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Serious and Organised Crime (SOC) and firearms-enabled violence represent enduring, high-harm challenges within contemporary policing in England and Wales. Although firearms discharges constitute a relatively small proportion of recorded violent crime, their association with organised criminality, territorial disputes and disproportionate impacts on fear, public confidence and police legitimacy render firearms-enabled violence a particularly acute contemporary policing challenge (Squires, 2014). In urban areas characterised by entrenched deprivation and historically embedded organised crime groups, SOC and firearms violence are frequently intertwined with illicit drug markets, territoriality, and the exploitation of vulnerable individuals (Hobbs, 2013; Densley & Pyrooz, 2019). 
This literature review critically examines academic, policy and professional literature relating to SOC and firearms-enabled violence. Rather than addressing firearms as a discrete phenomenon, this review situates firearms-enabled violence within broader debates on organised crime, structural inequality, legitimacy, partnership governance, vulnerability and leadership. This reflects increasing recognition within the literature that firearms violence is best understood as an emergent manifestation of organised crime systems rather than an isolated tactical policing issue.
The review synthesises literature across key themes including organised crime conceptualisation, legitimacy, partnership governance, vulnerability and leadership. In doing so, it explicity engages with questions of evidence quality and representativeness, recognising that much of the existing knowledge base is shaped by urban case studies and public-sector evaluations. Leadership is included as a key theme given its influence on how policing systems respond across organisational and professional boundaries. 
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The literature broadly defines SOC as coordinated and sustained criminal activity undertaken by groups for profit, power or status, generating significant harm to individuals, communities and institutions (National Crime Agency, 2023; Hobbs, 2013). However, criminological scholarship cautions against treating organised crime as a homogeneous or exclusively economic phenomenon, emphasising its social embeddedness within particular places, cultures and historical contexts (Hobbs, 2013; Densley & Pyrooz, 2019).
While this socially embedded conceptualisation is thoeretically persuasive, its empirical foundations warrant critical consideration. Much of the supporting evidence derives from qualitative, ethnographic research conducted within specific urban settings in England and Wales. Although this provides depth and contextual richness, it raises questions regarding generalisability, particularly when applied to contemporary firearms-enabled violence, where coercion and intimidation may play a more central role than social proximity or local legitimacy. As Von Lampe (2016) cautions, conceptual coherence within organised crime research does not necessarily equate to empirical representativeness across contexts.
Firearms-enabled violence occupies a distinct yet interconnected position within the SOC literature. While firearms function instrumentally within drug markets and organised crime disputes, scholars emphasise their symbolic and communicative significane. Squires (2014) highlights the capacity of firearms to impose fear, assert dominance and destabilise community order, even where incidents remain relatively infrequent. This framing usefully explains the disproportionate psychological and social impact of firearms violence compared to other forms of serious harm.
However, the evidential basis underpinning this conceptualisation is uneven. Much of the literature draws on recorded incidents, case studies and media analysis rather than systemic longitudinal research, limiting confidence in assessing how symbolic effects vary across different communities or persist over time. This is particularly relevant when considering whether firearms violence operates in similar ways across diverse geographical settings or organised crime structures.
Recent literature reflects the adaptive nature of firearms-related criminality, including weapon conversion, online procurement, and the use of encrypted communication platforms (Wall, 2007; Grant & Adamson, 2017; Van Puyvelde & Brantly, 2019). While these studies highlight important developments, much of this work remains exploratory and unevenly distributed across jurisdictions. As such, firearms-enabled violence is best understood not as a fixed phenomenom, but as an evolving manifestation of organised crime systems whose characteristics and harm may vary according to local context and enforcement pressure.  
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A substantial body of criminological literature emphasises the relationship between SOC, structural inequality and place-based disadvantage. Research consistently demonstrates that organised crime is more likely to embed and persist in communities characterised by socio-economic deprivation, limited legitimate opportunity and historically weakened relationships with statutory institutions (Hobbs, 2013; Densley & Pyrooz, 2019). Rather than functioning solely as illicit economic enterprises, organised crime groups exploit existing structural conditions, positioning themselves within social networks where formal governance and social support mechanisms are perceived as absent or ineffective. 
