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Introduction 

The EU Gangs project is a 36 month collaborative project which began in October 2013, involving 

processionals, communities and community activists from five European countries. (United Kingdom, Italy, 

Romania, Cyprus and Greece). The project includes researching, comparing and contrasting young peoples’ 

involvement in violent environments, including in crime and in gangs and then, by using the ECVET model, 

developing and cascading training in relation to this in each of the partner countries. The training in turn aims 

to generate greater understanding and to enhance practice-related interventions with marginalised young 

people in each of the five countries.  

When the project first began it included a partner from France (and therefore the preliminary research reflects 

this). However, for reasons beyond the project’s control, the French partners had to withdraw from the project 

after the first 6 months, and have recently been replaced by a Cypriot partner.  

Part of the way through the project and written, largely from the perspectives of those involved in developing 

and delivering the underlying training element of this project, this paper is inheritably more descriptive than 

analytical .  

The project was conceptualised in the wake of the murders of Charlene Ellis and Letisha Shakespeare in 

2003 (Sturcke, 2005). The murder of two innocent girls out at a New Year’s celebration became a trigger not 

only for the national government but also for action within the inner city communities of Birmingham. Both 

girls frequently attended the youth club at a local community development project, St George’s Community 

Hub. Their deaths galvanised members of the community to reflect on issues of youth violence in their midst, 

and to invest their energies in preventative work developing projects to engage young people in diversionary 
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activities with more positive outcomes. A tangible example of this legacy is the beautiful mosaic peace 

garden built by local young people and dedicated to the girls at St George’s Community Hub.  

The impetus and desire for action resulted in a series of community consultations, through which members of 

the community, including Charlene Thomas’s mother expressed a need for raising awareness about why 

young people become involved in gangs and gang related activity.  

The damaging impact on social cohesion in communities and young people’s alienation from their community 

through their violent, anti- social behaviour in gang related activities was evident not just in this inner city part 

of Birmingham, but had resonance much further afield.  

The general consensus through the consultations alluded to both a lack of knowledge and understanding 

about young people’s involvement in such activities and professionals’ reluctance to engage with, plus 

ineffectiveness in engaging with, such young people. Thus, the idea of a project which could provide such 

underpinning knowledge and understanding took shape. Like minded partners in Birmingham and in four 

other EU countries were found, and with Titan Partnership, an education charity based at St George’s 

Community Hub, at the helm, the EUGANGS project was approved by the European Commission’s Leonardo 

Lifelong Learning Programme.  

 

Methodology  

The initial desk research undertaken for the EU group’s project by ABCD Community Services (2014) 

provided some interesting insights into the issue of young people involved in violence, gangs and in gang 

impacted environments. The first transnational meeting of the project in Birmingham was fascinating and 
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challenging as it become obvious that the circumstances of young people’s involvement in such contexts was 

inheritably influenced by country-specific politico – socio- economic factors, differences in legal frameworks 

which varied in their emphasis on the punitive or preventative, public health oriented measures, and which in 

partnership with the media, often framed public attitudes to such young people. 

Using the discussions from the original community consultations as a basis, ABCD Community Services 

(Thomas Smith and Dave Egan) in partnership with community activists and academics form University 

College Birmingham designed an initial thematic framework which would both generate research responses 

from each of the partners and help to shape the subsequent training. As such the framework included the 

posing of questions under each of the following themes, and for each theme a guideline word limit was 

included: 

 National Policy: 1000-1500 words  

 Social Structure/ Sociological Approaches to Analysing Gangs: 1000-1500 words 

 Socio – Psychological Approaches to Analysing Gangs: 1000-1500 words  

Under each of the above themes a broad series of questions were posed, and each of the partners was 

asked to provide written responses (in line with the word limit guideline). In relation to National Policy six 

questions were asked: 

1. Is there a specific and coherent set of policies and policy instruments that address issues relating to 

gangs and serious gang associated youth offending? 

