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Abstract
The aim of this dissertation was to investigate what makes vulnerable people more prone to exploitation from County Lines gangs. The researcher carried out a thorough critical analysis of current academic literature on the topic of County Lines and vulnerable individuals and investigated ways in which exploitation of these people can be combated. 
To aid this research project, online surveys were made available on social media to gather the general public’s knowledge on the subject and ways in which they thought the exploitation of vulnerable people by County Lines gangs could be combated. The findings of the research support a good amount of literature analysed in the literature review section of the dissertation, whilst some conflicts with it.
The main themes identified throughout this project included a lack of education on County Lines, risk factors that aid in the exploitation of vulnerable individuals and tackling individuals’ base vulnerabilities in order to prevent exploitation. The dissertation achieved it’s aim in answering the question: “What makes vulnerable people more susceptible to exploitation from County Lines gangs and how can this be combated?”.
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1. [bookmark: _Toc170573578]Chapter 1: Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc170573579]1.0 Introduction
The aim of this dissertation is to investigate what makes vulnerable people more susceptible to exploitation from County Lines gangs and how can this be combated. This chapter aims to is to provide a background on the dissertation subject as well as a rationale. It will outline the aims and objectives of the project, as well as provide a structure. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573580]1.1 Background
This topic is worthy of discussion as there is a clear issue of exploitation involving vulnerable people in the distribution and supply of drugs in the UK and these are often involved in what is called ‘County Lines’. County Lines are sophisticated and organised forms of criminality, whereby the networks involved distribute drugs from one area of the UK to others. These types of gangs use mobile phone lines and often use children and vulnerable people to distribute the drugs into the areas. This places young and vulnerable people at risk, as the criminals controlling these lines will use several tactics to encourage and force the vulnerable individuals to distribute the drugs for them, which can involve violence and intimidation tactics (National Crime Agency, 2019). 
The common age of young people involved in County Lines is usually aged between 15 and 16 years old and the recruitment to these gangs can often occur in school’s and streets in deprived areas. However, vulnerable people of all ages are known to be exploited by these gangs as their vulnerabilities allows gang members to excise control over them. There is often high reward promised to individuals involved in County Lines, and as they are often from deprived areas, the promise of high financial earnings and materialistic possessions can easily sway them (SafeguardingHub, 2023). 
Following being recruited by County Lines’ networks, vulnerable people are now placed at high risk of violence from other gangs who wish to steal the drugs from them and will often use violence to do this. Also, if any drugs are taken by another gang or intercepted by the police then this could mean that the vulnerable individual is then responsible for the loss, and they are then forced to commit further offences on behalf of the gang or risk serious harm (SafeguardingHub, 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc170573581]1.2 Rationale 
The researcher’s rationale for investigating this subject is due to the ever-increasing number of vulnerable individuals being exploited by County Lines gangs. Research published in 2019 by the Children’s Commissioner found that an estimated 27,000 children in England identified as gang members (Children's Commissioner, 2021). Whilst there is a substantial amount of research available on County Lines gangs, there seems to be a lot less on how the exploitation of vulnerable people can be stopped. Therefore, it is justified to conduct this research as this dissertation will provide further insight into the exploitation of vulnerable people and could offer educational awareness to potential victims. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573582]1.3 Aims and Objectives 
The aim of this dissertation is to investigate County Lines gangs and their exploitation of vulnerable individuals, specifically looking at ways in which exploitation can be combated. There is also a potential to provide recommendations on how to stop exploitation of vulnerable people. 
These aims will be achieved by completing the following objectives:

1. To investigate and analyse current academic literature on County Lines gangs, vulnerable people and ways in which exploitation can be stopped

2. To undertake an appropriate research approach in order to gain an understanding on the public’s knowledge of County Lines gangs

3. To analyse primary data collected in order to establish themes in regard to County Lines gangs and the exploitation of vulnerable individuals 

4. To provide recommendations, should they be needed, on combating the exploitation of vulnerable people
[bookmark: _Toc170573583]1.4 Structure
This dissertation will be separated into five chapters in order to ensure that each objective is achieved. Chapter one has provided a background on the dissertation subject as well as a rationale for research and aims and objectives. 
Chapter two will comprise of a literature review which will analyse current academic research on County Lines gangs and their exploitation of vulnerable people. It will help identify risk’s that make individuals vulnerable to exploitation. 
Chapter three will identify the most appropriate method for primary research for this project. 
Chapter four will analyse the primary data collected through the method identified in the previous chapter. This chapter will help to identify themes found during the research. 
Finally, chapter five will bring the dissertation to an end by deliberating and reviewing the aim of the research project. The main findings will be discussed along with limitation to the research and any recommendations identified. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573584]1.5 Conclusion
Chapter one of the dissertation has introduced the research subject, providing a background, rationale and has also identified the aim and objectives of the project. The following chapter will comprise of a literature review, analysing current academic literature on the dissertation subject. 







