Chapter Two: Literature Review

2.1 Introduction
A literature review is described as a source of academic writing demonstrating knowledge, it is an understanding of academic literature on any specific subject matter, and it includes a critical evaluation of the material. (The University of Edinburgh, 2022) 
This chapter will review and analyse existing literature in relation to the effects of county lines criminality on young people and for this chapter, the literature review research will be organised under the following categories:
1) Understanding the problem of county lines and its effect on young people.
2) Factors influencing young people to participate in county lines.
3) The effects of county lines on young people. 
4) Reasons why young people are targeted and exploited.
This chapter will also look to identify possible research gaps which is presented within the topic of county lines. 

2.2 County Lines: understanding the problem.
As noted earlier, ‘County Lines is where illegal drugs are transported from one area to another, often across police and local authority boundaries (although not exclusively), usually by children or vulnerable people who are coerced into it by gangs.’ (National Crime Agency, 2018) One of the main themes of county lines is the use of young, vulnerable people who are coerced by gang members into becoming a part of county lines. 
An article from 2021, has suggested that there is no accurate statistic highlighting how many young people are affected by county lines as there is no systematic data collection (Maxwell et al, 2019)   however it is averaged that 27,000 children have been identified as gang members. However, the article then highlights that young people from ages fifteen to seventeen are most common to be involved in county lines. (Public Health England, 2021) This research indicates that there are clear research gaps with the link between young people and county lines, and this is a limitation as it is limited in scope given the broad nature of the subject and therefore it can be questioning the validity of this research and whether the author is credible. This research was conducted during the peak of coronavirus where there was a national lockdown, therefore, the article may not be reliable because it is now outdated. However, the research does highlight the issue of county lines.
Young people are affected by county lines, even those as young as six years of age according to an agency which looks to help those young people involved in organised crime. According to statistics, 46,000 children in England are thought to be involved in county lines operations. (Children Society, 2021) However, this statistic is only thought to be true and has not been proven by the agency. This questions again the credibility of the agency publishing the statistics as on the page, the website is requesting for people to donate to their charity to assist children involved with county lines. As the statistic cannot be proven like Public Health England’s source, it suggests that the collection of numerical data of young people involved in county lines is less credible as both authors are unable to validate their statistics. This indicates that there are research gaps with young people and county lines however these studies do justify the dissertation, as this topic needs to be researched further.

2.3 Factors influencing young people to be coerced into county lines.
It can be debated that there are several factors which influence young people to participate in county lines. 
Headteachers across the UK are under the impression that young people in secondary schools are being groomed and recruited to join county lines due to the economic problem within the UK - the cost-of-living crisis. (Fazackerley, 2022) With everything becoming more expensive, teachers believe that this makes young people become more vulnerable to being exploited and accepting gifts from those in the organised crime groups, especially those who live in poverty or with less household income. This research further suggests that those young people with less household income are more likely to accept gifts and be groomed by exploiters. This research was conducted in 2022, therefore suggesting that it is a reliable and current source. However, a limitation of this research is that the sample only included those working in education so this research can be subjective and only highlights the opinions of education staff, meaning that the external validity is limited.
In comparison, research conducted by Rogers highlights that former gang members and gang activists have advised that the cost-of-living crisis is being used to expand recruitment of young people into county lines. (Rogers, 2022) Due to the financial problem within the UK, there has been an increase in young people joining county lines to be able to afford necessities, such as food. This research however has collected qualitative data from former gang members increasing the reliability and validity of the research and it emphasises that the cost-of-living crisis has influenced young people to participate in county lines.
Furthermore, research indicates that young people are groomed and exploited into county lines using social media, specifically snapchat and Instagram. (Taylor, 2023) This again links in with the cost-of-living crisis within the UK as families are struggling with household income. Research shows that there are lots of factors which contribute to young people being groomed and exploited into county lines, however these young people are deemed as vulnerable young people.