2. In order to ‘locate’ relevant policy, identify: 

a. Which levels of government are involved in policy making and implementation relating to gangs? 
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b. Which departments/ agencies of government are involved in policy making and implementation 

relating to gangs? 

3. What are the key principles that underpin relevant policy(ies)? 

4. What are the specific programmes, policy instruments and legal frameworks that are in place? 

5. How is policy experienced at local levels? 

6. Are there programmes of learning available to develop professional skills relevant to this agenda? 

Only two broad questions were posed under the Social Structure/Sociological Approaches theme, thus 

allowing partners to discuss factors relevant in their specific country context:  

1. What is a gang? 

2. What are the social forces that shape behaviour and form the context in which gangs can emerge? 

Under the third theme (Socio- Psychological Approaches) again only two key questions were asked: 

1. Why do people join gangs and ‘behave badly’? 

2. What is the significance of social psychology in understanding human groups and gangs?  

The broad nature of the questions posed to generate data for the desk research, provided partners with the 

freedom to frame their responses using their professional judgements.  

The next part of this paper provides a summary of the findings starting with the common themes emerging 

from the partners’ responses, followed by some observations of the key national differences, and then a 

general summary from each of the countries involved, and therefore also reflects the professional views of 

each of the partners in each of the countries involved.  
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As has mentioned earlier, at the beginning of the project, one of the partner organisations came from France 

but due to unforeseen circumstances the French partners withdrew from the project, and have recently been 

replaced by a Cypriot partner. However, as the French organisation was involved in the initial stages of this 

project, including the successful hosting of the second transnational meeting in Rennes, their responses to 

the desk research undertaken for this project have been included in this paper.  

 

Desk Research Findings: Common Themes 

A common theme that underpins the following recommendations is the weakness inherent in devising ‘gang’ 

solutions based exclusively on crime control and criminal justice contexts. The prevailing model that views 

‘delinquent youths’ purely as ‘risks’ to be managed, has logical, ethical, political and economic limitations and 

this is recognised, in different contexts, by all of the national partners in this project. 

The impact of austerity and the withdrawal of the state from many welfare and social support functions is 

characterised and profiled strongly across the responses. This new reality for many states has consequences 

for civil structures with challenges emerging most noticeably associated with enduring youth unemployment 

and the increasing ‘ghettoisation’ and marginalisation of many communities. What is key is a common sense 

of internal ‘insecurity’ and the ‘ethnicisation’ of national debates.  

The evidence from France, Italy and Greece along with established research from the UK acknowledges the 

impacts of long-term de-industrialisation, as immigration in combination with segregated housing, job and 

social mobility pressures places significant pressures on already marginalised young people and 

communities.  
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Gang activism and gang formations appear across all partner states with common threads of urban 

marginality, immigration pressures, declining social mobility and familial constraints present as shared 

factors. Though all states share human rights and child protection commitments through international Treaty 

obligations, practice and reality can and is variable to the theory of ‘entitlement’ as a detailed reading of each 

partner’s report illustrates. 

Rising, and in some states, enduring youth unemployment is creating the conditions for youth disaffection, 

with recognition that environmental and familial pressures place many young people at risk from varying 

forms of radicalism and criminality.  

Media sensationalism, distortion, exaggeration and stigmatisation are present in the representation of ‘gang’ 

activism across all partners with an over-focus on reaction, often reflecting ‘moral panics’ around immigration, 

family and peer relationships. Public policy responses are invariably reactive. 

Recognition from all partners to common social structural constraints is detailed across all responses, often 

supported by domestic research literature alongside common and discernible socio-psychological pressures 

as traditional moral frameworks such as the church and the family are marginalised in the face of 

globalisation and the widening commodification of life. 

From the perspective of the local ethnography of gangs there is consistent reflection within responses to 

common concepts associated with: 

 Social structural factors (associated with austerity, declining social mobility, poverty, immigration and 

race: creating the conditions for marginality) 

 Familial changes/pressures  

 Peer pressures 
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 Educational disruption 

 Parenting and attachment issues 

 Issues of identity and attachment to the ‘group’ 

 Status, stigma and coercion 

 Leaving the gang (extrication) 

 Desistance 

 Safeguarding  

There is significant variation in civil infrastructure arrangements in respect of the capacity for or existence of 

youth deviancy interventions and related safeguarding and rehabilitation arrangements, which reflects the 

development stage, economic status and cultural norms of each country.  

