Chapter two: Literature review
2.1 Introduction 
A literature review is described as an evidence-based, in-depth analysis of current academic literature on a specific topic.  A literature review offers the opportunity to identify any limitations within current research and highlight areas of focus in future research (Winchester and Salji, 2016). 
This chapter will focus on current academic research on the risk factors associated with knife crime and the effect on young people. The chapter will discuss the effectiveness of targeted interventions as a preventative method in reducing knife crime.  Additionally, it will consider any limitations in the literature and identify areas for future research to assist with the reduction of knife crime in young people.  
2.2 Prevalence of knife crime in the UK 
Knife crime is as a crime which involves an object with a blade or sharp instrument (e.g. broken bottle). If a knife or sharp object is used during the commission of an offence, then it will be recorded as a knife crime. In 2022/23 there were approximately 50,500 recorded offences involving sharp instruments in England and Wales. This is a 4.7% increase compared to 2021/2022.  The data shows an increase in offences using a knife or sharp object since 2010/11 (Allen et al, 2023).  Police data demonstrates a 75% increase in knife crime compared to 2012/2013 (Popham, 2023). Assaults with injury, intent to cause serious harm and robbery were the main offences involving a knife or sharp instrument recorded in 2021 (Allen et al, 2023).  
Knife crime is a topic frequently discussed in mainstream media, and particularly its association with younger people. However, statistics from the Ministry of Justice suggest that young people 10-17 years old represent one in five of knife crime perpetrators (Allen et al, 2023). Furthermore, hospital admissions data show that only 15-20% of knife crime victims of are aged 18 or under. However, medical professionals from accident and emergency (A&E) departments report that the injuries were becoming more severe, and victims becoming younger. In 2018, teenagers accounted for more than 1000 hospital admissions resulting from assaults involving a knife or sharp object (NHS, 2019).  Similarly, research from hospital A&E admissions data between 1997-2008 found that 11% of admissions for stabbing injuries involved victims who were aged eighteen or under (Squires, 2011).  Research by Bentham (2019) and Grierson (2020) found that approximately a third of all knife crime offences occur in London, United Kingdom, and 10 – 25-year-olds account for two-thirds of these incidents involving knife crime.
Gang culture and gang violence is highly associated with knife crime across cities in the United Kingdom, however it is difficult to quantify the true effects as there is no legal definition for a ‘gang’. However, Shamserad et al (2021) defines a gang as “any durable, street-orientated youth group whose involvement in illegal activity is part of its group identity”. During 2007/2008, Manchester Police Service reported the death of 55 people aged 13-19 years and stated that more than half were because of gang violence (Densley, 2011).
Since 2013, knife and offensive weapon possession offences have resulted in more custodial sentences compared to cautions and community sentences (The Ministry of Justice, 2024). Furthermore, knife possession offences resulting in custodial sentences lasting more than six months have continued to increase since 2009. The research also suggests that such punishment for knife offences has had major implications on the safety of prisons and young offender institution. 
In conclusion, the data demonstrates that the incidence and prevalence of knife crime has significantly increased in previous decades. 
2.3 Risk factors associated with Knife Crime for young people 10-24 years old?
A research paper by Vinnakota et al (2022) analysed the causes and risk factors associated with knife crime in the United Kingdom from 2011 to 2021. The study included an analysis of reports on knife crime by six online news portals including Metro, Daily Mail, The Sun, The Guardian, Daily Mirror. 692 reports were produced on knife crime between January 2011 and December 2021. The study found that the those aged between 11-20 were the individuals most at risk and most vulnerable as victims of knife crime. In relation to sex differences, it was reported that males were most likely to be reported as victims and perpetrators compared to females. The study also found that street violence, gang attacks, robbery and personal family problems are both risk factors and catalysts for knife crime. Despite this, the data is limited given only six online news portals were analysed. A meta-analysis by Haylock et al, (2020) evaluated 16 studies which investigated the risk factors associated with weapon-related crime. A positive correlation was found between knife crime and adolescence. The literature shows that prevalence of carrying a weapon increases with age, from 30% aged 11-13 up to 52.6% aged 18-19 (Barlas et al, 2006).
Research commissioned by Manchester City Council’s Youth Justice Service investigated serious youth violence by interviewing justice-involved young people and youth justice workers. The research found that 30% (n=60) of the 200 justice-involved children had been charged with carrying a knife/bladed article. Children reportedly carry knives because of fear and the desire to protect themselves, whilst simultaneously not being fully aware of the risks e.g. being a victim or perpetrator of knife crime (Gray et al, 2020). Seven studies included in the meta-analysis by Haylock et al (2020) demonstrated an association between adolescents who had adverse childhood experiences (ACE) and weapon related crime. ACE can be defined as potentially traumatic incidents that happen in childhood. Such incidents can include abuse, violence, and substance misuse all of which can interfere with normal brain development and how the body responds to stress (Center for Disease Control and Prevention, 2021). Gray et al (2020) found 66% (n=132) of the 200 children had five or more ACE, which included abuse (sexual, emotional and/or physical), neglect and/or loss. A study by Smith et al (2007) found that young people aged 15 or under who had conflicts with parents were at higher risk of offending, however in contrast, strong parental attachment and positive parental relationships acted as a deterrent to young people offending. 
The meta-analysis by Haylock et al (2020) included three studies which looked at the relationship between school exclusion and involvement in knife crime.  A study by Clement (2010) found within a Bristol based study an association between school exclusion and the involvement of young people in violence as 80% of young offenders had previously been excluded from school.  However, in contrast a study by Briggs (2013) following qualitive interviews found that some individuals involved in crime had obtained GCSEs. Additionally, a study by Hayden et al (2010) found very little difference in rates between offenders and school exclusion. He found 44% for offenders compared to 40% for non-offenders and school exclusion. There is a limitation to this study and questions surrounding the reliability of statistics due to all participants being removed from their family home which could have affected the results. 
