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Abstract

A research project of the knowledge and understanding for the factors which exists influencing young adults and children to join county line operations and become involved in criminality.
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3.0 Introduction
County lines is an emerging trend of crime often targeting the most vulnerable members of the community and society pertaining mostly to children aged between 11 years and 17 years of age. The NCA (2019) suggests there are approximately over 2000 different drug lines in the UK which are associated to around 1000 different county line organisations or ‘brands’, this helps perpetrators to minimise the likelihood of being caught out by law enforcement and to maximise how lucrative this ‘business model’ is. County lines is essentially a form a criminal exploitation used primarily by drug gangs in a city setting, to coerce or force the most vulnerable members of society (mostly children) to store and traffic money to more rural areas and this type of crime can be likened to a form of child abuse (NSPCC, 2021). The term County lines makes reference to a ‘line’ being a phone line which aims to avoid detection by police and allows drugs gangs to organise and manage this type of business through marketing and receiving/giving orders.

The NSPCC (2021) states that not only are children targeted but vulnerable adults including elderly or disabled adults are used and exploited usually by way of ‘cuckooing’. Criminal drugs gangs will specifically choose to target those with physical disabilities, mental health and through drug debts due to substance abuse. The term ‘cuckooing’ refers to the occupation of a dwelling belonging to a vulnerable person for the purposes of storing and dealing drugs and in some cases housing children who have moved to another area for the purpose of trafficking and selling drugs (NCA, 2019).

County lines organisations use a current and largely successful model of exploiting vulnerable adults and children to move and traffic drugs between counties, this is usually an influx of drugs from a city into a more rural area or town (NCA, 2019). This is further supported by the National Police Chiefs’ Council, (2019) or NPCC in that in the dates between the 7th and 13th October more than 3000 vulnerable people including children were prevented from risk of exploitation from drug gangs this was not limited to 389 vulnerable adults and 292 children. 

In such a short space of time the numbers of vulnerable person encountered as a result of ongoing efforts from associated services indicates this issue is of a very large scale and that the current methods of dealing with this matter are not as effective as once thought. This is supported by Intervention Alliance (2021) who state that due to the recent emergence of county lines as a method of criminal enterprise, not much is known as to the effect of county lines offending and this is because this type of crime is inconsistent and does not have tested methods of recording to capture the relevant data. Ford (2018) finds that from the YOT (youth offending team) have reported young children who are involved in county lines have a reluctance in talking to staff due to fear of reprisals whereas in other offending cases these children would have engaged and discussed their offending but specifically YOT has found a reluctance when talking about county lines involvement and the disclosure of exploitation.



3.1 Research Rationale

It is clear there is a lack of understanding and analytical data when it comes to the emergence of county lines as a national problem producing a whole multitude of further social and criminal justice issues through further offending and the creation of multiple victims including the impact it has on communities. As a result of organisations not being acutely trained or aware of county lines to the same standard the responses in dealing with this issue are not as effective, this is partly due to how new of a problem this is, meaning there has not been much time or research conducted regarding this matter. Hudek (2018) does however highlight the issue by suggesting the cost implication of using shared services and partnership working between organisations greatly reduces the cost to the services and essentially the tax payer. This is a result of a pilot into the managaing of children exploited by county lines through SGT (St. Guiles Trust) where by a specialised case worker would work with an exploited child who was referred to them on a one to one basis. The findings of this pilot showed that children who would regularly go missing (a characteristic or sign of county lines involvement) would reduce greatly (Hudek, 2018).
Effectively there are a multitude of factors which will influence why a child has become involved with a county lines gang, this can range from socioeconomic, cultural, mental health, community and social influences. Most notably the emergence of ‘Trap’ and ‘Drill’ music glorifying and sending positive reinforcement about this particular lifestyle helps to entrain those who are young and at risk of exploitation to be convinced easier by such criminal gangs for the purpose of trafficking. Young suggests county lines is becoming a more familiar topic as it features more regularly in news outlets across the country but goes further to suggest the gangs involved in county lines will have particular names or identifies and recently have a footprint on social media platforms such as ‘youtube’ where they post ‘Drill’ music. Drill is a sub-genre of music which usually glorifies and contains the depictions of violence in gang life and the associated luxurious lifestyle it comes with. In addition St Giles Trust (2019), emphasises early intervention with young person’s primarily in a hospital setting after they have been subjected to some sort of violence which showed a significant reduction in re admissions to hospital from the same persons. Although there are effective schemes this does not help in understanding the issue in order to formulate a good working practise to prevent exploitation of children in county lines, by further exploring how these have safeguarded children, it can possibly lead to better and more effective ways of managing this issue without criminalising children however there must first be an understanding of why some schemes or programmes are successful and why others are not.








