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Abstract

The thesis is a qualitative scoping review study aimed to explore the recruitment of children
and youth into criminal gangs in Sweden, focusing on understanding reasons for why
children and youth become involved in criminal gangs, risk factors and effects from gang
involvement, the role of social work in preventing such recruitment and lessons learned from
other European countries. The study employed a scoping review for mapping of existing
literature and conducted a thematic reflexive analysis to identify patterns and themes in the
data to eleven selected studies. Key findings are that gangs are very accessible to children as
they often are located in disadvantaged neighborhoods, parents’ lack of support, school
systems lack of resources to children who need extra help and friends creating peer pressure
for children to join gangs. The effects of children in gangs are both psychological and
physical, social workers are involved by trying to steer away children and youth from getting
associated with gangs and from international insights it is known that children should be
offered school and recreational activities. Conclusions drawn are that the issue of criminal
gangs could have its roots from the segregations created by the Million project, where
thousands of apartments were built during a short timespan, and that these disadvantaged
neighborhoods have with time gotten heightened crime rates, as gangs expand and start to
include children. The children are severely affected socially, psychologically and physically
due to the gang presence, something social workers together with other actors such as the
police and school can take collaborative measures to prevent by offering children a positive

alternative.
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1. Introduction

Sweden has reached the top of a list that one could find curious to find the country in; it has
the most homicides by firearms per 100,000 residents in the European Union, and is on third
place as the highest in Europe, behind Montenegro and Albania (Statista 2023). This
perception creates a contradictory image of Sweden's historical reputation for being a very
safe European nation (BBC 2023), while Montenegro and Albania as Balkan countries both
historically have been impacted by different socio-political contexts, and where conflicts,
corruption and instability create turbulence a in the democracy of the countries to this day

(UNODC 2024; Lucarelli et al. 2024).

Then, how come Sweden has such increased firearm homicides, even though the country has
a very low corruption index and a high standard of life (Transparency International 2023;
Global Citizens Solutions 2024)? A significant factor is the rise of organized crime in the
country. According to the police the number of members and people connected to criminal
gangs is around 62,000. Out of them, 14,000 people are said to be active members, and
48,000 people have connections to gangs (Polisen 2024), which is showing implications for
social stability and public safety. Out of these, 1,700 of the active gang criminals are children
under the age of eighteen. The data comes from intelligence material and may fluctuate, but it
shows how high the number is of children involved in Swedish criminal organizations (ibid.),

which are the population this thesis will focus on.

Looking at media reports, children as young as of the age of nine have been seen to get
recruited into Swedish criminal gangs (SVT 2023). The Prosecutor's Office is alarmed by the
numbers of children under the age of fifteen, who are suspected of murder due to their
criminal gang membership (SVT 2024a). The number has tripled during the six first months
of 2024 compared to last year; from 26 children in July 2023 to 93 children in July 2024
(Ibid.). The concentrated criminal activities in certain areas have led to 53 areas in Sweden
becoming classified as “vulnerable” by the police in their 2015 report, a number that in 2023

rose to 59 (Polisen 2015; Polisen 2023).

The roots of this growing problem can be traced back to Sweden's housing policies in the

1960s (Sernhede, Thorn & Thorn 2016). The Million Program, an ambitious housing



initiative aimed at addressing acute shortages, sought to build one million dwellings within a
decade to provide “good housing for all”. However, by the 1990s, these areas had
transformed from low-income zones into hotspots of urban poverty, where class and racial
segregation became more pronounced (Sernhede, Thorn & Thorn 2016; Dahlstedt & Lozic
2017). Today, fatalistic sentiments, such as one made by an interviewed gang criminal; "if
you come from a suburb, you have two paths to take: either you become like Zlatan, or you
become heavily involved in crime," reflect the bleak outlook and limited opportunities

perceived by youth in the socially vulnerable areas (BRA 2023).

The Swedish government has only recently implemented a national strategy against
organized crime to address the issue comprehensively. This strategy of five parts include
stopping criminal careers through targeted interventions for those at risk of being drawn into
crime, reducing access to illegal weapons and explosives, dismantling the financial
foundations of criminal organizations, building resilience against illicit influence, and
ensuring reliable identities and effective information provision to prevent and investigate
crimes (Regeringskansliet 2023). These measures aim to curb the recruitment of minors and
mitigate the impact of criminal activities on society. How effective they are is yet to be seen.
Meanwhile, in the United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC), articles
6,19 and 27, read that all children have the right to life, survival and development, the right to
grow up in an environment free from violence and the right to social safety. This can now be
seen as more difficult to live up to with the criminal organizations expansion and willingness

to involve children.