The UK and France are currently the only states that operate national youth gang interventions although their 

scale, content and reach vary significantly. Both interventionist pathways are reactive and driven by crimino-

genic considerations. Only recently in the UK has the context for interventions begun to shift towards 

‘safeguarding’ though the ‘risk factor paradigm’ still predominates as policy is driven by a reductionist 

approach to ‘risky individuals’ and ‘risky families’ to the neglect of social structural conditions (see for 

example the Department for Communities and Local Government Report (2014) Understanding Troubled 

Families).  

Where states place their criminal age of responsibility has implications for how interventions are shaped with 

clear implications for considerations of safeguarding and safe working practices. This is particularly a focus in 

the UK (England and Wales only) when dealing with ‘risk’, ‘responsibility’ and ‘sexualisation’ (particularly of 

females) with a criminal age of consent set at 10 years.  
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The context of ‘street gang association’ in the UK is very different from partner country contexts with the 

exception of France. In both countries there is a pre-dominant crimino-genic paradigm associated with risky 

individuals and specific localities clearly framed around the concept of urban street ‘gang’ and associated 

with areas of high social and economic deprivation. This does not directly transfer or translate into any of the 

partner contexts though in Italy the pressures of immigration is significant in many northern cities and street 

gangs are emerging and drawing negative media attention.  

 

A Summary of Findings from each country 

Greece 

The economic crisis in Greece has huge human consequences. Greek gang association has a political 

dimension not experienced by other partner states. The rise of the radical right has stimulated gang activism 

under ‘Golden Dawn’ who are exploiting the deteriorating socio-economic situation to radicalise vulnerable 

youth. Outside of this highly criminalised sphere Greek gang activism is particularly ethnicised. The capacity 

of the state to frame and pursue a coherent juvenile justice strategy is severely restricted by capacity 

challenges. This is occurring against a backcloth of violence and bullying in schools.  

The position in Greece is serious given the swathe of austerity measures and its related political and social 

fallout, particularly the impact on youth prospects. For many Greek citizens the economic and social 

consequence of severe and enduring austerity measures means an unprecedented squeeze on living 

standards with far-right political activism in the ascendant.  



                                                                                                                                        

New skills and competences to address skills gaps and mismatch within the sectors working with Gang and Youth Crime across Europe 
(EUGANGS). (539766-LLP-1-2013-1-UK-LEONARDO-LMP/ Grant Agreement 2013 3382 /001-001). This project has been funded with support from the 
European Commission. This publication [communication] reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use 
which may be made of the information contained therein.  

Greek juvenile correctional services are ill-equipped to face emerging challenges as one-third of students 

(boys and girls) have fallen victim to violence in schools. There is a ‘serious problem’ associated with the 

states capacity given ‘the complete lack of services for young offenders care in our country’.  Although the 

Greek judicial system does not recognise juvenile gangs there is unambiguous evidence of intra-ethnic gang 

tensions (Roma, Russian and Greek) and far right activism associated with Golden Dawn that draws in 

disillusioned and vulnerable youth. 

In Greece juvenile gangs exist but they do not use the same systematic violence as in UK or the USA. They 

are usually groups of young people that are engaged in delinquent activities however they are not specifically 

organised for this purpose with distinctive names, symbols etc.  

The main organised gang operating in Greece is the extreme right “Golden Dawn” where young people are 

engaged in criminal activities and are specifically organised for this purpose, having a recognised leader and 

specific symbols. This criminal organisation is organised in local “gangs” hierarchically structured and is 

reaching into schools to recruit members. Other gangs are related with the control of illegal sources of 

income such as prostitution and drugs. There are high levels of participation of immigrants in these gangs. 