3.2 Research methods
To successfully conduct the investigations into the emerging patterns and variables for county lines, including the involvement of juveniles and the current understanding between those who are in direct contact with youth offenders and the youth offending service who have contact within the community, knowing their current understanding and involvement. To obtain the current statistics, there will be two research methods applied to gather all aspects of the current issue:
One method of research will be to conduct an interview with the youth offending services in the community to gather information and the current statistics of the crisis in the surrounding area, what they currently know and understanding of the issues that have been raised in their area, whether or not there has been any information that has been enclosed with the successful removal of any youths or vulnerable adults from any gangs, or any ongoing involvement which has yet to be targeted. With the interviews, to gather as much information as possible, with acceptance from the interviewee to voice record the conversation so no information is missed or misunderstood. With a list of questions to be created to make sure all aspects of the current crisis is not missed when interviewed, a previous research will be conducted into what is the most relevant and appropriate questions to be asked. Recording the conversation, with approval from the interviewee, if not accepting from the interviewee, either a second party to join to note take if voice recording was declined for the safety purpose of the employee in conversation.
A second research method will be produced to get information of the current understand and any relevant information from schoolteachers in the local area whether or not they understand the ongoing issue, and if they have any involvement with any students, while keeping all names and address completely private for the safety of all involved. A questionnaire will be created, with the option to elaborate on their answers will include questions asking what they understand of the current ongoing situation of county lines, if they have ever come across a situation where they knew of a student in their care was involved, what their duty of care is towards that student and if they were able to act upon the situation. All of the questionnaires will have to stay anonymous for the safety of both student and teacher involved, even if the information enclosed can be acted upon the law enforcement.









3.3 Resource and Time Management

Time management will be a particular difficulty owing to the nature of my duties as a response officer, I will have to be malleable and consider contingencies in my planning and allow sufficient time for these changes should I need them. This is due to the very real possibility of needing to attend court, deployments and through operational necessity. I will use local resources to source material and information including background research to supplement my research and to help target my research concisely.












Table 1

	
	Nov 21
	Dec 21 
	Jan 22
	Feb 22
	Mar 22
	Apr 22
	May 22
	June 22

	Research proposal – brief overall research of subject and what is involves.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature review – analysed reading on subject, from multiple journals.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conducting results -taking part in interviews and sending out questionnaires
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Analysing results – going through all relevant findings done from the information gathered from two methods of findings. 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Producing findings – correctly and clearly writing all findings from study.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Conclusion – a full overview of all findings and outcome of the investigation.
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	




In addition I will be approaching primary sources of information to gain permission to obtain data well in advance of deadlines to allow for changes if necessary and will be funding my own financial costs associated with conducting such research. I will take into consideration my physical attendance if required to interview subjects or produce physical copies of questionnaires to organisation or my target subjects.
















4.0 Lierature Review

Many factors become involved with influencing the young and extremely vulnerable children and adults in today's generation, while many factors have been reported, there are potentially many more factors affecting the vulnerability which are yet to be discovered and tackled.
Thurrock Council, (2020) states that perpetrators have knowingly enticed young and vulnerable children and adults with the use of drugs and alcohol, with the potential ending result to get them involved with the gang lifestyle. It is also known as ‘debt bondage` where they trick the young person or child with incurring drug debts, in which they are forced to repay by ‘county lines` activity.
Children Society (2019) have statistically mentioned that young children and adults are also becoming vulnerable to ‘county lines` by many other leading factors such as: learning difficulties – not having that care from family and services, just being a child, poverty, not having the opportunity to go into education – living in a poor community, parents not condoning their child’s education, personal discrimination from others – racial, social, classist, social economic and religion. Also stating that the known age for children to be involved in ‘County Lines` ranged from 11 to 18 years of age. 
While there has been reports of children from the age of 10 years of age that have been involved in this, mentioned by The Children’s Society Practitioner (2019), due to poor communities and the factor that they do not understand the meaning of right or wrong. Policy Survey respondent has taken from its survey that there has been reports of children from the age of 8 years old that have been a part of CCE, which were reportedly known by a few police force areas that have dealt with ‘County Lines`, depending on the area determines the potential age in which they become involved with these gangs.
Not only the use of drugs and alcohol being a main factor into county lines, but The National Crime Agency (2019) has mentioned that sexual abuse and exploiting children of any age and gender, while under the control of the gangs gives them financial gain, this can also be a means of paying off drug bondage through exploitation. Usually this will occur when the child or young adult has been coerced into becoming dependent off the drugs.
The National Crime Agency (2019) also states that statistically Heroine and Crack Cocaine are the most common drugs used in county lines, while also some other substances such as Cannabis and powdered cocaine have also been reported to be involved in these incidents. NCLCC (2019) statistics have confirmed that the distribution of crack cocaine has proportionally decreased in the cohort in heroin users, this could either mean more profitable than Heroine, or to be potentially increasing the overall volume of the production of the Crack Cocaine.