This study employed a scoping review to systematically map and synthesize existing
literature on the recruitment of children into criminal gangs in Sweden. The scoping review
allowed for the identification of relevant studies that contribute to an understanding of the
phenomenon. In addition to the scoping review, a reflexive thematic analysis was used to
analyze the data, enabling the identification of patterns and themes related to the recruitment
process, the role of social work, and preventive measures. The thematic analysis was
conducted using a combination of inductive and deductive approaches. Theories found
through the literature review were applied deductively to interpret the data and examine how
well they explained the findings. This methodological approach allowed for a comprehensive
exploration of the topic, while ensuring that the analysis was closely aligned with the

research questions and relevant theoretical frameworks.



1.1 Problem Area

This study will focus on the problem area of recruitment of children into criminal gangs in
Sweden. While there is literature on gang activities in Sweden, there remains a significant
gap when it comes to understanding the specific mechanisms of child recruitment into these
gangs. Existing studies often overlook the unique vulnerabilities of children, focusing more
broadly on youth and adult gang members. Moreover, there is a lack of comparative research
that situates the Swedish experience within a broader European context, where different
countries may face similar challenges but approach them with varying strategies. This gap
underscores the need for more comprehensive research that delves into the recruitment of

children, exploring the factors that make them particularly susceptible.

The findings of this study have the potential to inform and influence policy-making in
Sweden, offering evidence-based recommendations that could enhance the effectiveness of
current prevention and intervention strategies. By gaining a deeper understanding of the
recruitment process and identifying the specific factors that render children vulnerable, this
research can contribute to the development of targeted approaches that address the root
causes of gang involvement among children. According to the National Board of Health and
Welfare, it is stated that government initiatives alone are insufficient to tackle the problem

effectively.

This study holds significance for the field of social work, where early intervention and
preventive measures are critical in protecting at-risk children. The research wants to provide
valuable insights that can inform social workers, educators, and community leaders about
effective strategies for preventing gang recruitment. Focusing on the early stages of gang
involvement to help shape the development of practical tools and guidelines that social
workers can use to identify and support vulnerable children, thereby playing a crucial role in

the broader effort to hinder the recruitment of children into criminal gangs in Sweden.



1.2 Aim of the Study

This study seeks to, by looking at existing literature through a scoping review, understand the
involvement of children and youth in Sweden, focusing on the factors that lead to the
recruitment of children and youth, the impacts of gang involvement, and the role of social
work in preventing such recruitment. Additionally, the study draws on lessons from other

European countries to inform more effective prevention strategies in Sweden.

1.3 Research Questions

1.  How come children and youth become involved in criminal gangs, according to existing
research?
1.1 What risk factors are there for children and youth to get recruited into
criminal gangs?

1.2 What are the effects of children and youth being gang members?

2. What is social workers’ involvement in the work to prevent children and youth from

becoming associated with gangs, according to existing research?

3.  What lessons can be learned from other European countries that can be useful to prevent

recruitment to and among children and youth in Sweden, according to existing research?



2. Background

In the background chapter definitions of important concepts will be clarified and explained
deeper for a better understanding of the content of this study. The Background chapter is first
giving an explanation of what is to be considered a criminal gang, what is meant by children
and youth. Thereafter, the historical environmental context of where gangs largely operate,
what is meant by vulnerable areas, and lastly relevant legislations and the context of social

work and human rights to criminal gangs.

2.1 Definition of Criminal Gangs

To define what a criminal gang is, it will be viewed from both a Swedish and international
perspective, and later defined how this thesis will consider what gang criminality is. Looking
for a definition, it has been proven to be a term difficult to explain, as Sweden did not have a
specific legislative definition of it for a long time, and both researcher and gang criminals
themselves have been in a disagreement of what the proper definition should be (Rostami et
al 2012). However, recent research from Brottsforebyggande Radet (BRA 2023) has provided
a definition of criminal gangs, stating that criminal gangs are hierarchically structured, a part
of an advanced network and handle illegal wares, such as narcotics and weapons. This can be
seen in contrast to youth gangs, which are described as just groups of friends of similar ages

doing criminal activities together (Ibid.).