The meta-analysis by Haylock et al (2020) included three studies which investigated the association of knife crime with poor mental health. All three determined that factors such as suicide, depression, and self-harm as a risk for knife crime. A cross-sectional study of 20 adolescents charged with homicide, were all suffering from psychological vulnerabilities (Bailey et al, 2001). In comparison, a case control study by Wood et al (2017) of 1,539 men, found that self-defined gang members and associates were more likely to suffer with anxiety, psychosis, and suicide attempts than violent men not associated with gangs.
Relationships and friendships have been found to be a major factor in knife crime among young people. The meta-analysis by Haylock et al (2020) included seven independent studies which all found that peer influence was a risk factor for knife crime. In addition, relationships and peer influence have been found to be a catalyst for young people to join criminal gangs. A study by Alleyne et al (2016) found that 65% of self-defined gang members state the reason for joining was due to a friend being a member.  Weapon carrying and violence has been found to be a way of gaining status, power, and a way of demonstrating masculinity (Haylock et al, 2020). “Feeling powerful” and “peer admiration” were some of the most common reasons for weapon carrying by young people (Barlas 2006). 
2.4 Early interventions as a preventative strategy
Vinnakota et al (2022) found that knife crime in the United Kingdom is in fact a public health concern and educating young people about the dangers of knife crime is essential. Early interventions such as workshops and group discussions at school have been found to be somewhat helpful when trying to prevent knife crime. Vinnakota et al (2022) concluded that reducing the prevalence of risk factors and increasing positive factors such as improving self-esteem, positive school attachment, strong parental bonds and academic achievement are all things that can reduce violence among young people. 
A study by England & Jackson (2013) asked 140 pupils aged between 11-16 years old from four different schools in Liverpool, to give their opinion on the effectiveness of a session delivered by a nurse-clinician about the possible consequences of knife crime. The study included a two-hour session where dangers of knife crime where highlighted and photographs of potential injuries which could occur. Such educational school-based interventions were found to be effective. The students rated the session as ‘good’ (48%) or ‘excellent’ (28%). Furthermore, 77% of students reported that they would re-consider carrying a knife after attending the educational session. The study is limited by its small sample size and limited geographical reach; however, it does highlight the positive impact such sessions can have on young people. The inclusion of schools from other major UK cities would allow a more robust data set and analysis to be conducted.
A study by Ward et al (2011) looked at how effective prevention strategies such as ‘Stop Search’, curfews, and media amnesties had on knife crime. The intervention was called ‘Tackling Knives and Serious Youth Violence Action Programme’ (TKAP). The programme nominated 16 areas who all shared an annual funding of £4-5million. The funding was used by different organisations to develop their own interventions on preventing knife crime. For example, Police forces looked at how they could make best use of their ‘Stop Search’ power. The interventions were reviewed by analysing data from A&E, Police records and the perception of the public. The results did not show a significant difference between hospital admissions or homicide data in TKAP areas compared to non-TKAP areas. Additionally, there was no significant difference in offences of possession of a knife in TKAP areas compared to non-TKAP areas. The findings suggest that interventions such as ‘Stop Search’ and media appeals doesn’t prevent knife crime.  Moreover, a study by Murray et al (2020) found that such interventions can increase offending behaviour among young people in England and Scotland due to the lack of trust in policing. 
A study by Williams et al (2014) in Glasgow, compared two male groups aged 16-29 from deprived areas in Glasgow. One group (n=167) were male offenders who had engaged with various community initiatives to reduce violence and the second group (n=167) were gang-involved youths who did not engage with any intervention programmes. The interventions included access to opportunities and support with education, housing, and various training programmes. In the first year 167 male offenders reached the follow up, and after two years 124 males completed the study. Criminal records from Police submissions to the Crown Prosecution Services (CPS) were analysed as an outcome measure. After the first year, results demonstrated a greater reduction in knife carrying in the intervention group compared to the group with no interventions, 65% and 35% respectively. A further reduction in knife carrying was found in the second year; 82% for the intervention group and 40% for the group with no interventions. This data highlights the potential benefit of providing offenders with access to education, housing, and employment to reduce knife carrying which will very likely reduce knife crime as a result. Future research should include women participants to assess any difference in the effect of such interventions.  
A study by Gilbert and Sinclair (2019) looked at the effectiveness of an intervention named ‘Devastating After Effect’ anti-crime sessions. This intervention included sessions delivered by a facilitator who had personal experience of the effects of knife crime. The session included a short film followed by a group discussion. Between 2016 and 2019, the sessions were delivered to 13,683 pupils aged 13-15 years old across 57 schools in London and Luton. The aim of the intervention was to change the attitude of young people who carried knives. Questionnaires were used before and after the sessions to measure the intervention’s effectiveness. The results showed that, prior to the intervention, 14% of the students said they would consider carrying a knife. After attending the session this reduced to 9%. Initially, 26% of the students believed that carrying a knife would keep them safe prior to the intervention, however this was decreased dramatically to 6% following the intervention. The sessions also had an impact on knife awareness; 87% of students said they would now prevent a peer from carrying a knife, compared to 76% of students prior to the intervention.  
2.5 Conclusion 
There is a significant amount of research available for knife crime and its effects on young people in the United Kingdom. The literature demonstrates that knife crime is a serious public health concern throughout the UK and needs attention immediately. Further research is required to gain a better understanding on the risk factors for knife crime and which interventions are most effective in its prevention. Engaging with young people in schools, particularly in areas where knife crime is more prevalent, offers an opportunity to promote behaviour changes, compared to alternative methods such as the use of stop search and media appeals. 
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