The Guardian (2019) has stated that a majority of the influencing of younger generation seems to be involved in the gangs by using social media, such as Instagram and snapchat, using them as their main platforms to influence and present the gang life, there has also been music videos created portraying the gang life as aspirational, they have statistically provided a large or amassed following from not only their local area but further afield. They have also gone to mention they are the local ‘celebrity’, who will purposely like and follow these younger more vulnerable people to feel singled out and to be made important.
Snapchat has been made aware that it is being used to recruit and broadcast the current members, whom usually are surrounded in large wads of money and designer clothing, and occasionally illegal weapons are in possession of these gang members. The Guardian (2019) goes on to mention that gangs have been glamorized to bring in more recruits, once the child has been selected the social media platform is then used to track, blackmail and coerce them. 
Anderson (2018) states that from a survey conducted from teenagers aged from 13 to 17, Nine out of the ten teenagers were using social platforms including Facebook and snapchat, then 71% of them use more than one type of platform, YouTube being one of the most popular platforms being used at the time of the survey, another statistic shown that 85% of that have shown that youths use a video sharing platform. Showing that The Guardian (2019) has remarkably similar findings to the results of youths using social media platforms, which has proven to be the main form of communication between gang members and young adults being used for ‘county lines`.
 





4.1 Why these influences exist
Adults take a huge responsibility of influencing younger generations, giving them the responsibilities to become grown adults and make their own way in the future, a vast number of young children look up to their parents/guardians and careers for advice and guidance. It has been said by Jorge (2020) that offering advice is far more helpful to the younger generation than setting out strict rules, where teenagers break rules for enjoyment who then tend to do the opposite when being advised by their own parents. Rules can potentially be harmful for kids’ behaviour, that is by teenagers and young adults look up to those on social media influencing them, as they see them as independent and as a life they wish to live, instead of their own with rules and restrictions set.
Influencing on social media can achieve anywhere from thousands to millions of followers, portraying a lavish and rule free day to day life, flaunting wads of money and expensive technology which those envy to have. Gang members try and broadcast their lifestyles as easy and lavish to those whom wish to join their lifestyle, only to be trapped within their gang membership to do all their ‘dirty work`. In which those children and young adults become involved within the ‘County Lines`. 
While social media plays a large role in influencing the younger and weaker minded teenagers, hanging around in local communities after school hours and weekends in potentially ‘popular` areas such as parks and community centres, showing off their designer clothes and technology is another way to persuade them to join.


AlphaBiolabs (2019) was able to conduct an interview with a 16-year-old dealer from Norwich, who was found with up to 45 bags of Heroin, 15 of those were found in a kinder surprise chocolate egg. He had said that it only takes one person to approach you and promise you expensive clothes, a better lifestyle with large amounts of money, he then went on to mention that he could make anywhere from £500 to £2000 pounds each week depending how well it went, while there was also the incentive to just keep on dealing throughout to earn increasing amounts of money. 
When he was able to bring in large amounts of money he was looked after and praised for his work, but if he was ever to have a bad or slightly lower earning week trouble was yet to come, he states that he had seen some terrible sights where they almost turned bad. Finally, he went on to say no matter how many times a person can be arrested, younger and more innocent people were lining up to join from those removed off the street, AlphaBiolabs (2019).
Castella (2007) also had an interview with a gang member, Michael who was 17 at the time, mentioned that while being around people who knowingly sold drugs were making a large amount of money, so the thought to help his mother out by dealing crack, heroin, weed. He could make a thousand pounds most weeks, and would only use a bike for transportation to avoid any suspicion from the police. While doing this did cause a lot of knife and gun crime if he was to be in the wrong place at the wrong time, he goes on to say that if you were caught slipping by another group of boys, you'd either be in serious danger or killed.
The Home office (2019) states that a report of recruiting grounds that around 16,000 children whom are disruptive and cause chaos in their classrooms are then referred to PRUs, whom give guidance and extra support to those in need, usually where they go to a school specifically for those who require more attention, and help to stop their disruptive behaviour.
Gang members keep a close eye on those apart of this institution of PRUs, to then prey on those whom look vulnerable and those parents who don’t collect their kids, where they are deemed as bate, mentions the mail online (2022).















4.2 How can preventative measures be placed or does intervention need to be addressed earlier?
The Home office (2019) has stated that there will be British Transport police teams that will be working exclusively on ‘County Line` across all of England to try and prevent further drug trafficking incidents and to crack down on further transportation of class A drugs, which is being illegally made and sold. While there are also enhanced data analysis system that automatically check car registration numbers which help enable police to proactively target any potential suspects, this is known as ANPR (automatic number plate recognition).
Masters (2022) mentions that there are multi-agency gang task forces in the local authorities and educational providers, including senior mentors and youth mentors. These people are trained to keep young children and adults safe, helping with their mental health struggles and any other related on-going issues that have occurred due to their experiences within the gangs, with the hope to prevent them from returning to criminal activity and the care system. 