2.2 Definition of Children and Youth

The definition of a child is any human being under the age of 18, as defined by the United
Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) in Article 1. This universal
standard is important to the legal frameworks concerning children's rights globally, including
within Europe and specifically in Sweden. While the European Convention on Human Rights
(ECHR) does not explicitly define a “child”, the interpretation of its provisions is aligned

with the UNCRC's definition, emphasizing the need for protection and rights of minors



(European Commission n.d). Same goes for Sweden, where the UNCRC has officially
become national legislation since 2020 (Children's Rights Act, SFS 2018:1197). In the Social
Services Act (SoL) (SFS 2001:453) Chapter 1 §2, a child is a person below the age of 18,
however the municipalities hold responsibilities for the person until they reach the age of 21,

as seen in chapter 3 §6b, and in chapter 5 §1c SoL.

2.3 Historical Environmental Context

Sweden's residents were mainly residing in the countryside up until the 1950, the living
standard was low during this time, and this was made even more transparent within Lubbe
Nordstroms publication “Lortsverige” (translation: Filth-Sweden), exposing the unhygienic
living conditions (Brunnstrom et al 2021). During the modernization period of the 1900s in
Sweden, only 10% of the population resided in cities and towns. It is a notably lower
urbanization rate compared to other European nations, where approximately half of the
population lived in urban areas (Hall & Vidén 2005). The demands for good living standards
grew as urbanization flourished, given the extremely low standards prevalent at the time. The
increasing prosperity of the population fueled heightened expectations regarding housing
standards and living space. In 1950, a typical family home consisted of one or two bedrooms
alongside a kitchen; however, by the 1960s, this norm expanded to encompass three rooms
plus a kitchen, and later in the late 1960s, even more rooms became commonplace.
Substantial subsidies made both the production and consumption of housing relatively
inexpensive, thereby amplifying demand. Government oversight of rent levels ensured that
rents for larger flats in older structures remained considerably lower compared to newly
constructed ones, discouraging inhabitants from relocating due to financial incentives (Hall &

Vidén 2005).

Consequently to this, lengthy housing queues emerged and individuals and families had to
endure waiting queues of ten years or longer. Hundreds of thousands of households, including
families with children, found themselves without adequate housing. This predicament proved
to be a source of embarrassment for the Social Democratic government, which appeared to
have fallen short in realizing a fundamental aspect of its welfare agenda (Hall & Vidén 2005).
In response to the serious housing shortage, the Social Democratic government proposed a

solution: the very rapid construction of a substantial number of high-standard apartments in
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urban centers (Sernhede et al 2016). This initiative aimed to address the pressing need for
adequate housing amidst Sweden's modernization efforts and escalating urbanization trends.
The record years of the housing constructions where during 1965 and 1974, however

buildings were built both before and after this time frame.

The criticism towards the housing building arose due to there being a serious housing surplus,
where you could find buildings half empty and outdoor spaces unfinished (Hall & Vidén
2005). It soon came to be criticized for both their architecture and sterile environment, and
unfinished playgrounds and communication lines between home and work (Ericsson et al
2002). The extreme surplus also led to not everyone wanting to live in the Million Project
areas, and social segregation emerged when people of lower socioeconomic standard became
the main residents of the areas. People with money left the areas to find a better family home,

and thus the class segregation became more prevalent early on (ibid.).

2.4 Definition of Vulnerable Areas

The term vulnerable area was first introduced in a Police status report from 2015 (Polisen
2015). The regions considered as vulnerable were characterized by a concentration of
criminal activities and significant increase of fear among residents. As of 2023, the Swedish
Police (2023) identified 59 areas bearing the label vulnerable area in their report. However,
making public of this information has led to increased stigmatization of the areas and their
residents, which is visible through media reports and political debates (Andersson et al 2023).
Municipalities have asked to keep their areas concealed, or are increasingly determined to
remove “their” areas from the lists. These status reports from the Police are commonly
viewed as factual reports, continuing this stigma (Ibid.). According to the Police (2015),
determining a vulnerable area involves addressing these key questions: 1) Are there evident
issues [in this area]? 2) What are the specific problems? 3) Who are the involved parties? 4)
Where are these problems located? and 5) What impact does the area experience? (Swedish
Police n.d). The Police (2015) described vulnerable areas as neighborhoods where there is
socioeconomic vulnerability, such as high unemployment, low income and a welfare system

not functioning properly.
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As understood from this, those residing in vulnerable areas face significantly fewer job
opportunities compared to others (Wixe & Pettersson 2020). This disparity is linked to the
structural separation of ethnic groups, there is a surplus of foreigners living in the
neighborhoods. The segregated areas often have high unemployment rates, which creates a
cycle where individuals already disadvantaged in the labor market find it more difficult to
break out of poverty and secure stable employment, and instead continue in a cycle of
poverty. The financial strain that individuals living in segregated areas face may be tied to
low incomes and a lack of well-paying job opportunities. Many residents are either
unemployed or employed in low-wage jobs. The stress of living in financial uncertainty,
combined with limited access to resources and services, further diminishes their prospects for

improving their economic situation (Ibid.).