[bookmark: _Toc170573585]2. Chapter Two: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc170573586]2.0 Introduction
The aim of this chapter of the dissertation is to review and analyse current available academic literature on how vulnerable individuals are more susceptible to exploitation from county lines gangs, focusing mainly on methods to combat this. It will also look at the current education available for individuals on exploitation and its effectiveness, possibly identifying any gaps and highlighting the need for more in-depth approaches. Additionally, this chapter aims to achieve the first objective of the dissertation, which is as follows: 

To research and analyse available literature concerning vulnerable people being exploited by ‘County Lines’ gangs. 

This objective will be reached by scrutinising literature obtained from online databases such as the University of Wales Trinity Saint David’s (UWTSD) e-learning online library database and Google Scholar, which is an online search engine able to filter for peer-reviewed and verified academic sources. Sources consist of academic journals, professional textbooks, government publications and other accredited sources. Consistently used search terms used to narrow down relative literature included ‘county lines’, ‘county lines and young people’, ‘county lines and vulnerable people ‘county lines and exploitation’, ‘vulnerability’ and ‘county lines education’.  

[bookmark: _Toc170573587]2.1 County Lines and Vulnerable People 
County lines gangs and their recruitment of vulnerable people has become a major issue in the last decade. In 2015, Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary (HMIC), defined a vulnerable person as one who is in need of special care, protection or support due to age, disability or risk of neglect or abuse. They reported that during a 12-month period, 10.7% of all crimes in England and Wales involved a vulnerable person (Her Majesty's Inspectorate of Constabulary , 2015)​ ​. Factors to vulnerability in adults often includes drug addiction and mental health problems and in children can range from poverty and family breakdowns to behavioural and development disorders​ (O'Hagan & Edmunson, 2021). However, Windle et al​ (2020)​, highlight the lack of comprehension vulnerable people, especially young individuals, have on exploitation. Many refuse to see themselves as vulnerable to exploitation from these gangs, preferring to class themselves as resilient due to the fact that they are earning their own money.  

In 2019, a qualitative study undertaken by Moyle found that vulnerable individuals found working for county lines gangs was preferable to other activities that generated income, despite being initiated into it with violence and intimidation​ (Moyle, 2019). The study draws predominantly on the interviews with 18 individuals, 14 of whom had worked on behalf of out-of-town dealers (OTD) and 4 of whom had purchased drugs from these dealers. The 14 individuals who had worked directly for the OTD’s had all worked as drug runners and 7 of these had also ’rented’ their accommodation out which is known as being ’cuckooed’. All interviewees had factors of vulnerability, with the majority being unemployed and relying on benefits, some experiencing homelessness and most having mental health problems and/or learning disabilities (Moyle, 2019). As found by Windle et al (2020), Moyle (2019) also highlights these individuals lack of insight on exploitation. Despite all participants having many traits of vulnerability, the majority saw their situations as “mutually beneficial”, with some also believing their reputations helped reduce their risk of exploitation by OTD’s.  

Additionally, county lines gangs recruit many young individuals into their criminal enterprises as they are easy to control, cheap to employ and are seen as less likely to be detected by law enforcement​ (Williams & Finlay, 2019)​. Children aged between 15 and 17 years old form the bulk of vulnerable individuals involved in county lines gangs. A report by the National Crime Agency (NCA) found that 65% of the UK’s police forces reported the exploitation of children by county lines gangs (National Crime Agency, 2017). Due to the rapid rise in child exploitation, the government has now deemed it as a form of child abuse therefore requiring a response from multi-agency partnerships. However, Firmin et al (2019) calls attention to the lack of national strategy available for children and adolescents being harmed outside of their families.  

Choice of location for county lines gang activity relies heavily upon on gang members views that less urban areas will have more naïve people. Their vulnerability comes in the form of knowing little about gangs and their dealings, making it easier for gang members to exploit them (Jaensch & South, 2018). Data from the National Crime Agency (2015) suggests that dealers also target these places due to high unemployment and deprivation, again, giving them access to more individuals more vulnerable to exploitation.

[bookmark: _Toc170573588]2.2 Risk Factors for Exploitation  
In 2017, the NCA conveyed that 74% of UK police forces reported the exploitation of vulnerable people by county lines gangs. This included individuals with both mental and physical health issues as well as children and young people​ (National Crime Agency, 2017)​. Coliandris​ (2015)​ identified circumstances such as homelessness, experiences of trauma/abuse, financial problems, and mental health issues as some of the main risk factors for involvement in county lines criminal organisations. 

