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This ‘Literature Review’ will be looking at what knife crime is and the figures of knife crime and seeing if the figures are as bad as the public perception seems to be. It will also be looking at if there is a clear link between knife crime and young people in society, whilst also looking at criminal theories from Howard Becker, Edwin Lemert and Stanley Cohen. It will be interesting to see if there is a clear link with people from ethnic minorities committing crime as this is something that seems to be the case within the media. Within this document will hopefully be some answers to why knife crime is being committed across the United Kingdom, but by looking into these this may ask more questions. If this will be the case, then these questions will hopefully be answered, but if there is some grey area in topics then it will be interesting to see the publics thoughts when researching this further.

Allen et al, (2019), from the house of commons library gives a in depth view of knife crime and the different acts that are required to police it. They define knife crime as, ‘crime involving an object with a blade or sharp instrument’ and explain that knife crime is, ‘a persistent and worrying concern, especially as it impacts particularly upon young people and the disadvantaged, and various remedies have been tried over the years’.

Bedfordshire Police, (2020), define knife crime as ‘a crime that involves a knife’, and the consequences for this type of crime range from a £5,000 fine, and anything from 4 years to life in prison. Therefore this topic shouldn’t be taken lightly.

Many young people carry a knife for protection to make themselves feel safer in the bigger cities, even though they have no plans on using it, (Bedfordshire Police, 2020). The force then claims that an individual is more likely to become a victim of knife crime by carrying a knife than if they were not.

There is clear link between these two definitions and this is that both of them mention that young people are at risk to being involved in knife crime, but do the figures prove this?

In a survey from Crime Survey for England and Wales, (CSEW), children aged 10-15 were asked about their experience with knife crime from the previous 12 months. 6.5% of children aged 10-15, knew someone who carried a knife. Adults aged 16-29 were asked the same question and 5.7% knew someone who carried a knife. There is 0.8% increase in the children than the adults, but the survey doesn’t specify if the children knew adults or children carrying a knife. Therefore this statistic only proves that children have seen a knife being carried more than adults, rather than children are involved in knife crime more than adults. Although it is still a worrying sign that children are seeing knives being carried, (ONS, 2017).

Ford and Grimshaw, (2018), show that 6.5% of people aged 10-15 knew someone who carried a knife. Less than 1% of the children surveyed admitted to carrying a knife within the last 12 months. They go on to say that it is not good that adults are seeing and being involved in knife crime, but to see that children are just as involved in knife crime is a worrying sight. Children are the future, and are going to need to set an example for the next generation, so it is important that these figures fall and knife crime decreases for this reason.

Looking at figures regarding young people and knife crime in the England and Wales, 38% of knife crime offences committed by people under the age of 25, were of ethnic minority groups, and in London 66% of knife crime offences committed by individuals under 25 were from an ethnic minority group, (MoJ, 2017). Statistics from the Ministry of Justice, (2017), show that in 2009, 22% of individuals committing knife crime in England and Wales were from an ethnic minority, this means from the 2009-2017 there was an increase of 16% in this area of research. This is a big increase in that amount of time, this works out on average as a 2% increase for each year. Looking at all age groups, 27% of knife crime convictions in 2017 were from ethnic minority groups. This figure suggests that there are more younger people from ethnic minority groups committing knife crime that there is older. The counter argument to this claim could be that there are more white adult committing knife crime, and due to this the number regarding ethnic minority groups have decreased.

The reality of these two statements is that both are true. There were 1600 young white people under the age of 25, convicted of knife crime in the year 2017 compared to 1400 ethnic minority individuals. There were also 600 people who’s ethnicity wasn’t stated, (Moj, 2017). 

There were 4500 white people of all ages convicted of knife crime in 2017, compared to 2000 from ethnic minority groups of all ages. There were 1200 people who’s ethnicity wasn’t stated, (Moj, 2017).