The relevance of school bullying is not related with gang activities as such but it sets the conditions for the 

emergence of such behaviour. 

The Greek partner’s report indicates there is a professional social support structure in place that 

predominantly works with schools though there appears to be no coherent prevention programmes or 

collective interventions. Responses to gang activism are predominantly reactive and penal ‘as we have 

abandoned any belief and thought having to do with the pedagogic character of rehabilitation and 

imprisonment.’  
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France 

With its roots in the challenges of migrant assimilation during the 1980s the ethnology of French gang 

association has combined deepening resentment to immigration with social policies that have created deeply 

excluded neighbourhoods, producing a panic response to serious violence from the state over the recent 

decade. A policy of containment has emerged with specific estates identified as priority intervention areas, 

particularly, though not exclusively, in Parisian working-class neighbourhoods.  

Despite the presence of significant organised and violent youth gangs the national government has 

withdrawn its priority recognition of gang problems, witnessed in the 2013-2017 national delinquency 

prevention strategy plan. This is one of the key reasons that the French partner has had to withdraw from the 

project, to be replaced by a Cypriot partner.  

France has sophisticated civil infrastructure arrangements set out in statute law, supported by 

comprehensive child protection framework arrangements. However, gang interventions, like the UK are 

founded on considerations of ‘risk’, but differently as a risk to ‘community safety’ and the Republic’s 

citizenship values.  

The weakness in intelligence gathering and an over-reliance on police statistics for defining the ‘gang’ 

phenomena hinders accurate and reliable evidence of the real presence of gang activism. The presence of 

reliable and independent survey and statistical instruments outside of the state ‘remains underdeveloped in 

France.’ Through an emerging gang specialist research base evidence is emerging of available  

Italy  
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Italian youth gang activism focuses on several northern cities, ‘as immigration flows into urban areas is often 

at the basis of increasing social and cultural conflicts, particularly in the North and present as integration-

related problems.’ Unlike other partner states Italian juvenile delinquency interventions ‘represents a kind of 

‘investment’, structured to avoid the dynamics of stigmatisation. Consequently, a higher priority is placed on 

safeguarding, reflecting the cultural significance of the family in Italian social policy thinking and design. 

There is clearer multi-agency working arrangements in Italy and a strong commitment to integrated practice 

within a devolved system. The tradition of ‘volunteers frequently operating in all youth related services’ is 

distinctive to the Italian correctional model.  

The Italian constitution declares its protection of the family and its fulfilment, promoted through institutions for 

the protection of maternity, infancy and youth. Based on the research responses Italy adopts a more 

integrated approach to juvenile delinquency with a strong familial aspect to interventions and a resistance to 

incarceration.  

There is a shared youth culture in Italy that doesn’t particularly distinguish gang membership from wider 

youth culture. Street groups acting violently in public places has emerged and has been studied in northern 

Italian cities, particularly in Milan and Genoa where academic and public attention is focused on the 

existence of street organisations or groups made of Latin American young people.  

Specific projects have been jointly implemented by youth and social workers and researchers with the aim of 

fostering social inclusion and preventing violence. Though there is no associated learning framework or 

shared learning practice or common resources. 
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The social protection of children and minors in Italy is paramount and guaranteed in the Italian constitution. 

Social services in collaboration with non-profit organizations and social cooperatives deal with local 

interventions and also manage a range of initiatives and physical assets. 

Though Italy has a criminal age of responsibility a child’s maturity is assessed and frequent manifestations of 

juvenile group delinquency are met with services intervening across Health (SSN) in matters such as 

addictions; the municipality (family and social support) providing prevention programmes that are flexible to 

need. In response to phenomena such as ‘gangs’ and more general juvenile delinquency, the actions, 

objectives and priorities for action by Municipalities are defined in specific Zonal Plans. Municipalities, regions 

and the state must, in fact, engage and empower the not for profit sector.  