A study undertaken by Havard et al (2023) found county lines gangs recruitment of girls and young women to be specific to their gender, with their purpose being that law enforcement were less likely to suspect them of offences. This sample highlighted the link between coercive control and young girls and women involved in gang activity. Gendered inequality comes into play here as coercive control is seen as an extension of it (Stark & Hester, 2019). Females in gangs are found to be at a higher risk of violence and exploitation due to hyper masculinity and objectification of women being what’s “normal” in street culture (Valdez, 2007).

Children and young people form the majority of vulnerable individuals exploited by county lines gangs. They are lured in by the offer of money and living a certain lifestyle, often seeing older gang members as people to “look up” to and this makes them easy targets for recruitment. Others may become involved due to other family members, such as siblings and parents, already being part of the gang (O'Hagan & Edmunson, 2021). Children, however, can have a lack of insight in recognizing that they are being exploited as evidenced by Robinson. A sample undertaken by Robinson et al (2019), reported on the knowledge that some young people knew they were being “used” but questioned how they would otherwise make money if not through county lines labour.  

Vulnerable adults are often coerced using similar tactics used to exploit children and young individuals. Adults with physical and mental disabilities are exploited, along with those who are already addicted to drugs. These addicts are exploited easily as dealers can establish a “debt bondage” between them, whether it be real or perceived (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). Women are found more likely to be sexually exploited rather than subjected to physical violence such as that of their male counterparts. O’Hagan and Edmunson (2021) report that the girls are coerced into feeling beholden to gang members for providing them with protection and financial stability. Overall, many risk factors that vulnerable people have that make them easy targets for county lines gangs.  

[bookmark: _Toc170573589]2.3 Forms and Methods of Exploitation  
Over the years, county lines gangs have built upon and improved their methods and forms of exploitation. One such method that has emerged in recent years is that of “cuckooing”. The Crown Prosecution Service (CPS) defines “cuckooing” as members of county lines networks using violence or coercion to occupy the abode of a vulnerable individual (The Crown Prosecution Service, 2022). Using forms of exploitation such as threats and violence, gang members infiltrate vulnerable people’s homes to use as they wish. However, Spicer et al (2019) found this not to be the case, instead reporting that their methods of taking over someone’s property were much more sophisticated. As stated previously, some vulnerable individuals see working for county lines gangs as worth the risk, however this is not usually the case when it comes to being “cuckooed”. According to Moyle (2019), dealers may request to stay for a short period with the promise of drugs and then refuse to vacate the property. This then leaves the individuals who have been exposed to “cuckooing” at a higher risk of further exploitation, as it increases their risk of criminalisation as well as exacerbates their social segregation and vulnerabilities (Spicer, et al., 2019). 

Another method of exploitation is that of “debt bondage” which the CPS (2022) states is when a debt, whether it be a real one or a perceived one, is used to coerce individuals into carrying out labour for their criminal enterprises.  This form of exploitation is used widely, especially amongst young vulnerable individuals. They are enticed into county lines gangs with offers of money, food, clothes and even improved status but are then made to feel that they owe their exploiter a debt (Stone, 2018). A study by Havard, et al., (2023), found that “debt bondage” is prevalent with females as it aids gang members in coercing young girls and women into sexual activity. Should any of the young girls get caught or have drugs removed from them, whether that be by law enforcement or rival gangs, they were held personally responsible and forced to ‘pay back’ their debt in many ways, one of the main ones being through sexual activity. 

Coercion is also seen to be one of the major forms of exploitation deployed by county lines gangs, both interpersonal and impersonal coercion. Interpersonal coercion occurs directly and affects individuals whereas impersonal coercion is associated with the environment and factors such as poverty and the effects of gang related violence. A widely used instance of interpersonal coercion is that of grooming (NSPCC, 2023). Young individuals are given money and lavish gifts such as phones and expensive clothes/trainers and are often lured into this via social media. Atkinson-Shepard et al (2023), points out the discrepancy in past literature on exploitation, due to the rise in social media usage over past years. Social media is seen as a new coercive environment in which interpersonal and impersonal coercion merge. Furthermore, additional research by Brewster et al (2021), found that due to the Covid-19 pandemic, online exploitation became a lot more prevalent. Social media platforms such as Instagram and Snapchat were used to promote the dealers wealth, aiding in their ability to attract and groom young individuals. Professional practitioners interviewed in this sample spoke on the increase of suicide attempts by young people due to being exploited online. Despite findings in this report, there remains little insight into the role social media plays in county lines criminal activity. 

