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This study investigates the impact that stereotypes have on children and young people involved in county lines gangs. The methods used was a literature review and a questionnaire which had 68 participants. The results were that stereotypes surrounding children and young people who are criminally exploited do exist in the UK and can influence the responses from the police, social services and the criminal justice system. Also, it was found that the public has a view that children and young people are victims rather than criminals despite the negative stereotyopes surrounding them. With this considered, it is suggested that the training for frontline personnel needs to be improved and there should be more public awareness campaigns to reverse the affects of stereotyping.
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1. [bookmark: _heading=h.xvo14r82yknh]Introduction
[bookmark: _heading=h.lr7tmpicakei]1.1 Background  
[bookmark: _heading=h.4aswgtpl59yq]
County Lines is described as a serious organised crime organisation or “gang” usually involved in drug supply in one or more areas in the UK (Home Office, 2023b). The county lines problem in the UK is continuingly growing which caused a “County lines programme” to be issued in 2019. In this programme, British transport police and police forces from the main areas where county lines originate worked in co-ordination to tackle the drug supply model. In doing so, from November 2019 to December 2023, there have been 16,536 people arrested, and 8,817 individuals referred to safeguarding (Home Office, 2023a). In the UK, there is uncertainty in how to identify criminally exploited children involved in county lines, and whether they can claim “victim status” (Shaw, 2023).  
1.2 Objectives 
[bookmark: _heading=h.zcjorcjb3rim]
Aim: Evaluate the public perception of children and young people involved in county lines and the role that stereotyping plays in the outcomes of children who are criminally exploited. 
Objective 1: Explore existing literature to identify existing stereotypes surrounding children who have been criminally exploited.  
This objective will be achieved through secondary research in the literature review chapter of the research project. Identifying the stereotypes will allow us to understand certain challenges that children who face criminal exploitation will face.  
Objective 2: Assess the impact of stereotypes surrounding child criminal exploitation and the potential these stereotypes have in terms of responses to children and young people who are involved in county lines.  
This objective will be achieved through secondary research in the literature review chapter of the research project. Assessing the stereotypes will help us to understand how responses can be improved.  
Objective 3: Evaluate public perception of children and young people who became involved in county lines in the UK.   
This objective will be achieved through primary research utilising a questionnaire. Identifying the public's views and thoughts on children and young people involved in county lines can help understand the stigma that surrounds the individuals.  
1.3 Research focus 
Stereotypes can be extremely harmful to children and young people who are criminally exploited. Professionals and responders can have these stereotypes which can lead to victims not being identified due to the responders having a vision of an “ideal victim” (Villacampa and Torres, 2017). This can be seriously detrimental to children and young people who face criminal exploitation as they may not be identified or offered any form of support. In addition to this, Gearon (2018) explored children's experiences in terms of child trafficking and found that many victims find that frontline response often dismissed children suffering with abuse. This then caused the victims to feel responsible for crimes committed against them (Gearon, 2018). To further support this, Pearson and Cavener (2024), found that many people victim blame and has the idea that young people can just leave the county lines gang. This shows the lack of knowledge that many people i the UK have on the ongoing county lines issue.  
Certain legislation such as the Modern Slavery Act (2015) can help children who are criminally exploited, by granting them protection from criminalisation. However, there are some concerns on how the Modern Slavery Act (2015) focuses on cross-border trafficking whilst overlooking the wider and broader issue of modern slavery (Ogunniyi and Shirgholami, 2023). In addition to this many professionals challenge the distinction between the victim and the offender (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023). 
Public perception is a critical part of understanding the difference between an offender and a victim. The way the public views these people can help inform the police and other organisations. Many children end up involved in county lines and it is not identified by anybody. Nicole was an 11-year-old girl when she first got involved with a county lines gang and there were signs such as not attending school and travelling on trains by herself (Kendall and Cooke, 2022). Not indentifying the signs could show a lack of awareness about the prevalence of county lines and child criminal exploitation. This lack of awareness, however, can have serious implications for children who do get criminally exploited. To add to this, many staff who work with children in care struggle to recognise vulnerabilities which can increase likelihood of becoming criminally exploited (Shaw and Greenhow, 2019). Due to this, stereotypes and public perception need to be understood to inform better practice in understanding risks and vulnerabilities children face.  
 