The key to progressing with the young children is long lasting and well delivered mentoring programs to help all victims of ‘county lines`. With numbers increasing each year of people entering the care system, which has then been said that it is putting pressure on the Local authorities which haven’t had all the resources required to help effectively support the victims. Masters (2022) goes on to mention that they provide 24/7 service which also provides support for the family’s involved with the victims, whom is in conjunction with the local authority emergency duty teams.
There are currently challenges within these social services with the intensive work carried out with the young people, that desperately require the help and preventative care at early ages to young adults which protects them from gang membership, which have statically been increased every single year. While not all victims have been successfully removed from their gangs, some are being drawn back into the ‘county lines’ for many different reasons including paranoia, worries about family’s being endangered and any drug debt owed. 
Simmonds-read (2022) states that a key strategy to keep the lifestyle appealing, giving them a sense of belonging, giving them the opportunity of protection, which gives the sense that they are a part of the gang whom are given responsibilities which can evolve criminal exploration. Where there is a feeling of being trapped in the gang resulting in the victim being dependent of the gang members for their own safety and survival, which in a lot of cases do involve drug dependency, blackmail and even some cases physical violence, stabbing, raping and torture.
Key4Life is another charity helping those young offenders obtain a brighter future and to stop them from reoffending. They have statistically said that 64% of youths re-offend under other charities, while they only have a 16% rate. 
One participant said “IF IT WASN’T FOR KEY4LIFE, I WOULD BE DEAD OR BACK IN A CELL”

Izundu (2018) conducted interviews with participants who have received help from Key4Life, he mentions that what kept him strong in prison was fact due to them visiting him while in prison, that they take out their own time voluntarily, kept him going and to want to get out of the gang life, but while also stating that it was still difficult to leave that all behind.
Gov (2019) have mentioned that they have a new ‘Tackling Child Exploitation Support Program’. This is designed to help provide assistance for many different local areas to respond to child exploitation. With the majority occurrences being `County lines’, the service is broadcasted to those at most risk of these dangers from online platforms and their communities. 
Secretary Hinds stated that:
[bookmark: _Int_1G0Mra5F]“Being safe at school and having a stable home life is the best form of protection for the children as they grow up – but we know that those who are the most vulnerable, are the most at risk of exploitation of those who want to take advantage of them, Gov (2019).

There Is approximately £84 million pounds stated by the Gov (2019), which has been set out to help provide those families and young children affected in the less fortunate communities, affected by county lines. This funding has successfully created projects which help provide knowledge and understanding about threats inside and outside of their homes, while also improving a much more responsive and effective safeguarding partners to be able to correctly identify and organise support.
[bookmark: _Int_hDdgMG45]While `county lines’ has become an increasingly difficult crisis to keep on top of, there have been a few positive outcomes from those who have been taken out of those gangs, and those who currently are receiving the help from the local communities. While this will never be stopped due to the mass growth of youth offenders and a shortage of resources for the community, slowly there is a positive outcome for those successful. There are vast number of charities out there willing to support those in need, all over the country, the only thing they need off the offender is there willingness to commit to them.
 
 
 


 











5.0 Method
The knowledge and current information surrounding the topic of county lines and the factors affecting why young offenders become involved are limited. Most of this is down to how this particular issue has widely been misreported and down to how more recent/newer it is. Cockbain and Olver (2021) support this view in that they had conducted research amongst a number of professionals from a wide variety of persons involved with young offenders ranging from policing, government and probation etc and asked them questions to do with county lines. The findings of this research highlighted issues and concerns in the following areas of legislation, poor information sharing and insufficient resources (Cockbain & Olver 2021). Gaps in research show that there is a lack of information or any tangible data to either confirm or disprove the above claims. The obvious to this is that county lines primarily involve children as being both the offenders and the victims and therefore by only receiving data from a particular side, makes the data and research valuable in a limited sense. Therefore, the research needed must look at filling the gaps within policing and offender management from a legislative perspective and should aide in identifying the factors that will influence young people to become involved in county lines. This will help bridge a gap in understanding from the ‘victims’ point of view. In turn the information and data gained should provide the groundwork for further research and development in order to better understand and tackle this issue. 

In order to obtain valuable information and data I will be conducting a series of interviews with members of the youth offending service and police officers in areas of high county lines activity, in turn the information from the interviews will prepare me to produce questionnaires to obtain both qualitative and quantitative data. Williams (2007) presents and looks at the following methods of qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods of research, Williams suggests quantitative methods of research are more suitable to test or confirm other data or information and even theories and hypothesis whereas qualitative research methods are better suited for gaining a better understanding regarding a particular concept or idea. This further supports the method of obtaining information through interviews first to gain a better understanding and then using questionnaires and surveys based on qualitative data to then establish patterns and trends regarding the factors influencing them (Goertzen 2017). By using interviews in the first instance, I can obtain first hand data from a primary source rather than secondary data which is already completed and available. The main advantages of this as pointed out by Hug and McNeill (2008) include being in control of the variables and independent controls when conducting the interview/research, it allows for the researcher to adjust and change the methods and tactics to fit and suite the information required by the researcher whereas secondary information although available readily without having to consume valuable time comes at the cost of being able to control the direction of the research. This information is better suited to aid and support findings and research derived from primary sources and methods. Ultimately the chosen method in this particular case will be a mixed one going between sources of qualitative and quantitative methods. Bergmun (2012) supports that mixed methods of research lead way to reduce and nullify some of the disadvantages considered with qualitative and quantitative methods of research as naturally some of the disadvantages are the strengths of the other or opposite method of research.  In order to answer some of the questions in this dissertation I will need to be carful in determining my sample audience and the size I wish to take the research too. The obvious choice would be to approach those children in high school where factors such as social interactions, class, economics, social pressures among others become more prevalent and therefore provide a basis for deducing the factors which are most likely to affect young persons joining county lines gangs or activity. Taherdoost (2018) suggests that in the majority of cases research requires samples of a chosen audience to be taken as time constraints can become problematic and so can the unknown factors/independent variable in the complexity of research. To chose the sample audience contact is to be made with schools for the areas in which gang culture and county lines activity is most prevalent and in turn this will likely yield results wanted from the study however this cannot be an absolute guarantee as with primary sources of information like this the information provided by people cannot be specific or tailored and one cannot guarantee the answers provided in interviews and reliable and truthful. McCombes (2019) identifies four different sampling methods all with different advantages and disadvantages, being the following: Simple random sample, Systematic sample, Stratified sample and Cluster sampling. In this chosen research random sampling at this stage would be the most appropriate method of sampling, this is due to the fact that in all aspects of county lines victimisation the pool of children at risk has in time been widened and can affect any gender or age range including other identifiable characteristics as confirmed by Dorling (2019). By using simple random sampling this will reduce the likelihood of influencing the data through researcher bias however once more information data has been obtained this can expand the avenues towards starting to use perhaps cluster and stratified sampling whereby certain characteristics are grouped together and so the data obtained could be attributed to certain factors and be more targeted. 

