt(s): 
1. Please check the following text for readability, grammar and syntax, and spelling. 
2.  I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.

I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 30.01.26 and 04.02.26.
1. to help me to set out a plan for my portfolio. 
2. I acknowledge the use of copilot (https://copilot.microsoft.com/) on 07.03.26 – 16.03.26 and 02.04.26. 
Please write up these bullet points, and notes as an essay paragraph at university level. I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.
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