Introduction
The impact of stereotyping on cyp involved in county lines in England and Wales.
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. 
Background 
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 an uncertainty in how to label criminally exploited children involved in county lines, and whether they can claim “victim status” (Shaw, 2023). 
Objectives
Objective 1: Explore existing literature to identify existing stereotypes surrounding child criminal exploitation. 
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. 
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 finding the signs could indicate 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. 






Methods
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 will allow me to ask a large group of 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 100 participants all over the age of 18. The questionnaire will be made on Microsoft forms and shared via existing social media accounts. 
Challenges
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. 
Conclusion
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. 
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