[bookmark: _Toc170573590]2.4 Prevention of County Lines Exploitation 
One of the main themes found throughout the literature concerning prevention was the need to enforce measures that aim to prevent vulnerable individuals from becoming involved in county line gang activity. Windle et al (2020), reports on the long-term impacts county lines involvement can have on young people due to facing adverse childhood experiences (ACEs). ACEs is known to increase a person’s risk for both physical and mental health problems in their future, as well as increase their risk of further exploitation. However, Moyle and Coomber (2012), suggest that many children and young people involved in county lines already have experienced ACEs prior to being recruited by gang members, which has therefore made them more vulnerable to exploitation. This only further strengthens the pattern that has been found throughout the literature that suggests that the most successful way exploitation of vulnerable people by county lines gangs can be combated, is by tackling these individuals’ base vulnerabilities. 

In another study, Hayman et al (2024), brings forth the suggestion of education in the prevention of exploitation. They suggest that modification of the vulnerable persons behaviour and environments can reduce the opportunities for gang members to exploit them. The sample included 122 participants, however, over 90% were female and white which is a not a representative sample of the UK population. Therefore, they found little evidence that education would make a difference in reducing the risk of exploitation. In comparison, Hargreaves et al (2023), completed a review on a County Lines 12-week education programme run by the Liverpool Football Club Foundation and saw positive results. The programme involved 14 secondary schools in Liverpool and involved collaborative work between funders and partners of the foundation in improving participants knowledge on county lines. They also aimed to change individuals’ attitudes on county lines and other criminal activity such as knife crime and exploitation. The programme saw major success, especially in high attendance levels and engagement suggesting that the content and method of delivery was effective in helping these young individuals to make positive changes (Hargreaves, et al., 2023). 

Olver and Cockbain (2021), argue that the implementation of current legislation is imperative in reducing the risk of exploitation, rather than introducing new legislation. Participants of this study underlined people’s lack of understanding on legislation such as the Modern Slavery Act 2015, claiming it is being underused and suggested using it to its full potential before implementing any new legislation. Research by Williams and Finlay (2019), express the vitality in organisations working together to achieve prevention of exploitation. Raising awareness amongst frontline-staff social services, healthcare and education is key. Foundations also mention this in their Building the Foundations strategy (Foundations, 2023). Funded by the UK government, the aim of Foundations is to ensure vulnerable children have good relationships in their lives in order to prevent crisis. This again ties in with theme of tackling people’s vulnerabilities in order to reduce the risk of exploitation. Foundations believe that strengthening familial relationships aids in reducing the risk of future mental health problems as well as giving children and young people better chances in life (Foundations, 2023). 

[bookmark: _Toc170573591]2.5 Conclusion  
To conclude this literature review, it is evident that there is a variety of research available on county lines and the exploitation of vulnerable people. This literature review has emphasised the sheer number of exploited individuals by county lines gangs, especially the number of children and young people (National Crime Agency, 2017). It has also stressed the importance in trying to reduce childhood vulnerabilities, therefore reducing risk factors, for now and in their futures, to being exploited by criminals and gangs. Education of vulnerable young people was found to be successful in some instances (Hargreaves, et al., 2023), and whereas the education of individuals on the frontline was mentioned, there was very little evidence on whether this does indeed reduce vulnerable people’s risk of exploitation. The literature review did outline other gaps in the research, including the fact that many sample studies undertaken were found to have inconsistencies due to limited range in participants as many individuals involved in county lines are reluctant to discuss their experiences for fear of retribution from dealers. 












[bookmark: _Toc170573592]3. Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc170573593]3.0 Introduction 
This chapter aims to identify the most appropriate research approach required to conduct the research project on county lines and their exploitation of vulnerable individuals. 
Typically, there are two main types of research: primary and secondary. Bryman (2016) describes primary research as information that is collected by an individual for a specific purpose. Secondary information is that which is obtained from previous studies by another researcher for their own intent and purposes. To further build on available literature and contribute to existing debates, primary research will be the most effective. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573594]3.1 The Research Onion
One of the most popular methods used in academic research is that of “The Research Onion” by Saunders et al, (2016).  
Figure 1.1 highlights the researchers chosen research process. 

[image: The research 'onion' (Source: Saunders et al., 2007) | Download ...]







