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Introduction

1.1 Background (400).
County lines is a form of serious and organised crime in England and Wales (HM Government, 2023). It usually involves the distribution of illegal drugs from one area to another, often using dedicated mobile phone lines known as “deal lines” (O’Hagan and Edmundson, 2021). These networks may also involve the transportation of money and weapons between cities, rural or coastal areas. The Home Office (2023) explains that these networks frequently exploit young people and vulnerable adults through manipulation, grooming, violence and intimidation. In this sense, county lines should be understood not only as a drug problem, but also as an issue involving criminal exploitation and safeguarding (Windle, Moyle and Coomber, 2020).
Young people aged 18 to 24 represent an important group to consider. Although government guidance identifies 15 to 17-year-olds among the most vulnerable people involved, exploitation can continue into adulthood, and many young adults experience difficulties when moving from child safeguarding services to adult support systems (Home Office, 2023).
Guidance from the Department for Education (2023) shows that child safeguarding duties generally end when a person turns 18, and adult services usually take over, often with higher thresholds for support. This means a person who is treated as a victim at 17 may be treated as an offender at 18, even where the exploitation has not changed. The Modern Slavery Act 2015 offers some protection through the section 45 defence and the National Referral Mechanism, but Heys (2023) suggests this is not always applied consistently to young adults.
Some young adults may become involved through the promise of friendship, money, protection and status, while others may experience coercion, violence and threats to themselves or family. It is difficult to distinguish between those who actively participate in offending and those whose involvement is influenced by exploitation and vulnerability. Wroe (2021) highlights the importance of understanding county lines within wider social and contextual circumstances, rather than viewing young people’s involvement solely as intended criminal behaviour.
Public and media portrayals of 18 to 24-year-olds involved in county lines often use labels associated with gangs and criminality, potentially encouraging negative stereotyping so shifting attention away from the possible experiences of exploitation (Spicer, 2021). This can shape how young people are viewed, whether as victims or as offenders. This is particularly important because they are no longer legally children, even though their vulnerability may remain. This raises the question of how 18 to 24-year-olds are represented, which is the focus of this study.

1.2 research focus (400). 
Most research and policy responses have focused on children under the age of 18 (Home Office, 2023), while comparatively little attention has been given to the experiences of young adults aged 18-24 (Coomber et al., 2025). This study seeks to address this gap by examining the stigma (Goffman, 1963, Link and Phela 2001), which states how stigma attaches negative meanings to individuals or groups, and stereotyping (Allport, 1954), along with discrimination can work together in associating young adults involved in county lines. Specifically, it will explore how individuals aged 18-24 involved in county lines, defined as the distribution of drugs through dedicated mobile phone lines across geographical areas (Home Office, 2023), are represented within media coverage in England and Wales, and whether they are portrayed primarily as offenders, victims, or both (Marshall, 2022; Coomber et al., 2025). Using a mixed-methods approach, the study will also investigate public perceptions through a survey, conducted online through Microsoft forms through social media. 
This research is important because media representations can influence public understandings of social issues and crime (McCombs and Shaw, 1972; Entman,1993). Furthermore, media portrayals may shape attitudes towards groups and contribute to processes of stigmatisation and moral panic (Cohen, 1972). The study will therefore examine whether public perceptions reflect dominant media narratives surrounding young adults involved in county lines, and whether stigma and stereotyping are evident within those perceptions.
They stigma and stereotyping may cause significant harm to these young adults, involved in county lines, who may experience exclusion from families, friends, peer groups or their local communities. Labels such as “dealer,” “druggie” or “dangerous” are often attached to those involved, reflecting public perceptions and media coverage (Becker, 1963; Goffman, 1963). Once applied, such labels are difficult to remove and may shape how individuals understand themselves and make decisions about their future, including whether they remain involved or seek to disengage. The consequences can also extend to families, who may be associated with criminality by extension, and in some cases, individuals may be rejected by family and friends. Because county lines networks deliberately target vulnerable young people, this social exclusion may increase their dependence on those exploiting them (O'Hagan; Edmundson,2021. However, many young people involved in county lines are victims of criminal exploitation rather than willing offenders (Home Office, 2023). Media narratives that emphasise criminality over vulnerability may therefore obscure the coercion and grooming involved, reinforcing public perceptions that blame these individuals rather than recognising the exploitation they experience.

1.3. Aims and 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).

1.4 Times scales and methods. (100)
This project uses a mixed methods approach to explore public perceptions of young people involved in county lines. An anonymous online survey (Microsoft Forms) will be shared via social media with adults aged 18+ and will remain open for around two weeks. It will include closed questions, analysed using descriptive statistics, and a few open-ended questions, analysed thematically (Braun and Clarke, 2006) and several tick boxes.  No identifying information will be collected, and participation is voluntary. Secondary research, including academic literature, government reports and charity publications, will inform the survey design and analysis. The timescale for each stage is shown below.
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1,5. Value of the research. (200)
The research in this dissertation is valuable because it examines how young people aged 18 – 24 involved with county lines in England and Wales, are represented in the media, and the narratives and stereotyping placed on them. This area is under explored, as most of the existing literature tends to focus on young people under 18. These are more readily framed as victims, whereas the over 18 are more likely to be treated differently as seen as offenders or gang members, rather than exploited individuals.  
Critically analysing these narratives, the study will show how language, imagery, stereotyping and framing can shape the public’s understanding of exploitation, criminality and vulnerability. 
The findings may help media organisations to reflect on the ethical impact of their reporting, while helping to consider producing more balanced evidence informed representation. Including being helpful to policy makers, police and youth practitioners, while influencing public attitudes, professional judgements and policy responses. 
Finally, the research will give a larger understanding of county lines, and the social and economic pressure involved, while laying the groundwork for further research into media influence, on youths in county lines. 
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