From the first statement ‘there are more younger people from ethnic minority groups committing knife crime than there is older’, the figures back this up as, there were 1400 young people (Under 25) from ethnic minority groups committing crime, rather than older which were 600. This means there are more than double the amount younger people committing knife crime from ethnic minorities than there is older.

The counter argument which stated ‘there are more white adult committing knife crime, and due to this the number regarding ethnic minorities have decreased’, this is also true as there are 1600 young white people committing knife crime compared to 2900 white adults. The huge increase in white adults means that there are 2300 more white adults committing knife crime than there is ethnic minorities. 

Looking at the figures from the Ministry of Justice from 2009-2017, young white people committing crime decreased 900 in 8 years from 2500 to 1600, while young ethnic minorities have risen 600 from 800 to 1400, people who are not listed have increased by 100, from 500 to 600.

These figures seem to be a pattern looking at knife crime from all ages also, white people committing knife crime decreased 1000 in the same time, from 5500 to 4500, Ethnic minorities increased 1000, from 1000 to 2000, and not listed increased 300 from 900 to 1200.

There is clear trend while looking at these figures. Currently there are more white people committing knife crime than ethnic minorities, but looking at the bigger picture, there is a clear increase in the amount of people from ethnic minorities committing knife over the time frame and a clear decrease in the amount of white people committing knife crime. This is an interesting point as ethnic minority groups seem to get a label attached to them regarding knife crime, but currently there are more white people committing the knife crime. Although it is a scary reality that the number of ethnic minorities committing knife crime is increasing yearly, and this will not help the label attached to them. So why does this label given to them stick, and why does this label seem to be true at the moment with the increase of people from an ethnic minority background committing knife crime?

Labelling is a term that first came apparent by Howard Becker but the origins of the theory came from Edwin Lemert’s theory of primary and secondary deviance in 1951, these theories could give a huge reasoning in why knife crime seems to be labelled to young people and people of an ethnic minority.

Lemert explains that deviance is when a person acts outside of the social norm, and this gave the basis of his theory, in his book, ‘Human Deviance, social problems and Social Control’. Lemert explains that a child who didn’t receive praise or disciple while at home were more likely to act outside of the social norm, and because of this they become a troublesome child and in turn enter the primary deviance stage of his theory. By entering the primary stage the child is likely to be given a reputation by others, whether this be by other children, parents of other children, teachers or people in their local community. If this happens then that individual is likely to develop into the second stage of his theory ‘secondary deviance’, (Crosswhite and Kerpelman, 2009).

When an individual accepts a label given to them this is the secondary deviance aspect of Lemert’s theory. Lemert believes that if a person is told that they are something enough times, for example ‘a criminal’, then they are likely to act in that manner and gain the characteristics of the label given to them, and in turn, turn into that label and become that label, (Rosenberg, 2010).

Howard Becker’s , (1963), book ‘Outsiders’ developed Lemert’s theory further, and here is where a quote by Becker got the minds of other theorists working. There had been a number of theorist trying to develop Lemert’s theory but none were as successful as Becker, he defined deviance as, ‘Not a quality of a bad person, but the result of someone defining someone’s activity as bad’. This quote meant that it was up to society to decide if a behaviour was good or bad, and if society thought the behaviour was bad then that person would be labelled. This would then influence that individuals behaviour in the future.

Becker believed that people were not born deviant but society would give them that label, and they would become deviant, he explained this in his 1963 book using the quote, “social groups create deviance by making rules whose infraction creates deviance, and by applying those roles to particular people and labelling them as outsiders. From this point of view, deviance is not a quality of the act the person commits, but rather a consequence of the application by other of rules and sanctions to an 'offender.' The deviant is one to whom that label has been successfully applied; deviant behaviour is behaviour that people so label”.

Becker and Lemert’s theory’s both overlap as they both agree in the fact that a person is not born deviant, but they can become deviant if a label is applied to them.