Community-focused scholarship further highlights the role of social capital and collective efficacy in shaping neighbourhood resilience to organised criminality.  Chanan & Miller (2013) argue that communities with dense social networks, local engagement and mutual trust are better equipped to resist the influence of organised crime, whereas fragmented communities experience weakened informal social controls. However, these dynamics are primarily evidenced within densely populated urban settings and may be less readily transferrable to contexts where organised crime relies more heavily on coercion than social embeddedness, limiting opportunities for sustained community resilience. 
Legitimacy theory offers a critical lens through which to understand these dynamics. Tyler’s (2006) procedural justice framework demonstrates that cooperation with policing is shaped less by instrumental effectiveness and more by perceptions of fairness, consistency and respectful treatment. Building on this, Bottoms & Tankebe (2012) conceptualise legitimacy as a relational and negotiated process rather than a static institutional condition, emphasising that authority must be continually reinforced through reciprocal engagement between institutions and communities. These perspectives are highly influential within contemporary policing discourse and underpin many community-orientated approaches to serious crime.  
However, the applicability of legitimacy theory within SOC-affected environments warrants careful consideration. Much of the empirical evidence supporting procedural justice is derived from survey-based research examining general policing encounters rather than high-harm organised crime contexts. In communities affected by organised crime and firearms violence, intimidation, fear of reprisal and entrenched mistrust may significantly constrain individual and collective agency, limiting the extent to which procedural fairness alone can translate into cooperation or intelligence sharing (Squires, 2014). 
The concept of “social silencing” further complicates assumptions regarding community engagement in SOC-affected areas. Where organised crime exerts coercive control, reductions in recorded violence or visible enforcement success do not necessarily reflect increased legitimacy or improved police-community relations (Bottoms & Tankebe, 2012). Instead, organised crime may remain embedded beneath the surface through fear-based compliance and disengagement, raising critical questions about the extent to which traditional enforcement outcomes can be assumed to represent genuine harm reduction or strengthened legitimacy. 
Critically, scholars caution that enforcement-centric strategies which prioritise disruption without addressing underlying inequality and legitimacy may inadvertently deepen disengagement within already marginalised communities (Loader & Mulcahy, 2003). While legitimacy is frequently positioned as a foundational condition for effective SOC disruption, there remains limited longitudinal evidence demonstrating that legitimacy-focused approaches result in sustained reductions in organised crime harm. This highlights an important gap between normative theoretical expectations and empirically demonstrated outcomes in high-harm policing contexts.  
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The literature consistently recognises that SOC cannot be effectively addressed through single-agency or enforcement only models, given its intersections with safeguarding, public health and community safety (Crawford, 1997; Hughes, 2007). As a result, partnership working has become a central feature of both academic debate and policy frameworks addressing organised crime and serious violence. 
Despite this broad consensus, critical scholarship highlights persistent weaknesses in partnership governance. Crawford (1997) argues that crime control increasingly operates through fragmented governance arrangements characterised by competing organisational priorities, professional culture and accountability regimes. Building on this, James, Mullins and Bovaird (2012) emphasise that effective partnership working requires shared strategic objectives, clear governance arrangements and joint ownership of risk. Where these conditions are absent, partnerships often function as loose networks rather than integrated systems, resulting in role ambiguity, constrained information sharing and inconsistent decision making. 
Importantly, much of the supportive evidence for partnership-based approaches originates within government and public-sector literature, where effectiveness is frequently measured through process indicators such as partnership formation, meeting structures and information-sharing protocols. While such measures provide insight into governance compliance, they offer limited evidence regarding sustained reductions in organised crime harm. Skogan (2008) cautions that many multi-agency crime prevention initiatives are insufficiently subjected to independent outcome evaluation, raising questions about whether reported success reflects genuine impact or organisational self-assessment.