 
 1.4 Methods 
[bookmark: _heading=h.snngr1t377l6]
Objectives 1 and 2 in this research project will be completed using a literature review. The literature review will include analysis of existing literature surrounding stereotypes associated with children and young people who are criminally exploited. In addition to this, legislation will be addressed in terms of how the existing legislation can aid children and young people who are criminally exploited, as well as potential issues of the legislation. The use of a literature review will help establish theoretical framework (McCombes, 2022).  
Objective 3 will be completed using primary research methods. The primary research method will be a questionnaire. The use of a questionnaire allow for data to be collected in relation to a large group if people rather than have a focus on a small quantity of people (George, 2023). This is particularly important as the aim is to get an idea of how the public in general perceive young people involved in county lines, therefore a large number of responses is required. Some questions in the questionnaire will be for quantitative answers to gather statistics and identify trends in the public's opinion (McLeod, 2023). In addition to this, questions to gather qualitive answers will be used to gather feelings and ideas of the participants.  
The research project will be completed over a timeframe of 8 months. The questionnaire will include a minimum of 60 participants all over the age of 18. The questionnaire will be made on Microsoft forms and shared via existing social media accounts.  
1.5 Challenges 
[bookmark: _heading=h.ixhijphmck25]
One challenge includes the research being on vulnerable people. This may be difficult for some people when doing the questionnaire. Therefore, there will be a disclaimer before the questionnaire starts informing participants on the nature of this research and stating that they can withdraw at any time during the questionnaire. In addition to this, there will be an email address that they can use if they have got any concerns or queries.  
1.6 Conclusion 
[bookmark: _heading=h.9449zvdi9ssj]
This research will add value to existing research by filling in the gaps surrounding stereotypes and public perception on children and young people who are criminally exploited through county lines. Assessing the stereotypes and the harmful effects these can cause ca to allow us to identify more effective response to give children the help they need (Gearon, 2018). In addition to this, the understanding on public perception will help inform effective response strategies and encourage preventative measures in place to protect vulnerable young people. The uncertainty around a child's victim status when involved with county lines makes it vital that this research makes it clear to whether a child who is involved with criminal minds in a “victim” or an “offender” (Shaw, 2023). Identifying and assessing all these issues and challenges faced by young people who are criminally exploited in county lines will give a framework to work on to ensure the best possible outcomes for children and young people involved in county lines.  

2. [bookmark: _heading=h.3gf3x2an0s3n]Literature Review 
[bookmark: _heading=h.i2w9v7di3kc6]2.1 Introduction 
Child criminal exploitation is a complicated issue in the UK. The complexity can be influenced by many harmful stereotypes and bias that can impact identification and safeguarding of victims. Children who are criminally exploited and involved in crimes within gangs such as county lines are often labelled as willing participants of crime rather than victims of criminal exploitation, with the perception being that it is their personal lifestyle choice (Maxwell et al., 2019). In addition to this, despite having legal framework such as the Modern Slavery Act (2015) the distinction between being a victim and an offender remains unclear (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023). There are difficulties with defining these as it creates a “loophole” for offenders to get out of prison time by claiming they are a victim. Gender can be a stereotype with young boys frequently being viewed as offenders and girls being disregarded as victims of criminal exploitation (The Children’s Society, 2022). Furthermore, racial and socio-economic stereotypes often view children from ethnic minorities or disadvantaged backgrounds are viewed as offenders rather than victims (MacFarlane, 2024). These stereotypes and bias can affect police and safeguarding responses allowing many children not getting access to the help they need.  
This literature review will examine existing stereotypes surrounding child criminal exploitation. Then using the existing stereotypes assess the impact on responses by police, social services and the government. By exploring the way stereotypes influence responses and professional practices, this literature review aims to offer considerations to change the way children who are criminally exploited are viewed and therefore supported as victims rather than offenders. In addition to this, the main focus of this literature review is of criminal exploitation in county lines gangs. 
2.2 Objective 1 
2.2.1 Willing Participation 
There is an idea amongst people that children involved in crime involving county lines do so willingly. NSPCC (2019) highlights that children may join a gang due to family connections or where they live. In addition to this, there are factors such as “being bad” and to “chase status” which may entice children and young people to be involved in a gang (Hesketh, 2019). These ideas can create the perception that children willingly participate in criminal activity for their own gain, such as social power and disregards the idea of children being criminally exploited. While these could be some of the reasons why children can become involved in county lines, there are other reasons also. In the case of “Nicole” before being recruited to be a “drug-runner” she was sleeping on a mattress on the floor. The gang promised her new clothes and promised to help her mother pay the bills (Kendall and Cooke, 2022). This specific case shows how a big factor in joining gangs is vulnerability. The gangs prey on vulnerability and will make promises which often would leave children with no choice but to join so they can help their family. 
Furthermore, there is a stereotype that older children are usually the children who do become involved in criminal activity and that it is perceived as a lifestyle choice and not a safeguarding issue (Maxwell et al., 2019). The Home Office (2023a), says that the most common age of young people's involvement in county lines gangs is 15-17, however it is also suggested that children in primary school are known to be targeted. This can further show that there is a stigma attached to children who end up involved with county lines. This stigma being that the children who do become involved in county lines are doing so for their personal gains and that they are viewed negatively by people. It can be suggested that rather than becoming involved in county lines due to choice it is down to issues such as financial hardship and a lack of education (Maxwell, 2024).  
 