These theories are interesting in regards to knife crime, as through the years people from ethnic minority groups have been labelled as criminals, especially in big cities such as London, Birmingham, Manchester and Liverpool, and in turn knife crime numbers in ethnic minority groups have increased greatly in these cities and in turn the United Kingdom (MoJ, 2017). Another argument could be that the number of terror offences have increased in the United Kingdom through this time, (Moj, 2017), and usually the person is of an ethnic minority background, and in turn many people have been labelling individuals from ethnic minority backgrounds as terrorists. This could be a linked with labelling theory, as if these people are being called terrorist regularly then they could feel unsafe in their city and carry a knife, for protection. This thought isn’t being too sceptical as explained earlier, Bedfordshire police (2020), believe ‘young people carry a knife for protection or to make themselves feel safer’, this can be applied to people of ethnic minorities also. People of ethnic minorities may feel unsafe in their communities because of the rise in terrorism and therefore carry a knife in case of an altercation, but by doing this the individual is committing a knife crime offence and therefore can be prosecuted if caught. This could be a link to the rise of knife crime numbers in people of an ethnic minority. The consequences of labelling an individual should not be under estimated, as a joke or a prejudice to one person could turn lives for others in a negative manner.


It's not just knife crime that is worrying, it’s the seriousness of it, in terms of homicide due to knife crime rather than carrying a knife. In the year ending in March 2018, there were 285 homicides due to knife crime, this number is the highest since records began more than 70 years ago, (Treadwell, 2019). Young men aged 18-25 are the affected the most from homicide due to knife crime, but there has also been a 77% increase in homicides committed by people under the age of 18 using a knife from 2016 to 2018, and also an increase of 93% of people under the age of 16 taken to hospital due to knife attacks in the United Kingdom, (Treadwell, 2019).

Currently, men are being killed twice as much than women are as a result from knife crime. Researchers believe that there is a greater chance of being killed by a knife if you are from a poorer family, or you are a member of a gang, (Ralphs, 2019).

Why is knife crime increasing and younger people are getting more involved?

Treadwell, (2019), believes there is three key areas why knife crime is increasing and why younger people are getting involved these areas are; toxic environments for children that’s been created by austerity, children and young people are afraid of becoming knife crime victims, and, children and young people do not trust authorities to protect them.

Stephen Chase, (Professor of criminology), (2019), backs Treadwell’s idea. Chase said, ‘Knife crime is a symptom of the toxic environment that adults create around children, who then become both perpetrators and victims, it is created by politicians and politics of austerity.

It wouldn’t be unreasonable to believe this theory as if an individual has been failed by their home, school, neighbourhood or communities then these experience could fail in nurturing and protecting them, and therefore that individual may never reach and achieve their potential in society. Following on from this, if an individual experiences what’s outlined above, then these experiences could leave the individual fearful and vengeful. This could then turn to the individual joining a gang, or carrying a knife and then start committing violent acts of crime themselves. According to Chase, (2019), 

‘The vast majority of crime is committed in neighbourhoods that suffer from social disadvantage and no investment into, therefore turning individuals to crime, and then in turn knife crime’.

Chase, (2019), shows the impact of austerity, he explains that there has been a £422.3 million reduction in spending on services for young people in the United Kingdom in six years from 2013 to 2019, this on average works out at a cut of £70,383,333 a year. Since 2010, there has also been 3,500 youth service jobs lost, 600 youth centres closed and 130,000 places for young people at youth centres lost.

With the huge amount of cuts happening to services for young people, there was bound to be an increase in crime where young people are involved, and many have turned to knife crime because of this. Children and young people need these services as a safe place for the to go. Chase, (2019), believes when these type of cuts happen the crime rate increases due to it. He suggests that more investment is necessary for these young people as crime rates are increasing, and demand for these services is at an all-time high, but there isn’t enough services in place to deal with this demand.

Government seem to brush this issue aside and they believe that,
“Councils, not central government, are best placed to know wat their communities need and they need to take decisions on how much they spend on youth services”, (Government spokesmen, 2019).

