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	DRAFT RESEARCH TITLE QUESTION:
Why this topic?  Why is it worthy of consideration for an undergraduate dissertation? 


A critical analysis of media narratives and stereotyping surrounding young people aged 18 –24 involved in county lines in England and Wales.

Why this topic?  Why is it worthy of consideration for an undergraduate dissertation? 
County lines activity has expanded across the UK, reaching rural as well as urban areas. Ongoing research is needed to improve understanding of the scale of the issue, while critically examining the stigma and stereotyping that young people experience. This study shifts the focus from the criminal activity to the young people themselves and how they are perceived. It explores stigma, labelling and safeguarding, and considers what makes young people particularly susceptible to coercion (National Crime Agency, 2023). It also examines how the need to belong can be exploited to secure compliance (Children's Society, 2019; Robinson et al., 2021). In addition, it analyses the narratives that newspapers use to shape public perceptions of these young people, and it puts forward recommendations for improved practice that would benefit everyone involved.



 



	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH AIM & OBJECTIVES: 

AIM – to explore existing stereotypes and stigma surrounding young people involved in county lines.  Looking at media, policies and public discourse. (Newspapers, government reports, charity publication), to understanding how, this shapes the understanding of their involvement (Home office, 2023, National crime agency,2023: the children’s society,2012)

Objective one - to identify the prevalence of young people involved in county lines across England and Wales, and to explore reasons for their involvement in county lines. (NCA, 2023; HM Government, 2023).

Objective two – Explore the impact of stigma and stereotyping surrounding young people involved in county lines, across, England and Wales., to consider whether stigma leads to criminality, failures to recognising exploitation and the failures in early intervention ((The Children’s Society, 2021; Hales & Hobbs, 2020; Robinson et al., 2022).

Objective three – Propose recommendations for addressing stigma and stereotyping of young people who are involved in county lines in England and Wales, to promote awareness of them as victims rather than criminal and to support trauma-informed, child centre safeguarding responses (HM Government, 2023; Youth Justice Board, 2022).

	THEORETICAL CONTEXT:
Please clarify some of the key literature to be utilised as part of your research. Consider textbooks, journals, articles, government reports, organisational strategic plans, and list a short bibliography of these key sources. This need not be extensive but will give your supervisor a good point to start from.


This research looks at literature from criminology, media studies and youth studies to understand how young people involved in county lines are shown in the media. A key idea across most of the research is that county lines should not just be seen as youth crime, but as a form of child criminal exploitation. The UK Home Office (2026) explains that many young people are groomed, pressured or controlled into taking part, often by older individuals. This means they are not simply choosing to be involved, and in many cases are victims as well as offenders. However, this is not always how they are presented in the media.
A lot of the literature also focuses on the wider social factors that make young people more vulnerable. Things like poverty, exclusion from school, difficult home lives and lack of support can all play a role, Atkinson-Sheppard (2024) suggests that young people’s involvement should be understood within these bigger social contexts, rather than being seen as purely individual choice. Even though some young people may appear to have control over their actions, their options are often limited. Because of this, it becomes difficult to clearly separate who is a victim and who is an offender.
Research that includes young people’s own views adds another layer to this. For example, Swancott et al. (2024) found that some young people do not always recognise that they are being exploited. Instead, they may see involvement in county lines a way to make money or gain independence. This shows that their experiences can be quite different from how professionals or the government define exploitation. It also raises questions about whether media representations really reflect what is going on.
Media theory is important for analysing these representations. The idea of moral panic, developed by Cohen (2002), suggests that the media often exaggerates social issues and creates fear around certain groups. Young people involved in crime can be labelled as dangerous or problematic, which can lead to negative stereotypes. In a similar way, Hall et al (1978) argue that media coverage of crime is influenced by wider political and social pressures, often focusing on control and punishment rather than deeper causes.
This is important for this research because it helps explain why media narratives about county lines can be quite one-sided. While academic and policy sources are starting to treat it more as a safeguarding issue, the media often still presents it as a crime problem. This can lead to young people being shown mainly as offenders, rather than recognising the exploitation involved.
Overall, the literature shows that young people involved in county lines are in a complex situation, where they can be both victims and offenders at the same time. However, media narratives do not always reflect this and may simplify the issue. This research will use these ideas to explore how young people are represented and whether these portrayals match what the wider literature suggests.




	SUMMARY OF RESEARCH –SURVEY METHOD: 
Summary of qualitative or quantitative methods, and survey techniques being considered.

Summary of qualitative or quantitative methods, and survey techniques being considered.
Using a mixed method of qualitative and quantitative methods, to allow an in -depth look at the social meanings, narratives, and assumptions made by the public exploring stigma, stereotypes. Perceptions, experiences.
To understand how and why youths are viewed as criminals or victims, asking 15-20 questions to members of the public, from different locations, via tick box, short open-ended questions and surveys online through social media, to help understand what people in these areas understand about the young people involved with county lines, what they think would help to improve the situation. 
If they think that the medias perceptions help to influence what the public think, and if this helps the public to look at them as “victims or offenders”. 

 


	SUMMARY OF SAMPLING FRAMEWORK: 
Provide details of target sample. For example, who are you intending to ask to participate in your research, will you be seeking perspectives from experts who work in a given field, or will you be using a general questionnaire to gauge perspectives from members of the public? 

This research mainly uses social media sources to look at how young people involved in county lines are represented. The target population is members of the UK public aged 18 and over. Participants will be recruited through social media platforms such as Facebook and Instagram, where the questionnaire link will be shared publicly in community groups and participants will be encouraged to share the link with others. 
I aim to gather around [50-100] responses. Anyone aged 18 or over who lives in the UK can take part, and no prior knowledge of county lines is needed. The questionnaire will be anonymous and voluntary, and participants will give informed consent before starting. 
Young people involved in county lines won’t be included directly because of ethical issues and the sensitivity of the topic.
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