When analysing the data collected through interviews, this will be based on understanding and finding what factors are most relevant to the research proposed. All data collected will be thoroughly sorted and read, finding any coloration between interviews, finding if potentially any had interactions with one another, and any differences. Data will be presented in a chart showing similarities, differences while concluding the overall findings. The main source of information to be simplified in the form of charts and graphs to indicate patterns and to further support existing research and findings will primarily come from questionnaires and surveys from the sample audience.

When interviewing any youths for the research, a parental/guardian consent form will be created for an adult to review and consent, depending on their current situation, asking permission for an interview to be conducted asking about their experiences and their feelings throughout the ordeal, all interviews will be kept anonymous to protect anyone involved. While interviewing any professional bodies such as the police, will all have the choice if to stay anonymous or not. At the end of the interviews and all information has been collected, any personal details will be destroyed for data protection laws and holding unnecessary information (Quelle, 2018). 
The disadvantages from these interviews will be the consent forms and whether or not it will be agreed on from the guardians, even with the choice of being anonymous, this can be phased with a difficult challenge for finding enough youths to participate. When collecting the data this could hold a false positive reaction from these youths. Some interviewees could falsely inform about their experiences  within the county lines, which then affecting the final results.
When speaking to professional bodies they can be biased, they may push a certain narrative as they see that as a correct opinion and one that forms the basis in which they deal with such matters involving county lines. The sample itself however small targets the specific demographic being children in high school but does fall problematic when looking at county lines as the term county lines refers to crossing towns and cities in order to deal drugs (Dorling, 2019). The collection of this data will be limited due to the uncomplex nature at this stage of the research, however by providing the basis and a starting structure this will lead to being able to confirm and expand research into the prevailing factors affecting youth offending in conjunction with county lines activity.

The knowledge and current information surrounding the topic of county lines and the factors affecting why young offenders become involved are limited. Most of this is down to how this particular issue has widely been misreported and down to how more recent/newer it is. Cockbain and Olver (2021) support this view in that they had conducted research amongst a number of professionals from a wide variety of persons involved with young offenders ranging from policing, government and probation etc and asked them questions to do with county lines. The findings of this research highlighted issues and concerns in the following areas of legislation, poor information sharing and insufficient resources (Cockbain & Olver 2021). Gaps in research show that there is a lack of information or any tangible data to either confirm or disprove the above claims. The obvious to this is that county lines primarily involve children as being both the offenders and the victims and therefore by only receiving data from a particular side, makes the data and research valuable in a limited sense. Therefore, the research needed must look at filling the gaps within policing and offender management from a legislative perspective and should aide in identifying the factors that will influence young people to become involved in county lines. This will help bridge a gap in understanding from the ‘victims’ point of view. In turn the information and data gained should provide the groundwork for further research and development in order to better understand and tackle this issue. 