Romania  

In Romania the drive to accelerated growth from such a low economic base is placing pressure on urban life 

as there is a significant population transfer from rural areas. Street gangs exist and are known to police in all 

major cities. However, the rehabilitation and modernisation of Romanian juvenile correctional service is work 

in progress and under-resourced 

The situation in Romania is distinctive for historical, demographic and economic reasons. Street gangs and 

the ‘threats’ they pose are as much a condition of rapid urbanisation as they are of settled social/structural 

differences. Gang association with street crime is tempered by economic growth, ‘but lacking the collective 

pressure, political and administrative authorities have not developed policies to solve the social issue of 

gangs.’ Romania is investing in its juvenile correctional system and are following a western European model 

of rehabilitation including a shift to a restorative justice framework. Modernisation is slow and the EU are 

supporting reform.  
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The post-communist era and the conditions for development and growth were set-out in the conditions for 

entry into the EU. Though the country is experiencing unprecedented growth, this is from a low base with 

deep structural impacts not least in an accelerated urbanisation. Investment in the modernizing of 

correctional services is slow and there is an emphasis on juvenile delinquency. Romanian society has 

become much more secularized with consequences on the framing and reinforcement of moral certainties.  

Despite these structural and contextual changes there are no pro-active policies dealing with prevention and 

the distractions associated with adolescence. As for the policies targeting young people there have been 

some unsuccessful attempts to create a national strategy for young people. There are very few communities 

that develop projects and programmes for youth and when it happens, in many cases they are part of some 

obscure or political interest. 

The most disturbing fact is that there is no national dialogue with young people from political leaders, 

concerning the problems affecting youth. Youth are not seen by the authorities and by the representatives of 

society as being a resource; nor is any recognition given to the value and potential contribution of young 

people to communities. 

The impact of rapid urbanisation and associated disparities of wealth and rising disadvantage are causing 

social strain. The level of disruption creates the conditions for youth deviancy. There is little trust between 

young people and the institutions of civil society.  

There is no national or local prevention strategy dealing with gang related youth disaffection, though there 

are programmes targeting more generally juvenile delinquency which are coordinated locally by the police. 

What is clear is at a municipal (civic) level there are no interventions other than punishment through the 

courts.  
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UK (England and Wales) 

In relation to UK gang interventions as currently constructed the renewed attempt to refashion the state so it 

becomes ever-more accountable to the market has consequences for community cohesion and community 

solutions within a discourse increasingly constructing ‘gang’ solutions as not to be found in the rectifying of 

adverse social conditions but in crime control and criminal justice contexts. 

In response to a series of high-profile youth shootings and knifings deemed to be gang associated, by the 

late 2000s in the UK a racialised and underclass conflated discourse of gangs, guns and knife crime was 

being endorsed at the highest political level. The government’s response to this was the 2011 Ending Gang 

and Youth Violence Programme, which targeted 33 ‘hotspot’ English cities and towns.  

Gang violence continues to blight too many communities; gangs thrive in neighbourhoods of deprivation, 

declining social mobility and poor educational achievement. The riots in August 2011 also highlighted the 

problem, with at least one in five of those arrested in London known to be part of a gang.  

But the over focus in UK policy on ‘risky individuals’ and ‘troubled families’ has contributed to a ‘gang 

industry’ phenomena which is increasingly politicised and racialised. Policy targets both cohorts (individuals 

and families) but is based on a risky predictive formulation identified by an influential social policy academic 

as ‘the risk factor prevention paradigm.’ Policy focus is on the risk people and families present rather than the 

risks they face. In the UK there appears to be little public appetite for a proactive model of resolution 

addressing those needs and challenges faced by ‘risky individuals’ or ‘troubled families’. 
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The recent emergence of widespread young female sexual exploitation is forcing significant reflections on 

prevention and intervention strategies with a re-drawing of concepts of ‘risk’, with significant impacts for 

safeguarding arrangements.  

Despite a strong and honourable history and tradition of effective youth work training, little is borrowed from 

such practices and utilised in the UK gang intervention context. 