2.2.2 Victim vs Offender  
There is uncertainty in the UK on the “victim status” of children who are criminally exploited, sparking debates between whether a child is a victim of crime or labelled as an offender (Shaw, 2023). This can create the stereotype that children who face criminal exploitation are criminals and not victims. With the introduction of the Modern Slavery Act (2015), it was thought to offer more protection to children facing criminal exploitation by labelling them as victims of modern slavery. However, Ogunniyi and Shirgholami (2023) identified that the Modern Slavery Act (2015) focuses on cross-border trafficking while looking past the wider topic of modern slavery. In addition to this, even professionals struggle to differentiate between victim and offender status (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023). Therefore, adopting a clear distinction between offender and victim status is essential to offer children who are criminally exploited help. In addition, the children need to be viewed as victims and not as criminals as the stereotype suggests.  
2.2.3 Gender 
Another existing stereotype of children who are criminally exploited is the gender stereotype. It is a common misconception that only males are criminally exploited and that females cannot be criminally exploited, and their experiences are always sexual (The Children’s Society, 2022). To support this assumption, the Office for National Statistics (2022) found that males who received a positive reasonable grounds decision were most likely victims of criminal exploitation and females were most likely victims of sexual exploitation. However, this does not mean that females cannot be criminally exploited. The Home Office (2023a), states that all genders are targeted by county lines gangs but the roles the girls play may be different. Havard et al (2021), explains the roles young women acquire in county lines gangs. They would often be used to transport drugs and hold onto drugs as young females are less likely going to be subject to searches by authorities such as the police. Also, in addition to this, girls are recruited through means of coercive control (Havard et al., 2021). Furthermore, female statutory sector professional’s, who participated in this study, highlighted that the use of young women can go under the radar and therefore they exploit girls so the avoid being caught by police (Havard et al., 2021). Therefore, to protect these young women from being criminally exploited more education needs to be given to police and members of the public to disregard the stereotype that females cannot be victims of criminal exploitation.  
2.2.4 Socio-economic/racial 
There is a stereotype that a child's social status or race can give a profile of someone involved in county lines. Certain reasons to why this stereotype exists is due to the idea that living in an area with gang activity can be a factor in to why a child may join a county lines gang (NSPCC, 2019). However, in a study done by Olver and Cockbain (2021) it was found that coming from a deprived background is not a concluding factor into who is considered a victim of criminal exploitation. One participant in this study mentioned how some victims they worked with were from “good schools” and had “professional families”, further emphasising that anyone can be vulnerable, and anyone can be a victim (Olver and Cockbain, 2021). Furthermore, MacFarlane (2024) mentions that boys who are of an ethnic minority background are often treated as adults in the safeguarding system. This can suggest that children from an ethnic minority background are treated as less vulnerable than other children their age (MacFarlane, 2024). 
2.3 Objective 2  
2.3.1 Impact on responses 
The response to children who are criminally exploited is critical in stopping that child committing crime. Therefore, stereotypes and misconceptions can hinder this in terms of response by authorities such as police. One of the main ways in which children can often be neglected and not offered any support is victim status. When identifying the victimhood of a child it is down to people such as the police who have the powers to use discretion and the guidance given to not arrest a child who is criminally exploited (Ministry of Justice, 2019). In addition to this, the status of being a victim has great potential in not criminalising a child which can have harmful impacts (Marshall, 2024). One of these main impacts is the impact of “labelling theory”, a theory made by Becker (1963). This theory suggests that having a “label” associated with deviance, for example criminality, a person would live up to that “label” and carry-on committing crime as it has taken over the person's identity (Nickerson, 2023). Therefore, by not labelling the child as a victim, they can have the potential to make that child continue offending later on in their lives. By ensuring the victim status of a child promotes a “children first, offenders second” approach (Youth Justice Board, 2019). 
The responses by police can often be fueled by racial profiling. In the whole of the UK, ethnic minorities are overrepresented on the stop and search records, with it being 92 stop and searches for every 1,000 people from the “black- other” category compared to the “white” category being 5.9 per 1000 (Home Office, 2023). This shows how race can have an impact on the polices decision making when deciding whether to stop and search someone. In addition to this, Koch, Williams and Wroe (2023), suggests that the racialised parts of the “Ending Gangs and Youth Violence strategy” in 2011 has been modified to legitimise the targeting of young black men when looking at the government's response to county lines. This further shows how stereotypes, specifically the association of black males to gangs can often impact the decision making of the responses of police officers and government responses.  
A further example of how bias and stereotypes can create inadequate responses is overlooking victims due to gender. Maxwell and Wallace (2021) found that due to the stereotype that girls are sexually exploited, and boys are criminally exploited, many girls can go under the radar and therefore not identified as victims of criminal exploitation. This can show that responses are often done with underlying bias and stereotypes. One thing which may challenge the ability to identify the girls as victims is the fact that many girls do reject the term of being “vulnerable” (Ellis, 2018). This may show why many responders do not view girls as victims. However, it further highlights how responses need to keep bias and stereotypes out of their mind, treating every child the same regardless of gender.  
2.3.2 Considerations for policy and practice  
In terms of practice, a consideration to enhance frontline responses to calls regarding children who are criminally exploited is necessary. An understanding of trauma could greatly improve the possible outcomes for the child. The main reasons why an understanding of trauma can significantly help children who are criminally exploited is that understanding trauma can create a more trusting relationship with the victim (Office for Health Improvement & Disparities, 2022). In terms of child criminal exploitation this is helpful as it can improve communication with frontline staff and the child which can allow the staff to easily acknowledge that the child is a victim of criminal exploitation. One youth offending team did further training on trauma informed practice and found that having more awareness on bias helped practitioners create safer environments for victims (HM Inspectorate of Probation, 2023a).  
Another way the response to child criminal exploitation can improve is by strengthening relationships and adopting multi-agency approaches. To support this, (Department for Education (2023) highlights that effective multi-agency approaches ensure that more effective safeguarding decisions are made. In addition to this, HM Inspectorate of Probation (2023b) mentions that agencies such as youth justice services and children’s services should plan their approach to child criminal exploitation effectively by using intelligence they have in terms of specific vulnerabilities. This links back to having a trauma informed response, using intelligence to create safe and trustworthy environments for children (Office for Health Improvement & Disparities, 2022). Therefore, ensuring agencies work together in collaboration using their intelligence will ensure that children are offered safeguarding and are given support they need. However, to ensure that multi-agency collaboration works effectively there must be clear communication between agencies to improve information and intelligence sharing between agencies and communicate concerns and make logs of everything in writing (NSPCC, 2024). Using more resources that are transferred from organisations can allow quicker identification of children at risk, avoiding underlying stereotypes.  
Safeguarding can be a great response to help children who are criminally exploited. However, many organisations such as social services are constantly challenged in their response to children who are criminally exploited. One of the main challenges faced is the current policy. There is no statutory definition of child criminal exploitation and the need to treat these children as victims is compromised by legal framework (Lloyd, Manister and Wroe, 2023). According to The Children's Society (2021), a clear definition of child criminal exploitation would ensure that children are referred to safeguarding earlier in the grooming stage, making it more likely that they get help they need. The clear definition would make sure that all professionals have a greater understanding of child criminal exploitation and an ability to identify the signs that a child is getting criminally exploited. 
 