(Saunders, et al., 2016)



[bookmark: _Toc170573595]3.1.1 Research Philosophies
The first “layer” covers research philosophies. The approach that will be taken for this project is “Interpretive” as Saunders et al, (2019), states that this is a good method in enhancing an already existing academic understanding of a subject. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573596]3.1.2 Approaches
The next “layer” is the approaches. An inductive approach will be used for this research project. Bryman (2016), states that this method involves the researcher basing their theory on their findings and observations, whereas a deductive approach does the opposite, with the researcher looking for specific findings that will either prove or disprove their theory. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573597]3.1.3 Strategies
The third “layer” is one for strategies. Questionnaires/surveys will be created via GoogleDoc and subsequently shared via social media platforms, such as Facebook and Instagram, in order to have a wide and diverse sample range via the general public, which Dewaele (2018), states strengthen the ecological legitimacy of the resulting database. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573598]3.1.4 Choices
The next “layer” is choices. This study will use a mixed method design. This combination method allows for a more complete analysis of the research subject as the qualitative and quantitative methods complement one another (Migiro & Magangi, 2011). A quantitative method will be used in this research project as the researcher will be converting data from the questionnaires/surveys into percentages. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573599]3.1.5 Time Horizon 
The final “layer” helps the researcher to identify how long their research is going to take to collect. There are two different types of research designs, longitudinal and cross-sectional (Kesmodel, 2018) . A cross-sectional study comprises of observing previously collected data from a specific point in time to another. Since the questionnaires will be distributed over a short period of time, a cross-sectional study is the most appropriate time horizon. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573600]3.2 Techniques: Data collection and data analysis
[bookmark: _Toc170573601]3.2.1 Data collection
Primary research is the process of collecting direct data on a specific subject and for this project, questionnaires will be used to do this. There are many advantages as well as disadvantages to using questionnaires as a form of primary data collection. Advantages include the collection of high-quality data if planned properly, as well as getting more honest answers from the public due to the mantle of anonymity. However, disadvantages can include confusion to participants caused by the questions, resulting in subpar answers as well as barriers such as language and poor literacy skills (Marshall, 2005). To prevent this, a brief description on the subject of the dissertation project will be included as the beginning of the questionnaire as well as the researcher’s student email address for any questions relating to the project.
[bookmark: _Toc170573602]3.2.2 Survey Design
The online questionnaire will contain a mix of both open-ended and closed questions. This is to ensure a more diverse range of data. Whilst closed-ended questions are seen as the better option for online surveys as they are seen as less cognitively demanding, they can be more biased as they are not providing participants with an option to express their own thoughts and feelings. Whereas open-ended questions, whilst more complicated to use for online surveys, can provide more detailed and informative responses (Connor Desai & Reimers, 2018). 
[bookmark: _Toc170573603]3.3 Sample & Data Analysis
Ghauri & Gronhaug (2005), highlight the importance of not having too large of a sample size as it does not allow for comparison. The target sample size for this project is between 50-75. The questionnaire will be distributed on social media for views on the public. The gathered data will then be analysed through the GoogleDocs survery tool as this will allow for several advantages such as easy to view results and ready-made charts depicting results in percentages.
[bookmark: _Toc170573604]3.4 Reliability and Validity
Valid data is that which is accurate and peer-reviewed, with reliability coming from consistent results from obtained from data being consistently collected (Fitzner, 2007). As stated above, questionnaires are found to be dependable sources of data collection as they are a simple way to gather short response from participants, are less time consuming and can easily be kept anonymous. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573605]3.5 Limitations
Due to the nature and sensitivity surround the topic of county lines, it is inevitable that there will be limitations experienced by the researcher. One such limitation will be the lack of participation from young, vulnerable individuals who are seen to be the ones most commonly exploited by county lines gangs due to the university’s ethics policies. The short time frame in which the questionnaire will be live on social media could also be a limitation. This is due to the researchers own time limitations as well as deadlines for university work. Another such limitation could be the general populations lack of knowledge on county lines gangs and how they operate. This will hopefully be combated by the inclusion of a small brief on county lines gangs at the start of the questionnaires. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573606]3.6 Ethical Considerations
Prior to undertaking this research project, an in-depth ethics form was completed and submitted. As stated in the ethics form, all primary research gathered will be voluntary with the participants right to withdraw their consent at any time clearly stated within the questionnaires. All participants will also be informed on the nature of the research as well as how their data will be used for the dissertation project. Anonymity and confidentiality of participants will be kept throughout, and all information will be stored on a password protected device. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573607]3.7 Conclusion 
This chapter of the dissertation has outlined the most suitable form of research methodology appropriate for this dissertation as well as achieved the second objective for this dissertation. The next chapter will present these findings, analysing the data in order to further explore county lines and their exploitation of vulnerable individuals. 