This is a worrying statement as they have cut costs of youth services across the board. Some areas may need it more than others, but each community need to decide how much of their budget they need to spend on youth services. This in turn could then lead to less monies being spent elsewhere in the community, and therefore that community may become disadvantaged further down the line, this could then lead to more crime and knife crime in the area, and therefore, ironically needing more monies from central government for youth services to try and prevent this from happening.

Austerity doesn’t always come to mind when discussing knife crime, but it will be interesting to see what the public believe when asking them questions for research. It will be interesting to see if they too believe that austerity has a part to play in knife crime, as this issue doesn’t seem to crop up within the media or many discussions, it’s usually ‘bad parenting’, ‘no good youths’, ‘young Asian/black’ and ‘hooded thugs’ who get the blame rather than austerity. Again, this is interesting as to whether it’s the media creating this ‘moral panic’ around these stereo types, and the government aren’t reacting to this as they believe that austerity may be the main issue when it comes to knife crime, and therefore the government failing the public.

According to Treadwell, (2019), children and young people are afraid to becoming victims of knife crime and therefore turn to knife crime out of fear. Researcher Peter Traynor, from Manchester Metropolitan University, (2018), believes that, 

“Carrying a knife often started as a way to avoid becoming a victim. Most of the people I spoke to who had carried a knife had been threatened, some on multiple occasions. Some had been attacked and a few had been severely injured”. 

This statement echoes that of Treadwell’s ideas. Traynor also says that many of the people that he researched had gone to the authorities for help but had been ignored by local authorities. This could be evidence to Chase’s theory of austerity, as local authorities are not able to keep up with demand from the public for youth services.

Through Traynor’s research, (2018), he found an individual from London who believes that authorities don’t care when the victim is from a gang in a result of gang violence as much as they do when the victim is a ‘normal person’. The individual was quoted saying, 

“The one time I went to the police when I was stabbed they walked into the house and said how many people done it? I said so and so many people done it from a gang and they all kind of looked at each other as if it’s gang affiliated or whatever isn’t it? So they didn’t really care. Bur if it was just a normal person they’d have taken it a lot more serious”

This area of knife crime would be interesting to research into further. It would be interesting to see if the public care less about a victim of knife crime if they were from a gang, or if they believe that every case should be taken as serious as the next. The individual quoted above, had a strong opinion on the police when it came to his experience, but is this the case with all knife crime victims or just gang members?, or was this just the experience of this individual and all cases are treated as serious? This would also be an interesting area to dive into when researching further into this area of topic.

Children and young people don’t trust the authorities is a comment that people hear when talking about knife crime. It is often the people carrying the knives that believe this statement, (Treadwell, 2019). Psychologist Iain Brennan, (2018), believes that, 

“The link between carrying a weapon and distrusting the police is an important new finding. It’s possible that young people who live in high-crime neighbourhoods or who are already involved in crime may not see the police as being able or willing to protect them from harm. In those situations, it is unsurprising that a young person would see carrying a weapon as justified or necessary”.

Looking at Brennan’s quote it is hard not to see the similarities with Chase’s, (2019) austerity theory again. Brennan says that young people who live in high-crime neighbourhoods or people who are already involved in crime may carry a weapon. If individuals are living in these areas then more likely than not the local government is deprived of funds, therefore they are not able to set up young offending services to help individuals involved with crime as explained in Chase’s theory.

Brennan, (2018), believes that communities who have a high crime rate are already bred into distrusting the police service. This could be due to the individuals experiences with the police service, relating to abuse or in the case of ethnic minority communities, institutional racism. Brennan explains that another reason for distrust in the police is that as violence and criminal activity have risen the identification of the perpetrator has fallen, and because of this tensions between communities and the police have grown and continue to do so. This could lead to further criminal activity in communities and create even more hostility between the two. 

Austerity doesn’t seem to be spoken about too much when it comes to knife crime but it does seem to be a link between communities and knife crime. It will be interesting to see the public’s opinion on this matter, and to see if this really is a key link when it comes to knife crime on the streets of the United Kingdom in 2020/21.