2.4 Conclusion 
To conclude, identifying stereotypes surrounding child criminal exploitation is important for improving responses such as police and safeguarding. Stereotypes such as the perception that children are willingly joining county lines gangs for personal gain can create problems when identifying and offering help to the victims (Hesketh, 2019). Also, gender influences can make girls who are involved in county lines do not get identified by police or safeguarding agencies (Havard et al., 2021). This emphasises the need for multi-agency approaches to ensure that all information is shared to all organisations utilising effective communication (NSPCC, 2024). In addition to this the lack of statutory definition of child criminal exploitation proves to be a challenge when dictating a child’s victim status (Lloyd, Manister and Wroe, 2023). This risks the child from recieving the label of a “criminal” which in line with Becker (1963) will increase the likelihood of the child re-offending and living up to their label (Nickerson, 2023).  
To effectively eliminate these stereotypes and improve responses to children who are criminally exploited it is essential to improve multi-agency collaboration, increase training and to raise awareness to the public. Training frontline officers to use trauma-based approaches and understanding underlying bias can help gai more trust between victims and police (Office for Health Improvement & Disparities, 2022). Also, public awareness such as media coverage can help eliminate stigma and stereotypes of children who are criminally exploited.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
[bookmark: _heading=h.b2z9o8rolisf] 