[bookmark: _Toc170573608]4. Chapter 4: Analysis of Results
[bookmark: _Toc170573609]4.0 Introduction 
The previous dissertation chapter outlined the methodology and methods used in this research. During this chapter, the researcher will present and analyse data collected via primary research. This was done in the form of an online questionnaire in which 60 individuals participated. Data analysis is the process of collecting and combing through data in order to establish patterns and/or themes. For this research project, data was collected and analysed via Google Docs using their online survey tool. The questionnaire was then shared online via social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram. Consent to use participant’s answers in this dissertation was gained in the first question of the survey. A brief overview on County Lines gangs and how they operate was provided at the beginning of the questionnaire for any participants unaware of them beforehand. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573610]4.2 Theme One: Risk Factors
The sixth question asked in the questionnaire, was if participants believed there were certain risk factors that increased the chance of individuals being exploited by County Lines gangs. The resulting data, shown below in Figure 2.1, found that 86.7% of participants agreed that certain risk factors attribute to individuals’ vulnerability to exploitation by County Lines gangs. Participants were also asked in question number 7 if they believed circumstances such as homelessness, experiences of trauma/abuse, financial problems and mental and physical illnesses made up some of these risk factors. For this, shown below in Figure 2.2, the majority of participants selected all of the aforementioned circumstances as risk factors. This data is in line with research identified in the literature review, whereby Coliandris (2015), highlights these circumstances as being major risk factors in individuals found to be recruited using exploitation into County Lines gangs. 





[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Q6. Do you think certain factors increase individuals risk of being exploited by County Lines gangs? . Number of responses: 60 responses.]





Figure 2.1 – Pie chart showing participants answers for question 6

[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Q7. Please select any of the circumstances listed below you feel are risk factors to exploitation. . Number of responses: 60 responses.]





Figure 2.2 – Bar graph showing participants answers for question 7

[bookmark: _Toc170573611]4.2 Theme Two: Reducing Risk 
Following on from the previous theme, participants were asked in question eight if they believed there were ways in which individuals’ risk of exploitation could be reduced. Of the 60 participants, 75% responded that they believed there were ways in which individuals’ risk to exploitation from County Lines gangs could be reduced. 20% concluded that the risk could not be reduced and the remaining 5% were unsure, all shown below in Figure 2.3. This correlates with much of the research analysed within the literature review. Hayman et al (2024), suggests education to be a major factor in reducing the risk of exploitation. In contrast, Moyle & Coomber (2012), believe that reducing individuals’ base vulnerabilities is key in reducing risk. 
[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Q8. Do you think there are ways in which the risk of exploitation of vulnerable individuals can be reduced? . Number of responses: 60 responses.]





Figure 2.3 – Pie chart showing participants responses to question 8

[bookmark: _Toc170573612]4.3 Theme Three: Are young people more susceptible to exploitation? 
When asked this question, which was the fourth in the questionnaire, 80% of participants answered yes. 11.6% stated they were unsure and the remaining 8.3% saying no, depicted below in Figure 2.4. Regarding a specific age range in question five, seen below in Figure 2.5, 36.7% believed individuals between the ages of 12-18 to be more susceptible to exploitation, with 45% choosing the ages of 18-25 and the remaining 18.3% choosing 25+. Whilst research analysed in the literature review confirms that most of the vulnerable individuals recruited into County Lines gangs are between the ages of 15-17 years old (Williams & Finlay, 2019), it doesn’t necessarily mean that they are more susceptible to exploitation. Previous findings found vulnerable adults just as susceptible to exploit due to mental and physical health issues, as well as drug use (O'Hagan & Edmunson, 2021).





[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Q4. Do you think young people are more susceptible to exploitation by County Lines gangs?. Number of responses: 60 responses.]





Figure 2.4 – Participants answers to question 4

[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Q5. What age range do you think are more susceptible to being exploited by County Lines gangs?  . Number of responses: 60 responses.]





Figure 2.5 – Participants responses to question 5

[bookmark: _Toc170573613]4.4 Theme Four: Education
When asked whether they believed education on County Lines would help to reduce the risk of people being exploited in question nine, 96.6% of participants said yes, with the remaining participants being unsure, shown below in Figure 2.6. This majority percentage coincides with a review undertaken by Hargreaves et al (2023). The review was of a 12-week programme run for secondary school students by the Liverpool Football Club Foundation, aiming to provide education on County Lines and they had positive results with high attendance and engagement levels. Additionally, only 28.3% of participants in the primary research were aware of current education provided on County Lines in question ten, whether that be through schools or charities etc. The third question asked of participants in the questionnaire was whether they were aware of County Lines gangs, and what they do, prior to reading the brief at the beginning of the questionnaire. Shown below in Figure 2.7, only 55% of participants answered yes to this question, with the remaining 45% answering that they were unaware of these gangs. The answers to these questions truly highlight the lack of awareness of County Lines gangs most of the public have, also showing that there is not enough education being provided on it. 
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Figure 2.5 – Participants answers to question 9

[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Q10. Are you aware of any current education provided on County Lines?. Number of responses: 60 responses.]






Figure 2.6 – Participants answers to question 10

[image: Forms response chart. Question title: Q3. Prior to undertaking this questionnaire, were you aware of County Lines gangs and what they do?. Number of responses: 60 responses.]