Contemporary policing discourse increasingly advocates whole system and public health-oriented approaches to serious violence and SOC, emphasising prevention, data integration and shared accountability across sectors. While these approaches align conceptually with the complexity of organised crime, critical evaluations suggest that structural barriers continue to undermine implementation. Incompatible information systems, divergent legal frameworks and misaligned performance regimes frequently limit meaningful collaboration (Crawford, 1997; James, et al., 2012). Atkinson and Coleman (2017) further argue that network-based governance models can diffuse accountability, particularly in high-risk environments where no single agency retains clear operational or moral responsibility for outcomes. 
The literature also identifies enduring tensions between enforcement-focused priorities and welfare-orientated objectives within multi-agency environments. Policing organisations are typically assessed against disruption based on enforcement metrics, while local authorities and third sector partners prioritise safeguarding, prevention and long-term support (Hughes, 2007). Brothers (2015) argues that power imbalances can marginalise non-policing perspectives, resulting in partnerships that are procedurally inclusive but substantively dominated by enforcement logics. This risks limiting innovation and undermining legitimacy within communities most affected by organised crime and firearms violence.
Overall, the literature presents partnership governance in SOC contexts as both necessary and inherently fragile. While integrated and multi-agency approaches are widely promoted as a solution to the complex nature of organised crime, their effectiveness remains difficult to assess due to weaknesses in governance clarity, accountability mechanisms and evaluative rigor. Without sustained leadership, independent evaluation and structural alignment, partnership arrangements risk managing organisational risk and political expectation rather than delivering measurable reductions in organised crime harm. 
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County Lines exploitation is widely examined within the literature as one of the most harmful contemporary manifestations of SOC in the UK. It involves the organised movement of drugs, money and weapons across geographical boundaries, typically enabled through the coercive exploitation of children and vulnerable adults (McLean, et al., 2019). Unlike traditional models of organised crime recruitment that emphasise rational choice or economic motivation, county lines networks rely heavily upon grooming, intimidation and violence, blurring conventional distinctions between victimhood and offending (Windle & Briggs, 2015).
A dominant critique within the literature concerns the limitations of traditional safeguarding and criminal justice frameworks in responding effectively to this form of harm. Early safeguarding research highlighted how child protection systems, primarily designed to address intra-familial abuse, struggle to identify and respond to harm occurring within peer groups, public spaces and criminal networks (Allnock & Miller, 2013). These limitations are particularly pronounced in SOC contexts, where exploitation is organised, mobile and embedded across multiple environments. 
Contextual safeguarding theory represents a significant conceptual development in this area, repositioning exploitation as a product of social contexts rather than individual vulnerability (Firmin, 2020). This framework is widely cited within both academic and policy discourse as particularly suited to county lines offending, given its emphasis on schools, transport hubs and neighbourhoods as sites of harm (McLean, et al., 2019). While conceptually persuasive, the empirical evidence supporting contextual safeguarding remains relatively limited, with inconsistent implementation and a lack of longitudinal evaluation constraining confidence in sustained impact on organised crime activity.  
The literature consistently identifies links between county lines exploitation and  structural vulnerability. Factors such as poverty, care experience, adverse childhood experiences and unmet mental health needs increase susceptibility to recruitment and coercion (McLean, et al., 2019; Windle & Briggs, 2015). Organised crime research suggests these vulnerabilities are not incidental, but strategically targeted by criminal networks seeking individuals who are easily controlled, replaced and subject to limited guardianship.
A further critical concern within the literature relates to the criminalisation of exploited young people. Beckett, et al. (2017) argue that individuals subject to exploitation frequently occupy ambiguous positions between victimhood and offending, resulting in inconsistent responses from policing and safeguarding systems. This victim-offender hybridity raises the risk that enforcement-led interventions may reinforce harm rather than disrupt it, particularly where safeguarding thresholds and criminal justice responsibilities are poorly aligned.  
Despite increased policy and operational focus on county lines, questions remain regarding the sustainability of existing responses. Enforcement activity is frequently associated with short-term disruption but limited evidence of long-term harm reduction, with displacement and network adaptation widely reported (McLean, et al., 2019). This reinforces concerns that while county lines has become a prominent organising concept within policing and safeguarding discourse, the evidential base underpinning claims of effectiveness remains underdeveloped. 