2.4 Effects of county lines on young people.
Despite the subject of county lines being a broad topic, there is insufficient research available to recognise the effects of county lines on young people, specifically of young people. 
According to a Detective Chief Inspector (Sawyer and Furphy, 2018) county lines effects children and young people from a wide variety of ages and backgrounds. It has been stated that young people who are in the care system and those from ethnic minorities are disproportionally affected by county lines. As already indicated by Public Health England (2021) and the Children Society (2021), the exploitation of young people is a big problem and there are increasing numbers in those young people joining organised crime groups. These young and vulnerable individuals are affected by county lines as they are exposed to more range of danger and are more likely to experience physical violence, intimidation, and emotional abuse. (Moyle, 2019)
In comparison, Wood (2021) adds that victims of exploitation may suffer from trauma and shame responses from their experiences which causes withdrawal help and leaves them feeling like they are unable to feel ‘normal’ again, after being apart of a gang. Victims also suffer from ‘debt bondage’ and threats against themselves.
Research published by ITV News, features an interview with an unidentified male, whose false name for the sake of the interview, is ‘Tony’, and Tony speaks publicly about his experience in county lines. Tony joined the criminal organisation at age fifteen and describes that the violence he had witnessed at a young age became normalized. Tony described that county lines dominated his life because he was earning a lot of money from a young age however after leaving the organisations, he is now giving talks out to local schools in Kent to discuss the dangers associated with county lines. Tony stated that he wishes that other young people to not make the same mistakes he did by joining county lines. (Bradshaw, 2021) The research obtained by this interview is still up to date and obtains information from an ex-gang member which emphasises that county lines have negatively affected young people and suggests that it is not something which young people should be involving themselves in. 
Whereas research conducted by Wroe (2021) disagrees with the observations and states that there are limited peer reviewed analyses of child welfare responses to county lines. This limitation is suggesting that there is a gap in the literature as there is a lack of studies that investigate the effects of county lines on young people. This implication provides a theoretical and empirical justification for further research to be conducted in this area. 
Whilst other authors validate the idea that young people are negatively affected by county lines due to them being exposed to violence. Further research highlights the gangs who have a reputation for such violence, gives the young person in that gang a sense of belonging to their peers and gives them a sense of family. (Andell, 2019) Young, vulnerable people in poverty are exploited into county lines as it serves to imbue a sense of family for that young person which suggests that some young people may be positively affected by county lines involvement, as they feel a sense of belong. Warwick University conducted a survey in 2018 with those involved in ‘gangs’ and the purpose of the survey was to obtain young persons views on violence. As a result, over 70% of young people were found to be exposed to serious violence in real life at least once a month and 90% exposed once a week due to social media. The research by Andell (2019) suggests that gang violence is becoming more normalized for young people and therefore suggests the idea that not all young people may be that affected by violence within county lines. Although there is excess research into county lines and young people, sufficient research has not been conducted into the effects of county lines on the young person, even less research with those who are still apart of the organisations, only research from ex-gang members has been conducted.

2.5 Types of young people exploited.
‘Criminal exploitation is child abuse where children and young people are manipulated and coerced into committing crimes.’ (NSPCC, 2019)
Young and vulnerable people have been targeted to participate in the contribution of drugs way before the emergence of county lines. (Lupton et all, 2002) Research has identified that those targeted to join organised criminal groups are usually those who are dependant and/or indebted drug consumers, vulnerable adults, young people with welfare needs or who are in the care system or those suffering from mental health issues. Young people may be exploited due to them being easily recruited who can be involved in street level sales and are considered disposable to county lines members. Moreover, research has highlighted that males ages 15-17 are more involved with county lines. Also, the statistics of females linked to county lines is unknown and this indicates that more research is needed in this area. At present there is only 9% of county lines offences being linked to the female gender, suggesting that there is perhaps gender bias where exploited females are less likely to be involved in county lines offences. (Windle, Moyle and Coomber, 2020) 
The National Crime Agency (2019) also supports the observation that youths aged fifteen to seventeen are the most identified as victims of county lines exploitation and state that 91% of those young people involved in county lines, are young males. Females are underrepresented in the data collected, again, due to them being less likely to be suspected than males. 
Williams and Finlay (2018) also support the observation that gangs target children and young people because they are easy to manipulate and control, less likely to be suspected of being involved in county lines and are cheap to employ.
Research has shown that young people who are in the care system who are being moved away from their families are at an increased risk of being exploited into county lines. (Swerling, 2019)
Research also indicates that 50,000 young people who are in the youth offending system, ages fourteen to seventeen, have been exploited into joining county lines organisations. (Radley, 2020) Linked to this, 49,187 children were also reported as missing during this period. Therefore, suggesting that children who have been reported as missing by parents or at their care homes are more likely to be exploited into participating in county lines. However, a limitation of this research is that the research can possibly be interpreted as subjective, as there is nothing evidential linking the statistics between the missing children and those in the youth offending system. This suggests that the author has made assumptions about the research, as it has been condensed and there is a lack of information in relation to the link the author has made. Therefore, this can be deemed as an unreliable source of information, however the author has identified a methodological research gap for the statement made and suggests the possibility of confirmation bias in the author’s research. 
According to Sawyer and Furphy (2018), which contradicts the above research, the biggest risk factor for young people being exploited is due to poverty. Sawyer explains that it is like child sexual exploitation as young people in poverty are groomed into joining county lines, as they are given materialistic objects, warmth, and affection from gang members in hopes they will then work for them distributing illegal drugs. With the research in this chapter, despite all authors stating different reasons as to what types of young people are being exploited, they all have one theme in common, which is that any young person who is deemed as vulnerable, is likely to be a target for exploitation with county lines.

2.6 Conclusion
This concludes the literature review as an overall chapter. Overall, there is significant existing research into county lines activity and the involvement of children and young people. There are clear empirical research gaps whereby there are no current or accurate statistics of those involved with organised crime due to it being such a broad subject. The research within this project focusses exclusively on young people, exploitation, and county lines. This demonstrates the importance of the research as it will assist in reducing the literature gap that currently exists and will allow the topic to be further explored. The next chapter will cover the research strategy, the rationale for the chosen methodology, the data collection and the questions which will be asked to police officers in a survey. The data obtained will then be analysed as well as highlighting the limitations and issues encountered with the study. It will identify the possibility of more research gaps.
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