Figure 2.7 – Participants answers to question 3

[bookmark: _Toc170573614]4.5 Theme Five: How can exploitation be combated?
Participants were asked in question eleven to provide an opinion on how they thought exploitation of individuals by County Lines gangs could be combated. When analysing the data, it was found that 46 participants had highlighted education as the main way to combat exploitation. Other answers included information being provided in GP surgery’s, schools, hospitals etc. Not many of the answers provided an outlook in combating the exploitation of adults, most answers were centred around children. This provides the assumption that many people believe the best chance of reducing risk is when these vulnerable individuals are young. This data correlates with findings in the literature review, whereby Williams & Finlay (2019) express the importance of inter-agency working in reducing young people’s vulnerabilities, therefore reducing their risk of exploitation. The strategy of the UK government funded charity Foundations is also to tackle vulnerabilities in children in order to give them a better chance in life and reduce their risk of future mental health problems (Foundations, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc170573615]4.6 Conclusion 
This chapter of the dissertation has successfully achieved the aim of the project. In conclusion, the data collected from this study has identified the general public’s lack of awareness regarding County Lines gangs and how they operate. Research found in the literature review suggested that there was an adequate amount of education available on County Lines, however this data suggests otherwise. Public perception on combating exploitation is highly focused on the increase of education overall. The next chapter will achieve the final objective of the dissertation.


















 


[bookmark: _Toc170573616]5. Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc170573617]5.0 Introduction 
The previous chapter of the dissertation analysed data found within this research project through online surveys and expressed the main findings. This final chapter will seek to conclude and provide recommendations on the dissertation subject as well as highlight any limitations and need for further research.
[bookmark: _Toc170573618]5.1 Main Findings
Throughout the research project there have been three main findings, with many supporting research found in the literature review. To begin with, whilst there is a variety of literature available on the subject of County Lines and the exploitation of vulnerable people, there seems to be very little education on this available to the general public. This is supported by primary data collected, which showed that of 60 survey respondents, only 28.3% were aware of any education provided on county lines, as seen in Figure 2.6 below. 
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Figure 2.6 – Pie chart showing participants answers to question 10
Secondly, there are many different risk factors that have been found that make people more susceptible to exploitation. Coliandris (2015) identifies circumstances such as homelessness, experiences of trauma/abuse, financial problems and physical and mental health issues as some of the main risk factors. This was also supported by primary data collected, shown in the below Figure 2.2, whereby of 60 participants, majority of them agreed that these circumstances were main risk factors. Whilst there seems to be some support found for young people suffering from vulnerabilities such as this, a lot less was found for adults suffering from the same.
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Figure 2.2 – Graph showing participants responses to question 7

Finally, following on from identified risk factors, the main way in which vulnerable individuals’ risk of exploitation can be combated was found to be tackling these vulnerabilities as early on as possible. Both primary data and secondary research concluded that the most successful way to prevent exploitation is ideally childhood intervention, in order to prevent them from developing said vulnerabilities. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573619]5.2 Recommendations
From this research project, there are many different recommendations which can be made in relation to combating the exploitation of vulnerable people. These recommendations are made purely from the researchers own perspective following their primary findings which have been linked in with data found throughout the research project. 
The first recommendation that can be made is an increase in education on County Lines. With County Lines becoming an ever-increasing criminal enterprise and their exploitation of vulnerable people being astoundingly high, education is vital. Local police forces and schools need to be providing children and parents with information on these criminal gangs and ways in which they exploit people, especially young people. There should be more awareness made on social media platforms, which is one of the main ways of communication these days, especially with young people. However, education should not just be aimed at people at risk of being exploited, but also towards the general public and professionals working in settings with vulnerable individuals. 
Another recommendation is increased support for vulnerable individuals, especially adults. Whilst undertaking this research project, there seems to be a lot of data on the importance of providing support to children who may be susceptible to exploitation, but little on providing the same support to vulnerable adults. Research showed that these adults can be just as vulnerable as children, however, primary data showed public perception is the opposite.  
The last recommendation to be made is a crackdown on children’s involvement in county lines gangs. This recommendation can be linked in with the others, as more education and support can aid in this. More parental supervision is needed, especially with young people using social media platforms which is an easy way for gangs to recruit. More opportunities in the community for positive activities can prevent children becoming enticed by offers from gang members. One of the key findings in relation to preventing exploitation of vulnerable children is them having positive relationships in their lives. Having clubs and support outside of school times and providing them with good role models can be essential. 
[bookmark: _Toc170573620]5.3 Limitations
There were some limitations to this research project. One of these limitations was the time scale and size of the project. Due to this research being done alongside working full time, there were many more options that could have been explored, especially when collecting primary data, that was unfortunately not possible. 
Another limitation was the sensitive subject of the project. Ideally, data collected from primary research would have involved individuals involved in county lines gang activities, however, this was unlikely due to the nature of the survey distribution. Having such individuals take part may have provided significant additional primary data, but again, was not really possible for this project.
 