3. [bookmark: _heading=h.qc0xsimahfr1]Research Methods 
[bookmark: _heading=h.3vzfb8lfkjgu]3.1 Introduction  
This chapter has the purpose of informing the research methodology for this study on children and young people who are criminally exploited and how stereotyping and public perception ultimately affects them. This can allow for a greater understanding of how responses can be improved when public perception and stereotypes are removed. The main components of this chapter are the research strategy, participants, analysis methods and limitations of the methods. The learning objective that this research will be focused on is Objective 3: Evaluate public perception of children and young people who became involved in county lines in the UK.     
[bookmark: _heading=h.s4x9rh2bipjz]3.2 Research Questions  
Aim: Evaluate the public perception of children and young people involved in county lines and the role that stereotyping plays in the outcomes of children who are criminally exploited.  
Objective 1: Explore existing literature to identify existing stereotypes surrounding child criminal exploitation.  
Objective 2: Assess the impact of stereotypes surrounding child criminal exploitation and the potential these stereotypes have in terms of responses to children and young people who are involved in county lines.  
Objective 3: Evaluate public perception of children and young people who became involved in county lines in the UK.   
[bookmark: _heading=h.3lb0jtwdyak2]3.3 Research Onion 
The research onion is a concept made by Saunders et al (2007) which includes layers of the reseach method that needs to be applied. The layers include, research philosophy, research approach, research strategy, choices, time horizon and techniques (Stevens, 2024). Firstly, this study focuses on interpretivism. This is due to the need to understand the beliefs and perspectives of individuals towards the problem of children involved in county lines (Nickerson, 2024). An inductive research strategy will be used as research will begin with data collection by identifying trends and patterns from the participants. The research strategy used will be a questionnaire to gain as many participants as possible (Kuphanga, 2024). The research would be a mix of qualitive and quantitative due to the need of numerical data and reasoning behind the participants answers, to understand their beliefs. The time horizon will be cross-sectional as data will be collected after the target number of participants has been fulfilled. The data will be collected via Microsoft Forms.  
[bookmark: _heading=h.jtbrxkibadda]3.4 Research strategy 
The research method chosen is a questionnaire.  Questionnaires are a useful research method as they are a low-cost and simple way to access a large amount of people’s opinions on the topic (Kuphanga, 2024). In addition to this, questionnaires allow the researcher to ask both open and closed questions, which can generate quantitative and qualitative responses (Nicolas, 2024). This shows that a questionnaire is a useful way to conduct research specifically for this research project due to the need to gather the public's perception. This means that a large sample is needed to gather trends on how the public perceives children and young people involved in county lines. The sample that will be chosen is a sample of over 60 people. This sample size was chosen as it would give a large amount of data to be analysed. The sample would include people over the age of 18 in the UK. This age limit was set in order to eliminate any ethical concerns as children and young people involved in county lines can be considered as a sensitive topic. The sample will be people from the UK as this research specifically focuses on county lines in the UK.   
[bookmark: _heading=h.5aav1y2rya4g]3.5 Data collection  
This main data collection method was a questionnaire. This questionairre will include a mix of questions to gather qualitative and quantitative data. The questionnaire was designed using Microsoft Forms. Microsoft Forms is an online platform that allows for easy sharing across social media channels (rtripurani, 2023). Therefore, the questionnaire will be distributed across existing social media accounts. This will help reach the target number of participants reach. 
The questionnaire will consist of open and closed questions. The closed questions will be used to gather statistics, and the open questions will be used to understand the public's perception. Closed questions provide quantitive data that can be put into statistics, which can make trends and patterns easily identifiable (Sehwail, 2024). These questions will typically include multiple-choice and ranking formats. Open-ended questions allow participants to express their views in more detail, gathering qualitative data that can be thematically analysed (Albudaiwi, 2024). This mixed-methods approach ensures a detailed understanding of the research topic by involving both numerical trends and perspectives from participants. 
To ensure that data collection process is reliable, the questionnaire will be structured to eliminate any bias. Additionally, ethical considerations, such as informed consent and data privacy, were considered before distributing the questionnaire. By using Microsoft Forms for data collection, the study ensures that responses are gathered and stored securely (Sehwail, 2024). 
 
[bookmark: _heading=h.tkg175g4n8el]3.6 Data analysis  
Firstly, after the data is collected the data needs to be cleaned and sifted. This process contains detecting and removing inaccurate data or any errors made by the participants (Bhandari, 2022). This is an important step for this research project as inaccurate data or errors can impact the overall statistics gathered and can give false information to analyse. To limit the number of errors made the questionnaire will be programmed to ensure that every question is answered. In addition to this, any quantifiable questions will have set answers to choose from to eliminate potential mistakes made by participants. 
The data collected from the closed questions will be analysed by generating statistics to identify patterns, trends, and key insights. Microsoft Forms will be used to generate statistics such as responses. This process will ensure that the data is quantified effectively, making it easier to interpret and compare. By using various visual representations, trends can be highlighted (Ayuya, 2024). This gives a clear understanding of the findings which enables better conclusions to be made. Additionally, averages can be applied to further analyse the results. 
For the open questions, the questions will be put into categories to allow analysis. To do this, responses will be reviewed and coded into themes. This ensures that patterns and trends within the qualitative data can be easily identified and interpreted (Lim, 2024). The responses may be further catergorised if there are recurring themes, allowing for a more detailed understanding of the participants' perspectives. Organising the data in a structured manner makes it easier to compare responses. Furthermore, catergorising the responses into themes will help in identifying the overall meaning of the responses, which can support the reasoning behind the statistical findings from the closed-ended questions, providing a more detailed analysis of the data collected. 
  
[bookmark: _heading=h.vylug9r61t3d]3.7 Limitations  
 
While this research strategy is a structured and effective way to collect and analyse data it is also subject to several limitations that must be considered. The first being ethical concerns from participants. Participants may be concerned about their privacy, confidentiality and the use of their data (UK Statistics Authority, 2022). To mitigate this, participants are informed on the purpose of the study and how their anonymity will be kept. They will also be informed that there is an option to withdraw from the study at any time without any consequences to them. In addition to this all data gathered will be stored securely using password protected systems. Their data will be used only for this research project and will not be shared with anyone. This ensures that ethical standards are maintained throughout the research project.  
Another limitation is the use of a questionnaire as the data collection method. Questionnaires can be efficient in gathering a large number of responses, however they may not gather as much depth as other methods such as interviews and focus groups. Questionnaires usually gather structured responses so there is a risk that participants may be broad and give brief answers. A way to counteract this is to use open questions. The open questions will encourage the participants to freely express their thoughts (Albudaiwi, 2024). This freedom will aim to gather valuable qualitative data to offer more depth to the study.  
Additionally, the use of online distribution as the main method to gather responses may be a limitation. Online distribution can be a convenient way to gather a large number of responses in a short amount of time. However, this may exclude some individuals who are without internet access such as older populations. Therefore, these people may be underrepresented in the study, which can affect the diversity of the participants. This can make the study less generalised for the UK by not representing all the people.  