Taken together, the literature positions county lines exploitation as a key lens through which vulnerability and organised crime intersect.  However, it highlights enduring tensions between conceptual innovation, policy ambition and evidential validation. Responses to county lines therefore remain constrained by fragmented systems, uneven evidence and limited understanding of long-term impact.  
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Leadership is widely recognised within the literature as a critical determinant shaping responses to SOC and firearms-enabled violence. However, scholars consistently note a lack of consensus regarding which leadership models are most effective within complex, multi-agency and politically constrained environments. Traditional command-and-control approaches associated with enforcement-led policing are increasingly critiqued for their inability to address the adaptive and socially embedded nature of organised crime (Reiner, 2010). 
In response, the literature increasingly advocates systems-oriented, collaborative and public health informed approaches. These models emphasise partnership governance, distributed learning and long-term harm reduction over short-term enforcement outcomes (Butts, et al., 2015; Hughes, 2007). 
However, claims regarding the transformative potential of leadership within SOC context should be treated with caution, particularly where expectations of long-term harm reduction exceed the current evidential base. Leadership operates within structurally constrained systems shaped by political priorities and resource limitations, limiting its capacity to effect sustained change (Reiner, 2010). 
Legitimacy-focused leadership represents a further strand within the literature, emphasising ethical decision making, procedural justice and community engagement (Tyler, 2006; Loader & Mulcahy, 2003). While these approaches are often prioritised as essential to sustainable harm reduction, their influence may be constrained within SOC-affected environments characterised by fear, coercion and entrenched mistrust. In such contexts, leadership efforts to build legitimacy may be undermined by factors beyond organisational control.  
Overall, the literature portrays leadership in SOC contexts as contested, constrained and under-researched. Expectations placed upon policing leadership to deliver system-wide change often exceed what leadership alone can realistically achieve.  This highlights the need for strategic realism in assessing leadership effectiveness and cautions against attributing responsibility for organised crime harms to leadership approaches in isolation from wider structural conditions.
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This literature review has examined SOC and firearms enabled violence as complex, high-harm phenomena shaped by social, structural and systemic factors rather than isolated patterns of criminal behaviour. Across the literature, organised crime is consistently understood as adaptive and relational, embedded within community contexts characterised by inequality, vulnerability and uneven legitimacy. Firearms-enabled violence emerges within this body of work not as a standalone policing challenge, but as an intensified manifestation of organised crime dynamics. 
The review demonstrates that while enforcement remains a necessary component of SOC responses, the literature increasingly cautions against approaches that prioritise short‑term disruption without sustained attention to legitimacy, partnership governance and safeguarding. Research on structural inequality, legitimacy and partnership highlights the constrained contexts within which policing operates, with evidence of long-term impact remaining uneven. Similarly, partnership‑based and public‑health‑informed approaches are widely promoted as solutions to complex crime, yet the evidence base evaluating their long‑term impact remains uneven, with success often inferred through process measures rather than demonstrable harm reduction.
County lines exploitation further illustrates the intersection between organised crime and vulnerability, challenging traditional distinctions between victimhood and offending. While conceptual and policy developments such as contextual safeguarding offer important reframing of exploitation, questions remain regarding consistency of implementation and sustainability of impact. Across these themes, the literature reveals persistent tensions between conceptual ambition, policy aspiration and empirical validation.
Leadership is positioned within the literature as an enabling factor shaping how policing systems respond to SOC and firearms‑enabled violence rather than as a determinant of outcomes in isolation. Expectations placed upon leadership to deliver transformative change frequently exceed what can realistically be achieved within politically constrained, resource‑limited and fragmented governance environments. This reinforces the need for strategic realism in assessing both accountability and effectiveness.
Overall, the literature suggests that firearms‑enabled violence should be understood as an enduring symptom of broader organised crime systems rather than as a discrete policing failure. Responses to SOC are therefore best conceptualised as long‑term, system‑wide challenges requiring sustained coordination, legitimacy‑building and harm‑focused evaluation. This review provides a critical foundation for examining firearms‑enabled violence as a manifestation of these wider dynamics, which is explored further in the accompanying presentation.
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