Another link that has become apparent is that of the police cuts that have happened in the United Kingdom, but more specifically England and Wales. From 2004 to 2018 police officers in England and Wales have remained the same, (200,000 officers), but in 2010, there were 245,000 officers, meaning that there has been a decreases in 45,000 officers in eight years in England and Wales, (Home Office, 2018).

The rate of knife crime has seen an increase over the last decade or so, and this has fallen in line with the police cuts. This could be coincidental but it could also be a link to why knife crime has increased, could it be because there are less officers visible on the street, therefore individuals not feeling as safe as they were before? This is an area where the publics opinion will be important, as if this is the case, then this could cause problems for government further on, and they may need to act on this.

A big discussion among people in authority is how knife crime can be stopped. Government have put in plans to try and tackle this issue, one of them being giving the police greater powers to try and combat knife crime, such as powers to surveil, stop and search and to punish suspicious young people, (Home Office, 2020). The government see this as a good initiative but by giving the police more powers could have a bad response from communities. Individuals may feel threatened or intimidated by the police with these powers and therefore commit more crime to rebel or carry a knife to feel safe similarly to Traynor’s, (2018), theory and in turn more knife crime will be committed and community relationships broken. It will be insightful to see the opinions of the public when it comes to tackling knife crime, as many people have different thoughts on the issue and different thoughts on how it can be prevented. Having different opinions from everyday people regarding tackling the issue may give good ideas, as these are the people walking the streets every day, they see and feel how communities are and how safe they feel on a daily basis, this is something people in authority don’t have, therefore having these opinions and views from the public can give insightful information on tackling knife crime and possibly good solutions in stopping it, or at the very least prevent more people from committing knife crime in the future.

The figures on knife crime look serious and there are plans in place to tackle it, but by taking the percentage compared to the whole country you are more likely to win the lottery than be the victim of knife crime. Members of the public have a 0.014% of winning the lottery, (Lotto, 20120), and there is a 0.09% chance of an individual being a victim of knife crime, (Jacobs, 2017). This seems to put it in a bit more perspective. So is knife crime a moral panic within society?

From the work of Stan Cohen in the 1970’s regarding youths and crime, moral panic is a term that the media have adopted to ‘blow up’ news and to sell newspapers and clicks to in turn create a panic within a community, county, or country. By doing this members of the public will be worried about the topic and they will buy newspapers or click on articles to find pout information, and by doing this make money for the news companies, (Marsh and Melville, 2011).

Oxford dictionary, (2020) defines moral panic as ‘an instance of public anxiety or alarm in response to a problem regarded as threatening the moral standards of society’.

As discovered labelling can have bad outcomes on individuals but what it also does is create a stigma towards certain groups in society. So how and why does public perception change on individuals over the time? By a click of a button everyone can be a news reporter with the increase in people using mobile phones over the last decade, (Jacobs, 2017). An individual can upload a picture or a video to social media, and thousands of people would be able to see this within minutes. For example, if a hooded teen stole something from a shop and the footage was released, this would be that the teen is up to no good and contribute towards the stigma of teens wearing hoodies. There would be thousands of other teen across the country the same day who would have gone into a shop wearing a hoody but paid for the goods rather than stealing them. This wouldn’t get reported on so shop owners and members of the public see the bad side on social media, and when they see individuals in a shop wearing a hoody they automatically think that that person is up to no good. This label given to teens and hoodies has created a moral panic within society.


Stanley Cohen, found that there were five stages in the making of a moral panic in his book, ‘Folk Devils and Moral Panics, (1973). The first stage is when an individual, a group of people or something is seen as a threat to the norms of society, this is then followed by the second stage which is when the media identifies a symbol that every person can easily identify. The public then identify this symbol as something of a cause for concern, with more people identifying the symbol as concern the government or authorities then need to give a response to the public this is the fourth stage. The fifth and final stage of this is when communities/society changes their day to day routine, either by advice given from government or from their own actions. This does seem to fit in with knife crime;





Stage 1 – People identify that knife crime is rising and members of communities feel a unsafe due to it.


