Know How: Gangs
What is a gang? 
The word gang is often used broadly Government guidance distinguishes between peer groups (small, often temporary friendship groups), street gangs (groups of young people whose shared identity is tied to crime or violence), and organised criminal gangs (groups involved in crime for personal or financial gain, often as an occupation). 
Being in a gang is not illegal, but involvement can increase the risk of young people being drawn into illegal activity, including trafficking, drugs, and violence.
What might gangs look like in my parish? 
Gang involvement may not always be obvious, but you might notice changes in how a young person behaves, relates to others, or presents themselves. This might include poor school attendance, going missing or staying out late, spending time with older individuals, or becoming more aggressive, withdrawn, or secretive - especially online or on their phones. They may have unexplained money or new possessions, use new slang, or start wearing certain colours or symbols. Some may take drugs or misuse alcohol, commit minor crimes, or have unexplained injuries. In more serious cases, they might carry weapons or keep dangerous dogs.
These signs do not prove gang involvement, but together they can indicate that a young person is being influenced, pressured, or exploited by a gang in the local community. 
Clergy may also deal with Anti-Social Behaviour as a result of possible gang activity, the ‘Anti-social behaviour in churchyards’ article provides additional information on this topic.  
Recognising harmful narratives 
Children, young people, and vulnerable adults who are involved in sexual or criminal exploitation must always be regarded as victims first and foremost. What may appear to be offending behaviour can often be the result of coercion, grooming, or control by others. Safeguarding responses should prioritise protection and support rather than criminalisation.
Unconscious bias can lead us to make assumptions about young people which may include believing certain clothes, friendships, or backgrounds mean they are involved in gangs without understanding their real circumstances or vulnerabilities. When this happens, we risk misreading signs of exploitation as deliberate behaviour, which can prevent young people from getting the care and protection they need.
How do I respond? 
Addressing gang involvement requires an appropriate safeguarding and multiagency response. Individuals should not seek to manage these issues independently but must follow ‘Reporting Safeguarding Concerns and Allegations’ and 'Responding Well to Victims and Survivors of Abuse' and contact the Police in an emergency or where there is immediate risk or danger. 
Further information and guidance 
Criminal exploitation and gangs | NSPCC
Safeguarding children from Black, Asian and minoritised ethnic communities | NSPCC Learning
Anti-social behaviour in churchyards 