In order to obtain valuable information and data I will be conducting a series of interviews with members of the youth offending service and police officers in areas of high county lines activity, in turn the information from the interviews will prepare me to produce questionnaires to obtain both qualitative and quantitative data. Williams (2007) presents and looks at the following methods of qualitative, quantitative and mixed methods of research, Williams suggests quantitative methods of research are more suitable to test or confirm other data or information and even theories and hypothesis whereas qualitative research methods are better suited for gaining a better understanding regarding a particular concept or idea. This further supports the method of obtaining information through interviews first to gain a better understanding and then using questionnaires and surveys based on qualitative data to then establish patterns and trends regarding the factors influencing them (Goertzen 2017). By using interviews in the first instance, I can obtain first hand data from a primary source rather than secondary data which is already completed and available. The main advantages of this as pointed out by Hug and McNeill (2008) include being in control of the variables and independent controls when conducting the interview/research, it allows for the researcher to adjust and change the methods and tactics to fit and suite the information required by the researcher whereas secondary information although available readily without having to consume valuable time comes at the cost of being able to control the direction of the research. This information is better suited to aid and support findings and research derived from primary sources and methods. Ultimately the chosen method in this particular case will be a mixed one going between sources of qualitative and quantitative methods. Bergmun (2012) supports that mixed methods of research lead way to reduce and nullify some of the disadvantages considered with qualitative and quantitative methods of research as naturally some of the disadvantages are the strengths of the other or opposite method of research.  In order to answer some of the questions in this dissertation I will need to be carful in determining my sample audience and the size I wish to take the research too. The obvious choice would be to approach those children in high school where factors such as social interactions, class, economics, social pressures among others become more prevalent and therefore provide a basis for deducing the factors which are most likely to affect young persons joining county lines gangs or activity. Taherdoost (2018) suggests that in the majority of cases research requires samples of a chosen audience to be taken as time constraints can become problematic and so can the unknown factors/independent variable in the complexity of research. To chose the sample audience contact is to be made with schools for the areas in which gang culture and county lines activity is most prevalent and in turn this will likely yield results wanted from the study however this cannot be an absolute guarantee as with primary sources of information like this the information provided by people cannot be specific or tailored and one cannot guarantee the answers provided in interviews and reliable and truthful. McCombes (2019) identifies four different sampling methods all with different advantages and disadvantages, being the following: Simple random sample, Systematic sample, Stratified sample and Cluster sampling. In this chosen research random sampling at this stage would be the most appropriate method of sampling, this is due to the fact that in all aspects of county lines victimisation the pool of children at risk has in time been widened and can affect any gender or age range including other identifiable characteristics as confirmed by Dorling (2019). By using simple random sampling this will reduce the likelihood of influencing the data through researcher bias however once more information data has been obtained this can expand the avenues towards starting to use perhaps cluster and stratified sampling whereby certain characteristics are grouped together and so the data obtained could be attributed to certain factors and be more targeted. 

When analysing the data collected through interviews, this will be based on understanding and finding what factors are most relevant to the research proposed. All data collected will be thoroughly sorted and read, finding any coloration between interviews, finding if potentially any had interactions with one another, and any differences. Data will be presented in a chart showing similarities, differences while concluding the overall findings. The main source of information to be simplified in the form of charts and graphs to indicate patterns and to further support existing research and findings will primarily come from questionnaires and surveys from the sample audience.

When interviewing any youths for the research, a parental/guardian consent form will be created for an adult to review and consent, depending on their current situation, asking permission for an interview to be conducted asking about their experiences and their feelings throughout the ordeal, all interviews will be kept anonymous to protect anyone involved. While interviewing any professional bodies such as the police, will all have the choice if to stay anonymous or not. At the end of the interviews and all information has been collected, any personal details will be destroyed for data protection laws and holding unnecessary information (Quelle, 2018). 
The disadvantages from these interviews will be the consent forms and whether or not it will be agreed on from the guardians, even with the choice of being anonymous, this can be phased with a difficult challenge for finding enough youths to participate. When collecting the data this could hold a false positive reaction from these youths. Some interviewees could falsely inform about their experiences  within the county lines, which then affecting the final results.
When speaking to professional bodies they can be biased, they may push a certain narrative as they see that as a correct opinion and one that forms the basis in which they deal with such matters involving county lines. The sample itself however small targets the specific demographic being children in high school but does fall problematic when looking at county lines as the term county lines refers to crossing towns and cities in order to deal drugs (Dorling, 2019). The collection of this data will be limited due to the uncomplex nature at this stage of the research, however by providing the basis and a starting structure this will lead to being able to confirm and expand research into the prevailing factors affecting youth offending in conjunction with county lines activity. 
6.0 Results

In this section of the dissertation I will be collating the results of a questionnaire designed by myself in order to obtain a perspective and understanding into the viewpoints and opinions of professional persons (mostly from policing backgrounds) in relation to ‘Count Lines’ and the involvement of young people in them. By using a questionnaire in the form of a survey this allows me to obtain results in the quickest fashion and with ease in addition to providing me a wide array of results with little impact to affecting time management. Taherdoost (2018) supports the use of questionnaires and describes them as being the “most widely used tools to collect data”. The reliability of questionaries is a demanding factor in the accuracy of the results obtained and Taherdoost (2018) evaluates the accuracy and reliability of surveys. The findings of that research suggests that although surveys and questionaries are the most popular choice of obtaining data from a social sciences perspective there are many factors to take into consideration when designing a survey which will then impact the validity of the results obtained. This survey has been created, in order to establish the viewpoints and evaluations of people from a policing background both frontline and office/support based with regards to county lines involvement from young offenders and what factors are see as being the most important. The target audience for this has been persons involved with policing mostly in the form of police officers with occasional support staff input. The survey has been designed to unrestricted the limitations of answering multiple choice or directed answers by providing the option of participants to produce their own answers and present this in text form in their own words however where limited there has been provisions put in place for participants to add extra information should they wish to.

The analysis of the data produced is to pull information from a variety of answers and to produce a report to find trends, patterns and associations that can be derived from the raw data. Questions were complied from research  and studies already undertaken, identifying some of the most influential factors in county lines activity such as, social, economic and educational factors as outlined by Olver and Cockbain (2021).