4. [bookmark: _heading=h.hf95ip2vqltu]Findings
[bookmark: _heading=h.778gdpf7sq0l]4.1 Introduction 
The purpose of this chapter is to present the analysis of the collected data that addresses research objective 3: Evaluate public perception of children and young people who became involved in county lines in the UK. The type of data collected was a mixed methods approach utilising both qualitative and quantitative questions. The data was gathered through a questionnaire published on Microsoft Forms. The number of participants who participated was 68 people. The 68 participants included 41 females and 27 males with age range from 18-64 years old. In addition to this, the average familiarity to the topic, county lines, was 3.34 out of 5. The setting of this questionnaire was online, and it was distributed on existing social media platforms. There were some limitations such as the number of participants. The original aim was 100 participants however only 68 people participated. This could be due to the nature of the questionnaire with it being a sensitive topic and people may not feel comfortable participating. Also, another limitation would be the participants knowledge on county lines before participating in the questionnaire. 11 out of 68 participants scored a 1 on the familiarity question. With more people being familiar with the term county lines, responses could have been more detailed.  
 
[bookmark: _heading=h.8vwawltmzw5v]4.2 Findings 
[bookmark: _heading=h.7kd4ubapyy6q]4.2.1 Age group  
[image: Picture]
 
The above graph shows the result of Question 4. As shown by the graph the age range 11-15 is what most participants chose in regarding to who is most likely to be targeted by county lines gangs. The second most likely was the age range 15-18. This shows that the majority of participants believes that teenagers are a group that is most likely to be targeted by county lines gangs. This thought is similar to the Home Office (2023a), where the stated that the most likely ages of a young person's involvement in county lines is 15-17.  
 
The next question was “Explain your answer”. The participants who chose the age ranges 11-15 mostly shared the same themes of coercion and vulnerability being the main reasons to why that age range would be targeted more. The younger group was described using terms such as “easily influenced,” “manipulated,” “coerced” and “groomed”. This highlights how society positions that age group into roles of victims. This opposes the stereotype that children join county lines for “status” and “being bad” (Hesketh, 2019). In addition to this, another reason that was mentioned by the participants for this age group is to avoid the police. This highlights that many people believe that the main roles of these young people is to transport drugs. This supports Havard et al (2021), as they found that the role of young people in the county lines gangs is to transport drugs.  
 
The age group 15-18 was more of a mixed response to the explanation. There were still similar themes to the 11-15 age group with vulnerability and coercion. However, there were a few responses that reinforce the stereotype that teenagers chase status (Hesketh, 2019). This was seen with the responses mentioning material items being a contributing factor to county lines involvement. Also, teenagers are perceived as “easily led,” “naive” and “desperate for approval”. This shows how many people view this age group as people who are independent yet still lack the maturity to avoid criminal behavior.  
 
[bookmark: _heading=h.j85hz1lyc7i8]4.2.2 Victim Status[image: Picture]
 
 
 