[bookmark: _Toc170573621]5.4 Future Research
County lines gangs and their exploitation of vulnerable people is becoming more and more frequent and it is a subject on which the researcher feels there is not enough data on. There were a lot of limitations found in secondary data due to small sample sizes or participants not of an inclusive representative etc. Whilst there was much data on the different risk factors that make vulnerable individuals susceptible to exploitation, there was not much on methods to combating these vulnerabilities, specifically for vulnerable adults. The researcher feels that a lot of the data surrounding this subject is focused mostly on how to prevent children from exploitation, which on one hand is a very positive thing. It does, however, overlook vulnerable adults and what can be done to reduce their risks of being exploited.
[bookmark: _Toc170573622]5.5 Conclusion
In conclusion, this dissertation has brought attention to county lines gangs and their exploitation of vulnerable people, focusing on what can be done to combat this. The researcher has presented key findings on what makes vulnerable people more susceptible to exploitation, highlighting current research on prevention methods whilst also identifying gaps in the literature. These gaps and recommendations have been outlined in this chapter, along with the need for future research. Future research could provide much needed expansion on current knowledge and also help to reduce the overall risk of exploitation from criminal gangs which would be hugely beneficial. 
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[bookmark: _Toc170573626]7.2 Appendix 2 – Questionnaire Answers 
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Provide children and parents with education on how to prevent exploitation
Teach kids in school
I know of some education provided on gangs and stuff but more widespread information would help a lot
As stated in the questions, education would reduce the risk
Charities or groups dedicated to stopping these gangs could be really helpful

Not enough is known or said about these gangs apart from in the news so teaching people is important
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Q11. Please state any ways in which you believe the exploitation of vulnerable people by County
Lines gangs can be combated.

60 responses

Parental control of social media, keeping children informed and teaching them of the risks
Awareness made in schools for both parents and students

Adverts on tv, social media etc can raise awareness

Education as well as better laws

‘Assembles and talks in schools, leaflets handed out

Training for teachers to spot signs of children in county lines gangs

Supervise children when out

Protecting children from it. It's harder to protect adults.

I know a bit about county lines but not a lot so | think teaching people about it will help to stop them
recruiting vulnerable people, especially children
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Q11. Please state any ways in which you believe the exploitation of vulnerable people by County
Lines gangs can be combated.

60 responses
Teaching people about it will help to combat it

Helping with the things that makes people more at risk like homelessness, illness etc. providing support for
these things can help stop them from being exploited

Teaching parents about this is important! This can help stop children from being used in gangs to deal
drugs

Education is the most important I
Not sure
Education education education!!!!!

I do believe education is very important, but other factors such as targeting the things that make people at
risk are also important. This includes stopping homelessness and helping people with mental illness etc

I don't know of any education available outside of specific charities so | think more widespread education
is needed
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Q11. Please state any ways in which you believe the exploitation of vulnerable people by County
Lines gangs can be combated.

60 responses

A bigger deal to be made by police etc, especially online

Education

Don't know

Education on drug dealing gangs and such

Apart from teaching children why these gangs are bad | don't think there’s a lot you can do
Education would work for children but not adults

Teaching people

There needs to be more awareness and education as well as better laws on prosecuting gangs.

Police educating students, teachers, parents
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Q11. Please state any ways in which you believe the exploitation of vulnerable people by County
Lines gangs can be combated.
60 responses

Education on the subject

Having never heard anything about County Lines and having young children myself I'd like to be more
educated on how to stop gangs taking advantage of my children

More knowledge on it

Harsher sentences for criminals who run county lines could be a deterrent as well as teaching children to
stay away from them

TEACH PEOPLE NOT ENOUGH IN THE MEDIA

I don't think things such as homelessness can be stopped to help people not be at risk but teaching them
about the gangs could help

Teach more about them

Need more awareness in schools and GPs. Education taught in schools as well
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Q11. Please state any ways in which you believe the exploitation of vulnerable people by County
Lines gangs can be combated.

60 responses
Teaching vulnerable people how to keep themselves safe seems to be the best way.

I dont think children are more at risk but teaching both children and adults to be aware of these gangs and
what they do would help overall

Education is important for sure

Longer sentences in prison, education on county lines, police task forces, parents lock children’s social
media

Teach parents
More information made public on these gangs

There are a lot of ways to stop people being exploited such as helping the homeless, the government
helping with financial issues, providing support and education to parents and teachers for example

EDUXATION
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