 

Development of training  

Following the dissemination of the findings from the desk research (by ABCD Community Services), it fell 

upon the Birmingham partners who had provided the initial impetus for the project, to create a broad 

framework for training which would facilitate the cascading of knowledge and understanding regarding young 

people in gangs and gang-related environments in each of the participating country contexts through training. 

By its nature the findings of the research based on the responses from each of the partners, demanded a 

broad structure which would both facilitate a reflection on local country- specific contexts, and also enable the 

sharing of perspectives and practices across the partner organisations and wider country contexts. 

On the whole the findings from the desk research provided invaluable understanding of the socio-economic 

and political contexts in which young people become involved in gangs and in violent behaviours.  

Reflection on the initial consultations in Birmingham which provided the impetus for the conceptualisation of 

the project demanded that practitioner skills as well as knowledge and understanding be addressed by the 

project. Given this aspiration all partners also acknowledged that work with young people in such contexts 

given both their, vulnerability and volatility, required sensitivity and an ability for practitioners to keep both 
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themselves and their clients safe. As a result of this therefore a further two themes/areas were added to the 

initial three that formed the basis of the desk research (i.e. National Policy, Sociological Approaches and 

Socio-Psychological Approaches). The additional two themes reflected the need to develop the skills of those 

involved in engaging with such young people regardless of other variations in the country contexts. As such 

‘Interpersonal Communication Skills’ and ‘Safe Working, in addition to the existing three themes, formed the 

basis of the framework for the development of the training.  

In line with the initial project design, the intention was to train a few ‘experts’ nominated by each of the 

partners, via a ‘master class’, Training the Trainers programme. The nominated participants from the ‘master 

class’ would then return to their organisational and country contexts and train a minimum of five further 

trainers each. These trainers would then in turn be a basis of a resource pool of trainers, which could be used 

to deliver training to practitioners, thus ensuring that a cascading model of training. In each of the 

participating countries this cascading model of training would provide the key vehicle for the further 

dissemination of knowledge, understanding and skills in all the participating country contexts.  

As professionals/academics from University College Birmingham were largely responsible for the 

development and delivery of the Training the Trainers element of the project, they formulated broad learning 

objectives reflecting each of the 5 themes which were discussed, and accepted by the partners at the second 

transnational meeting in Rennes. 

The agreed learning outcomes (one each for each of the themes) for the Training the Trainers programme 

are as follows: 

 To be able to facilitate discussion and generate understanding about national policy relating to gangs 

and the local frameworks through which they are applied 
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 To facilitate exploration of effective intervention and communication in a gang-related environment. 

 To be able to facilitate reflection on working safely in a gang-related environment 

 To be able to facilitate understanding and application of relevant perspectives drawn from social 

psychology in order to develop practice in working with gangs. 

 To be able to facilitate understanding of the social contexts, factors and forces that create, sustain and 

promote gangs and gang membership. 

Furthermore to facilitate the sharing of learning using the ECVET model. UCB were able to validate the 

Training the Trainers programme as a level 4, 20 credits Higher Education module, thus making it easier for 

the other European partners to use and potentially validate nationally accredited programmes in their own 

countries.  

Trainers from UCB, assisted by Walsall College and the Titan Partnership planned and delivered the Training 

the Trainers ‘master class’ over 5 days in July 2014. The trained participants aim to deliver training through 

their organisational contexts and in each of their countries by January 2015. In Birmingham, a pilot delivered 

through UCB, reflecting the 5 key areas/themes and facilitating the further dissemination of knowledge, 

understanding and skills to front-line practitioners and community activists, through the development of a 

nationally accredited (City and Guilds level 3 programme) is currently underway. A training programme for 

the local context in Walsall is also being delivered at Walsall College. 

The overall aim of the project is to enable this process to be mirrored in each of the other participating 

country contexts.  