A theme that is present in the responses to the questionnaire is the belief that children involved in county lines are victims of exploitation. 41 participants (71%) believed that children should be regarded as victims whereas 2 participants (3%) answered “No”, and 18 participants (26%) were unsure. This supports the “children first, offenders second” concept which focuses on the victimhood of the child (Youth Justice Board, 2019). In response to the question, “explain your answer” there were many themes identified for the responses such as, vulnerability, situational complexity and difference of age.  
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The graph above shows the publics opinion on whether children in county lines gangs are held responsible for their actions. The most common answer was neither agree or disagree with 28 participants, followed by disagree with 21 participants and agree with 11participants. This shows the complexity of the topic and how difficult it is to distinguish between offenders and victims (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023). Again, the participants were asked to explain their answers and they had similar themes to the question before, “Do you believe that children involved in county lines should be considered as victims of exploitation?”. Many of the answers were based on the opinion of “freedom of choice”.  This supports the argument that children willingly participate in county lines gangs due to status (Hesketh, 2019). 
The responses challenged the stereotype that children and young people involved in county lines gangs are “criminals by choice”. Many of the participants suggested factors such as systemic failure, poverty and exploitation rather than the idea that they want power or status. This shows that the public may have more empathy and an understanding view towards children involved in county lines. This emphasises the importance of recognising the children as victims of exploitation. This supports Marshall (2024), who identified that victim status has great potential in ensuring the child does not continue offending in the future.  
However, some respondents maintained the idea that some children join gangs for status. This suggests that i some cases, the child is responsible for their actions. This perspective suggests the idea that children need consequences in order to prevent further involvement in criminal activities. However, this can be argued by Becker’s Labelling theory (1963), which argues that placing a label such as “criminal” on someone encourages the person to live up to their label and further involve themselves in criminal activities (Nickerson, 2023). Therefore, this highlights the complexity of the county lines problem and how different children require different responses.  
A large portion of respondents argued that children's involvement in county lines gangs is a topic that cannot be generalised. This shows an “it depends” mentality, highlighting that multiple factors can influence a child to become involved with county lines. For example, some children may become involved in county lines due to poverty and struggling to make ends meet. A case that supports this is Nicoles’s case who's family struggled to pay the bills and that was one of the main reasons of joining the gang (Kendall and Cooke, 2022). However in contrast to this, Stone (2018), suggests how improved status can be a factor that encourages a child to be in a county lines gang This perspective highlights that not all children are the same and many have different motives to each other and how each case should be looked at considering individual circumstances. Phrases such as “case by case basis” and “depends on their age” were used by participants, emphasising that every case should be looked at differently. This perspective also shows the complexity of the topic and how difficult it is for the police, support workers and criminal justice system to make the correct decisions while granting victim status (Shaw, 2023). Also, with current legislation, Modern Slavery Act (2015), there are potential loopholes due to the difficulty of defining the distinction between a victim and an offender (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023). 
 
Many participants support the idea of victim status of younger people however a smaller group believe that older teenagers in comparison to younger teenagers should be held accountable for their actions. This stems from the belief that they have the mental maturity to make their own decisions with a capability to understand the consequences of their actions. The main arguments for this group are that older teens are “old enough to make choices” and that they possess a “freedom of choice”. These arguments contrast with the belief that people are groomed and often have poor environments that they are brought up in such as poverty and a lack of education (Kendall and Cooke, 2022) (Maxwell, 2024). However, these arguments do agree with the Crown Prosecution Service (2017) which states that the age of responsibility to a crime is 10 years old. 
 
[bookmark: _heading=h.xpme237nwl6d]4.2.3 Responses 
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The majority of participants answered “Yes” to the above question (69%). This shows a clear opinion from the public that stereotypes significantly impact the way children are treated. Many responses highlighted the fact that children are perceived as criminals with phrases such as “tarred with the same brush” being a response.  Also, some respondents suggest tgat predjudices often lead to poor treatment of the children, in particular children coming from disadvantaged backgrounds. Phrases such as "they're seen as delinquents," "prejudice is prevalent even in the police," and "services may be quick to write them off” show the perception that stigma reinforces the way young people are treated. This perception of how children are treated by the police, social services and the criminal justice system goes against the “Children first, offender second” concept as they are seen as criminals (Youth Justice Board, 2019). A small number of participants disagreed. The main responses suggested that the police treat children due to actions rather than their backgrounds. However, police should be trauma-informed when dealing with children involved in county lines which means that they should understand the person's background to form trust with the individual (Office for Health Improvement & Disparities, 2022). 
 
What do you think should be done to better support children and young people who are at risk of being recruited into county lines gangs? 
 
A majority of the responses to the above question were bases around early intervention, education and community-based support. Many participants emphasised the need for schools to teach the dangers of exploitation. In addition to this, training and guidelines for teachers and parents were listed as good strategies to prevent criminal exploitation. There are many guidelines out online to show the signs of exploitation which parents and teachers can access (Home Office, 2023a). However, it should be taught to children in schools, so they are aware of the dangers. 
 
Another answer that was prominent in the responses was the importance of youth engagement in communities. Participants mentioned the creation of youth clubs, sports teams and other community projects to serve as an alternative to involvement in gangs. These community-based initiatives can be seen as places where children and young people can receive mentorship and social inclusion. To support this, Villa (2024), found that after youth club closures in London children were 14% more likely to commit crime and 15% more crimes were committed. This shows how involvment i community clubs can be a good way to ensure children do not get involved with crime. However, this study was about crimes in general rather than being focused on county lines gangs.  
 
Many participants mentioned that issues such as poverty, poor parenting and a lack of oppurtunities are root causes that need to be addressed. Many suggestions included job training, family support and increased funding for social services. Some participants also mentioned the removal of children from harmful environments and relocating them for safety. The government has announced that the social care authorities are going to receive an additional £3.7 billion in funding (Department of Health and Social Care, Kinnock and Streeting, 2025). Therefore, more funding may decrease some of the root causes for some children who join county lines gangs.  
 