In order to produce and analyse the data, an online tool was used to produce the questionnaire in the form of ‘survey monkey’. Firstly, the limitations in terms of using survey monkey as a tool were found in its paid and subscriber only functions therefore limiting the amount of responses I am able to use and analyse. Other limitations were in the individual responses and the lack of control in the direction of said responses however from the data gathered there were clear indications of patterns and associations in the results that were obtained.





Factors affecting county lines involvement with young offenders

1. What is your understanding of ‘county lines’? 

1. Who does county lines affect the most?


1. Which of the following would you consider to be the most influential factors in ‘county lines’ involvement from young offenders? 

     -Economic

    - Social

    - Education

    - Family 

    - Social media 

    - All above 

    - other (please specify) 

1. What can be done to tackle county lines issues?

1. Have you had any involvement in county lines from a policing perspective or otherwise? 


1. On a scale 1-10 how important do you consider the tackling of county line crime to be? (1 being not so important and 10 being the most important)

    7. Do you believe this issue is being tackled effectively?












The questionnaire has been designed with the main aim of obtaining results to establish what the most influential factors are in the involvement of young offenders in county lines from a policing perspective being the majority of results thus allowing for a representative sample from a target population that is more likely to have an experience in dealing or coming across county lines issues.
Questions number 1 and 2 is to understand the capabilities of participants who have taken part in the survey in order to better rely on the results produced, typically those with experience in dealing with or coming to see or be involved in county lines from a policing perspective will have a better insight than those who have not. The results of this question indicate a base understanding of the drug dealing aspect and the exploitation of young persons which is supported by Stone (2018) however Stone does also include the ‘county lines’ aspect whereby those exploited are sent across county lines to transport and deal drugs. Finlay and Williams (2019) also supports the findings which show the majority of those that are exploited fit into the category of being a child or young person.
Moyle (2019) provides an insight into the ‘drug supply model’ and introduces some of the factors that support an individuals choice in participating in county lines activity such as the economic factor but also not limited to social, educational factors, however there is an emphasis on the forced aspect of county lines activity. The findings of the survey although limited when looking at the particular factors listed are also supported in some of the text provided by the participants which already identify areas of exploitation and vulnerability. This further strengthens the findings proposed in the survey, there were no findings proposing any other factor in the influence of children and  young people becoming involved in county lines gangs and only to suggest that the factors that influence any individual can be any number and are not limited to one or multiple factors but is based on the ‘needs’ of that individual.
Overwhelmingly, a majority of participants found that although there was an understanding when it comes to county lines activity there was lack of confidence in that the issues was being dealt with effectively.

Question number 3. Which of the following would you consider to be the most Influential in ‘county lines’ involvement from young offenders?
Table 2





6.1 Results of Questionnaire

Q1
What is your understanding of ‘county lines’?
1. Drug dealing in expanding into rural towns and areas
1. Young, vulnerable persons being sent by drug gangs, normally from larger cities, into more rural areas to seek drugs so to expand upon a crime gangs territory and revenue. These young people are often groomed and gifted money or clothes, but carry all the risk, are easily expendable and if caught by police or robbed by other gangs can even end up owing money to the elders.
1. The exploitation of young people to become involved in dealing and transporting drugs
1. Young teenagers dealing drugs
1.  Teenagers and young adults dealing drugs and firearms
1. The gang or criminal network involved in movement of drugs from one area to another using a dedicated deal line. Often exploiting children or vulnerable adults.
1. The gang or criminal network involved in movement of drugs from one area to another using a dedicated deal line. Often exploiting children or vulnerable adults.
1. Drug dealers from big cities come to towns and rural areas to set up a network for supply and sale of drugs usually using underage persons to do so
1. The involvement of gangs and organised crime groups in taking advantage of young adults and children to transport and deal drugs
1. I work in the police and have a good understanding of the issue

Q2
Who does county lines affect the most?

1.  It impacts the young and vulnerable, OCG member force impressionable youths in taking drugs across the country. It can be pass on by family E.G older brother is in prison and has a debt, the younger brother or sister is force into carrying supply to cover the debt
1. Children, young adults and their families
1. Young people
1. Children/ vulnerable people and their families
1. The children or adults being exploited and their families
1. Teenagers and young adults
1. Communities and young children
1. The vulnerable and impressionable young people.
1. The vulnerable and impressionable young people.
1. Teenagers




Q4
What can be done to tackle county lines issues?

1. Better community programs to help the most impacted, get them into something proactive and get the youth away from the negative influences
1. Partnered approaches to county lines involvement with the help of social services, CPS, courts and youth offending service
1. More people reporting to Police if they suspect a young person is involved. More youth clubs
1. Increased standard of living, target main offenders and safeguarding vulnerable.
1. Better understanding by CPS regarding trafficking and modern day slavery offences and therefore more and more substantial convictions and sentences.
1. Police
1. Better involvement from support services such as social services
1. Early intervention, outside agencies and organisations dealing in youth work providing better mentorship and positive influences
1. Early intervention, outside agencies and organisations dealing in youth work providing better mentorship and positive influences
1.  Social services



Q6
On a scale of 1 – 10 how important do you consider the tackling of county lines crime to be? (1 being not important and 10 being the most important)

1. 8
1. 7
1. 10
1. 8
1. 8
1. 3
1. 10
1. 5
1. 7
1. 8








Q7
Do you believe this issue is being tackled effectively?
1. 60% Disagree
1. 30% neither agree or disagree
1. 10% Agree















 7.0 Conclusion
 Introduction
The previous chapter depicts a general understanding of the factors influencing young adults and children in their involvement in county lines. In addition, this chapter will aim to shed light on the outcomes from the research and any patterns, trends or deductions that can be made from the research.