The final section of this article is based on the initial reflections from students/ participants from the UCB pilot 

which is on-going at the time of writing this paper.  
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The UCB Pilot Participants’ Formative Feedback – ‘Addressing Gangs through the Lens of Frontline 

Practitioners’ 

In light of the 5 areas/themes identified through the desk research and subsequent discussions between the 

partners, UCB decided to plan and deliver a pilot course of approximately 108 hours (to run for 3 hour each 

week over 37 weeks),based on these 5 themes, with each theme worked up into a distinct unit/module of 

learning. The pilot was developed in partnership with St George’s Community Hub and City and Guilds (a 

nationally accrediting body) at level 3. It was generally felt that such a pilot would generate useful additional 

data for the EU Gangs Project.  

The pilot began in February 2014 and to date 3 of the 5 units have been completed (with a further 2 to be 

completed by Feb 2015). The pilot thus far is progressing exceptionally well, due to the type of participants 

that are on programme. Many of the 14 participants come from a range of backgrounds, cultures, ethnicities 

and faiths, which not only reflects the communities that they come from, but most importantly they come with 

an understanding of the issues of their communities. Members of the group are either professionals seeking 

to specialise in this area, ex-offenders that have desisted from criminal activity, parents seeking to better 

understand their children and community activists. Due to the diverse nature of the group discussions around 

gangs, violence, race, religion, inequality, and criminal justice have been fruitful. New ideas have been 

developed, stereotypes have been challenged and the ability to understand theory in relationship to practice 

has been significant. Students have attained a better understanding of their roles as potential ‘gang 

practitioners’ and the current discourses around gangs and youth violence.  

One of the discussions that has been at the forefront throughout the course to date is how practitioners can 

cause gangs or gang violence to desist. What interventions are most appropriate and, what skills do 

practitioners need to address gang or youth violence? The general consensus amongst the group is that any 



                                                                                                                                        

New skills and competences to address skills gaps and mismatch within the sectors working with Gang and Youth Crime across Europe 
(EUGANGS). (539766-LLP-1-2013-1-UK-LEONARDO-LMP/ Grant Agreement 2013 3382 /001-001). This project has been funded with support from the 
European Commission. This publication [communication] reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use 
which may be made of the information contained therein.  

intervention used to address gangs within a European context, has to first reflect the lived experiences, 

narratives and drivers that cause young people to engage in gang activity. Secondly participants believe that 

it is important to address both the symptomatic issues caused by gang violence, and also to address the 

deep rooted issues that cause many to gravitate towards such groups - such as poverty, racism, 

unemployment, father deficit, trauma, labelling and miss-education (Glynn, 2014). However within this 

discourse one of the most common themes and fears that often emerged from the current cohort was around 

gang intervention and the components that practitioners need to equip them to be effective within 

environments where young people are labelled “anti-social”, “gang affiliated”, “deviant” or “criminal”. Such 

discussions reflect much of what has been covered to date within the course through the five strands 

discussed earlier in this article. In particular participants feel that the following components lead to young 

peoples’ involvement in gangs and youth violence: 

 Language 

 Dress Code 

 Knowledge  

 Credibility  

 Social Capital  

 Gender 

There have been discussions about these components in all three of the units/modules that the students 

have studied to date (ie re National Policy, Interpersonal Communication and Safe Working). 

Language: This component was identified as important because every geographical location where young 

people occupy space there will be certain types words, dialects, slang and different body language used to 

communicate with one another. Even with those who they consider outsiders, enemies or those in authority. 
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It is important to understand this and recognise the impact that the evolution of technology, media, 

entertainment, popular icons and globalisation has on the way that language and terms are used.  

Dress Code: This component was identified as important because dress and certain types of dress can be 

as symbolic as language and the subconscious messages certain types of clothing can give out must be 

observed. Whether you work for the local authority, a charity or as an activist in the community it is important 

to understand that dress can either create boundaries or gain your initial respect.  

Knowledge: This was identified as probably one of the most important components for practitioners that 

work in any environment, as having knowledge in relation to government agendas, grassroots knowledge, 

geographical space, culture, historical influences and knowing what interventions have been effective is key. 

However, it has been acknowledged that when working in such environments if these elements are not 

understood properly it can hinder access, engagement and potentially therefore a young person’s progress 

from point A to B.  