[bookmark: _heading=h.y93emsyyxg5b]4.3 Summary 
 
The findings from this study shows that the public perceive children and young people involved in county lines gangs as primarily victims of exploitation rather than criminals. Most participants highlighted that vulnerability, coercion and root causes, such as poverty and a lack of opportunities, are key factors that cause young people to be involved in a county lines gang. This opposes stereotypes identified such as the ideas being that children join to chase status (Hesketh, 2019). Some of the participants' views differed slightly depending on age, however it highlighted that each case must be considered on an individual basis. This emphasises the complexity involved with distinguishing between victim status and criminal responsibility (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023). The public's opinion also recognised the potential negative impact of stereotypes and prejudices on young people involved in county lines and how it could affect the treatment of young people. To better protect and support children and young people, the participants identified that a strategy involving prevention is best. Ideas such as youth clubs, community engagement and managing broader societal issues that contribute to vulnerability were identified as ways to combat the problem of children and young people involved in county lines. Overall, these results reflect the importance of an empathetic approach to children involved in county lines whilst ensuring the response is individualized to the person, removing all stigma and stereotypes.  
 

5. [bookmark: _heading=h.a3b2v8oelyd7]Conclusion
[bookmark: _heading=h.y9rpmc3ae535]5.1 Introduction  
The aim of this research project was to evaluate the public perception of children and young people involved in county lines and the role that stereotyping plays in the outcomes of children who are criminally exploited. The first research objective was to explore existing literature to identify existing stereotypes surrounding children who have been criminally exploited. The second was to assess the impact of stereotypes surrounding child criminal exploitation and the potential these stereotypes have in terms of responses to children and young people who are involved in county lines. The last objective was to evaluate public perception of children and young people who became involved in county lines in the UK. This conclusion will cover the findings of each of the research objectives and recommend some considerations for the future.  
[bookmark: _heading=h.yxy7y1ld9eh1]5.2 Research objective 1 
The academic literature that was assessed identified many stereotypes surrounding children who have been criminally exploited. Children are often views as willing participants who seek power and status (Hesketh, 2019). This stereotype ignores the factors that poverty and coercion have on children in county lines gangs (Kendall & Cooke, 2022). Also, gender stereotypes often target boys as being the main people involved in county lines which means that the criminal exploitation of young girls is often overlooked or assumed to be sexual exploitation (The Children’s Society, 2022). In addition to this racial and socio-economic bias leads to children from disadvantaged backgrounds to be perceived as offenders, this leads to a suggestion that these children are treated as less vulnerable as children from good backgrounds (MacFarlane, 2024).  
[bookmark: _heading=h.4ju9e22ott]5.3 Research objective 2  
The literature found that stereotypes about children who are criminally exploited influence the responses of the police, social services and the criminal justice system. The police often fail to recognise a child’s victim status, which leads to criminalisation rather than the offering of support (Marshall, 2024). This can lead to a continued life of offending due to labelling theory (Nickerson, 2023). In addition to this, the race of children involved is also a stereotype that influences the responses, due to black children being targeted in stop and search (Home Office, 2023). Gender stereotypes can also allow young girls to be overlooked as victims of criminal exploitation (Maxwell & Wallace, 2021).  
[bookmark: _heading=h.5dp78lw3726a]5.4 Research objective 3  
The questionnaire found that the public perceives children involved in county lines as victims rather than offenders. This perception was mainly due to the idea that children are recruited due to vulnerability and the coercive techniques used by county lines gangs rather than the idea of status and power (Hesketh, 2019). There was a mix of opinions when asked if children involved in county lines gangs are responsible for their actions, and many people highlighted that it should be down to a case-by-case assessment. This highlights the complexity of the topic and that it is difficult to distinguish between victims and offenders (Atkinson-Sheppard et al., 2023). The participants seem to believe that the main causes of children joining county lines gangs are societal issues such as poverty. Therefore, they highlighted the need for early intervention and prevention of children joining county lines gangs.  
[bookmark: _heading=h.2m6g5u19semq]5.5 Recommendations 
After completing the findings of this research project there are several recommendations to be made. The first being for the police and social services to have an individualised approach when dealing with children in county lines gangs. This is due to the trauma many of the children go through and the fact that not all children are the same, therefore an individualised approach that is trauma informed would be helpful to the children (Office for Health Improvement & Disparities, 2022). In addition to this, the stigmatisation and stereotyping of children involved in county lines must be addressed. To do this public awareness campaigns should be conducted such as the “Jay review” (Action for children, 2024). However, to ensure that the public acknowledges the information it should be shared on social media platforms and news channels, allowing more accessibility to the public. This is due to the media being a place where both positive and negative stereotypes are formed (Arendt, 2023). Therefore, by implementing this, children and young people would have less stigma, the police would have better understanding, and more young people would access the help they need.  
[bookmark: _heading=h.acm1g4w0xgw]5.6 Finishing statement  
To conclude, this research project has highlighted the stereotyping and public perception of children involved in county lines. Progress is being made through proposed laws that will make child criminal exploitation a criminal offence (Home Office, 2025). However, harmful stereotypes still exist and continue to influence the responses by the police, social services and the criminal justice system. A shift towards removing the harmful stereotypes will allow children to be treated as “children first, offenders second” (Youth Justice Board, 2019). 
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Do you believe that existing stereotypes about
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