This chapter will also focus partly on the limitations of the research and the scope of it. In order to show and understand this, a model of reflection will be used to further understand the limitations and proceed to provide a basis of improvement for the potential that any further work or research is carried out.

Main Findings 

In the production of this dissertation the research has presented number of results and produced a quantity of data however in a limited capacity either down to the physical restraints provided by the use of particular software or the variables out of control of the research such as lack of quality participants or answers. The nature of the research is in itself a very controversial issue especially amongst schools and local authorities, the addition of research into the lives of vulnerable adults and children presents a great risk to those organisations and persons in positions of safeguarding where the welfare of participants greatly outweighs that of the implications of the research.

The use of professionals with a varied background from a policing perspective provides a more in depth analysis into the research and provide some of the answers this dissertation seeks to answer. It can also go someway to identify some of the issues or problems that arise from the current understanding or lack of understanding by those individuals in positions within the police that help to perpetuate the lack of knowledge in county lines activity. The data produced is mostly qualities and shows the patterns that there is a general understanding of county lines but rarely does the opinion of officers change or vary from one another. The impacts of this are not succinct enough to draw a definite conclusion but does ask or point towards another question as to weather these views are beneficial and if they resonate with those directly involved with county lines.

Limitations
There are a number of limitations which have impacted the research in this area. The importance of providing those limitations and detailing them in order to better represent the obtained data provides the back bone of creating trust and validity within research, this is similarly proposed by Jenson et al (2011).
The software used in this capacity is limited in the sense that funding the remainder of the research proved to overstep the mark and instead provide a barrier to obtaining a number of results although a deduction can be made owing to the overwhelmingly similar responses. The aim of the research was to gain a first hand interpretation from children and young adults as to some of the influences or most influential factors in the opinions of their peers as to what serves to be the most important factor in determine why young persons or children become involved in county lines and drug activity. The dissemination of the questionnaire to schools and institutions where young persons are has proven to be not in the best interest of those in charge, again this can be likened to the vulnerable nature of the participants and sensitive nature of this topic. Thus a first hand account from the ‘source’ is left out of this research and implications can only be drawn from those who have an impact on county lines type situations and not those who are directly the target of theses influences. This would have gone some way to provided the data needed to show a correlation between the understanding/lack of understanding of this issue amongst those employed to tackle it and those who have fallen or a likely to fall victim to it. Without the perception of young children and adults who are the target of county lines gangs no conclusion can be drawn as the understanding of the issues amongst police forces therefore a true reflection of the results is difficult to obtain as there are no results to compare.

Further Research

Data will need to be obtained from a variety of forces most notably from front lines services such as response but also from specialist drug teams that are most likely to come into contact with county lines involvement in the first instance. I addition to this data needs to be obtained from the demographic that are ‘perfect’ targets for OCG’s and crime gangs in recruiting for county lines as this will provide the data required to correlate existing data and provide a comparison to deduce the ultimate question of understanding the most influential factors in county lines involvement by children.
There is already a general understanding of the type of people targeted in county lines but it is obvious there is a lack of understanding when it comes to preventative measures in preventing this type of offending and criminality. Only through developing this understanding can there be any improvement in preventative measures and policies to stop this type of victimisation.

Self Reflection

The research itself was mostly conducted through independent study with a lack of participation from outside organisations and institutions such as schools and youth offending management organisations. Perhaps inclusion and partnered working would produce studies, surveys of a more acceptable nature and therefore yield some results instead of none. 
The learning gained from this chosen topic of study has provided an insight and the experience in what is required of academic research and how independent variables can influence the research and how this must be managed to deliver robust and valuable data and or results.

Conclusion
In conclusions it can be seen from the results of the survey that there is a unform understanding when it comes to the types of victims and what county lines is. Although this in some way contradicts the researchers idea about there being a lack of clarity in understanding county lines there is the understanding that different organisations and demographics may have there own slightly different understanding of what county lines is to them. 

The main question for this topic was to understand the most important factors in becoming involved in county lines however the data suggest that this issue cannot be attributed to one particular factor but is a combination of factors. The recommendations from this are that partnership working would be an appropriate way to first develop a uniform understanding of the issue before any powers or policies can be considered when looking at developing working strategies to prevent this form of victimisation.
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Which of the following would you consider to be the most influential factors in 'county lines' involement from young offenders?

Column1	

Economic	social	education	family	social media	all of the above	other	none of the above	1	1	0	0	1	6	1	0	

2 | Page

image1.png