Stage 2 – The term knife crime began circling in the media and this gave the public an easy term to remember, and one that they identify with killings in their communities, therefore instantly having concern.


Stage 3 – People identify the term knife crime to death, and see knife crime figures as individuals dying, although knife crime numbers are higher as criminals could have robbed/burgled houses using a knife where nobody got hurt, but this crime falls under knife crime meaning that figures are higher. If individuals of society doesn’t know this then they believe these numbers are all stabbings, this creates even more of a panic.


Stage 4 – This is when the government give their response to knife crime, for example more police officers I high knife crime areas. Advice and guidance change almost weekly.


Stage 5 – This is when an individual changes their day to fay life in a response. I knife crime terms, this could be that some individuals don’t feel safe in their communities, so they decide to move to other areas of a city or the country. Another example could be that people are too afraid to be out after dark, so make sure that everything that they needed to do that day is done before night fall so they can stay in their homes and feel safe later on in the day.


The members of the public could be panicking about something that is extremely unlikely to happen to themselves or anyone that they know, but as a result of the media coverage it created a huge panic within society. Cohen, (1973), shows that the media create a panic, but most of the time they do it so they can make more money by selling newspapers and in more recent times online clicks. There are many examples of the media creating moral panics such as; youths/young adults wearing hoodies, terrorism/Islamic extremism, HIV/AIDS, mass shootings, sex offenders/paedophilia, and momo challenge, these are recent examples but through the years there has been many more. Although these things happen, they are very unlikely to happen to you, therefore if an individual is worried about this happening to them they have more than likely been influenced by the media, unless they have been extremely unlucky to have been in at the wrong place at the wrong time.

It will be interesting to see individuals thoughts on this theory and if they believe that knife crime is a moral panic or not, but by doing some online research this does look to possibly be the case. The way that knife crime has been reported it seems that the media are trying to push this panic further, the images they show are that of young males wearing hoodies, where they are hiding knives or carrying knives. This  could easily create a panic as the media seem to be labelling hoodies, and connecting them to knife crime. This will inevitably create more panic within society, and in turn discriminate against young people and individuals who wear hoodies, as a result of labelling from the media, (Freeman-Powell, 2019).

Moral Panic seem to be a huge part of society, although it labels individuals and possibly turn individuals to crime, it is somewhat entertainment for people and is a topic of discussion within friends, work colleagues and other members of their community. It gives individuals something to keep an eye on daily and give opinions on when it is the topic of discussion. Although it can be entertainment for many, the media companies are the big winners with the amount of clicks and papers they sell due to it, it can be argued that the media are the puppet masters, and are influencing members of the public who are the puppets, in a way that gets them more engaged with the topic, and creates more business for these companies to make profit from (Anderson and McLaren, 2012).

Labelling a moral panics work hand in hand and can create huge panic within society. Becher, Lemert and Cohen’s idea are all relevant today, maybe more than ever and it is interesting seeing these theories in practice, It will be interesting to see the public’s view on this matter, and to see if the public even knew these theories existed. It will be intriguing to see if the public believe that knife crime is a linked to these theories at all or if they do believe that is something that is in society as a result of something else. This will be an interesting area of the topic in the coming research.

All that has been found and disgusted in this literature review will lead on nicely for the upcoming research. Information already found gives a platform to build on to find the opinions of the public regarding knife crime. There is still a lot of information needed to dive into the topic further, and hopefuly this will be found when conducting further research. As found when writing this literature review, new information regarding knife crime crops up and asks more questions whilst answering others. This makes the topic an interesting one and one that requires more research and public opinions on matters, to see if information found is really the case and true or if it is something that the media and/or government want the public to believe. Either way, information found during this literature review stands this dissertation in good stead for the coming months to build on and to research further, and in turn hopefully find answers to the questions raised.
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