Credibility: This was another important component as it was identified that having credibility within a specific 

community gains access. There was a general consensus that in order to be effective when working within 

gang related environments, practitioners that are consistently visible, and seen to be engaging specific 

groups, often gain the respect of not only young people, but also professionals that struggle to get access 

and also parents of the young people one may work with.  

Social Capital: This component is one that will be imperative throughout any engagement a practitioner has 

with young people, because it is not just what you know, but who you know. Knowing a range of people 

whether in the community, or outside, formal/informal networks, not only helps with credibility, but also helps 

with the signposting of young people to seek help or gaining new opportunities.  
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Gender: This component can be very difficult if one does not have a strong sense of one’s masculinity or 

femininity. As working in such environments where men and women may be at the stage where they are 

discovering their own or have exaggerated notions of what masculinity or femininity is, i.e. hyper-masculinity. 

Understanding gender when working ‘on the road’ with people that have exaggerated notions of masculinity 

or femininity, it is important that practitioners do not replicate that and try to also demonstrate a positive 

image of self. Replicating the image of a controlling, abusive, inconsistent, untruthful and compromising 

figure, can easily remind a young person of characters in their personal lives that may have caused some 

earlier difficulty.  

Based on the discussions captured in the pilot, it is evident that the participants are more inclined to 

approaches that focus on the concept of desistance (Laub and Sampson, 2001). Whereas many 

acknowledged that the organisations they work for, have generally taken a criminology based approach to 

addressing gangs, the new focus from this cohort has been specifically on understanding the processes that 

highlight a number of factors that contribute to a reduction in criminal behaviour such as good marriages, 

stable work, children, faith, informal social networks is (Laub and Sampson, 2001, pg.1).  

This makes the pilot unique because it is clear from the research on gangs across Europe, that there needs 

to be a paradigm shift in the way that we understand, address and document gang activity as much of the 

policy and practice within the last two decades has failed and not reduced gang membership or gang 

violence (Glynn, 2014). The value of the pilot from a community perspective is that those that are being 

trained under this new paradigm of how to address gang violence within the United Kingdom, potentially can 

set a precedence of what is required both locally and nationally to address this agenda.  

 



                                                                                                                                        

New skills and competences to address skills gaps and mismatch within the sectors working with Gang and Youth Crime across Europe 
(EUGANGS). (539766-LLP-1-2013-1-UK-LEONARDO-LMP/ Grant Agreement 2013 3382 /001-001). This project has been funded with support from the 
European Commission. This publication [communication] reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use 
which may be made of the information contained therein.  

 

References 

Department for Communities and Local Government (2014) Understanding troubled families. London: 

HMSO. 

Egan D and Smith T (2014) EU Gangs: Summative research report of partner research responses. ABCD 

Community Services. Retrieved from: http://www.eugangs.eu/results (10th October 2014). 

Glynn M (2014) Black men, invisibility, and desistance from crime: towards a critical race theory from crime. 

London: Routledge. 

 

Laub, HJ and Sampson JR (2001) Understanding Desistance from Crime. In Tonry M (Ed.) Crime and 

justice: A review of research (vol. 28). Chicago: University of Chicago Press, pp. 1-69. 

Sturcke J (2005) Four Found Guilty of New Year Murders. The Guardian. March, 18. Retrieved from: 

www.theguardian.com/uk/2005/mar/18/ukguns.ukcrime (10th October 2014).  

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

http://www.eugangs.eu/results
http://www.theguardian.com/uk/2005/mar/18/ukguns.ukcrime


                                                                                                                                        

New skills and competences to address skills gaps and mismatch within the sectors working with Gang and Youth Crime across Europe 
(EUGANGS). (539766-LLP-1-2013-1-UK-LEONARDO-LMP/ Grant Agreement 2013 3382 /001-001). This project has been funded with support from the 
European Commission. This publication [communication] reflects the views only of the author, and the Commission cannot be held responsible for any use 
which may be made of the information contained therein.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  