There is also a characterization of a lower average of education completed. Not succeeding
within the educational sector due to low quality education, the schools’ lack of resources and
offers of training, young residents of these neighborhoods become more disadvantaged when
searching for jobs (Wixe & Pettersson 2020). Children growing up in the vulnerable areas,
segregated neighborhoods, also face lower educational aspirations, a problem that is further
empathized by the fact that these neighborhoods also tend to have segregated schools where
most children are from foreign descent. As found by Enskér and colleagues (2021), there is a
lack of knowledge in how children themselves perceive safe environments, and children from
vulnerable areas may not understand that they live in one, but instead see certain areas as
unsafe due to parents telling them that they are. Vulnerable areas, that are run down, dirty,
littered or dark, have shown to contain less perceived safe areas by children than other areas

not classified as vulnerable (Ibid.).

Children in segregated neighborhoods are less likely to be exposed to positive role models or
to environments that encourage educational success. The combination of poor educational
environments and low community expectations creates significant barriers for children to
succeed academically. Children's educational outcomes are influenced by the externalities of
the neighborhood, such as the socioeconomic status of the community and the educational
level of peers and adults. These factors shape children's expectations and their ability to
acquire skills that are important for succeeding in the labor market (Wixe & Pettersson 2020;
Enskir et al 2021). Moreover, social mobility is significantly restricted for individuals in

vulnerable areas. Residents may lack access to diverse and beneficial social networks that
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could provide information, contacts, or pathways to better employment opportunities (Wixe
& Pettersson 2020). Instead, they are more likely to rely on strong ties within their immediate
community, which tend to be less helpful for securing jobs if those networks are

characterized by high unemployment rates themselves.

2.4 Legislation and Policies around Gangs in Sweden

In Sweden, the legal landscape addressing gang-related crimes is focusing on the youth
involved or at risk of involvement in gangs. The Swedish Penal Code (Brottsbalken, BrB)
(SFS 1962:700), with its recent modifications effective from July 1, 2023, criminalizes the
involvement of individuals under 18 in criminal activities under Chapter 16, Section 5a, even
in the absence of coercion or deception. This move underscores a preventive approach which
is recognizing the importance of safeguarding youth from gang influences early on
(Brottsbalken, BrB). Sweden also employs a welfare-oriented legislative framework aimed at
supporting and rehabilitating young individuals; the Social Services Act (Socialtjanstlagen,
SoL) (SFS 2001:453) which mandates municipal social services to ensure the well-being of
children and youth, emphasizing intervention for those growing up in challenging conditions.
This law is foundational in Sweden's efforts to steer at-risk youth away from criminal

pathways through supportive and preventive measures.

For youth demonstrating behavior that risks their health or development, the Care of Young
Persons Act (Lag (SFS 1990:52) med sérskilda bestimmelser om vard av unga, LVU)
provides for compulsory care outside the home, aiming for rehabilitation in a structured
environment. This law targets both delinquent behaviors and conditions that may lead to such
actions, prioritizing the youth's reintegration into society (Lag om véird av unga, LVU).
Addressing young offenders directly, the Act on Young Offenders (Lag (SFS 1964:167) om
unga lagovertradare, Lul) outlines legal proceedings and sanctions aimed towards
individuals under the age of 21 who commit crimes. This act introduces

rehabilitation-focused measures, such as youth service.
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2.5 Social Work and Children in Gangs

The social services is a Swedish governmental institution that within each municipality
provides support and benefits for the residents that are in need of financial support to sustain
themselves. The social workers at the social services possess knowledge about social issues
and work together with individuals on a grass root level. Their work is done under the
National Board of Social Affairs and Health (Socialstyrelsen), which together with the
Swedish Government make policies, laws and handbooks for the social services to follow in
their work with the clients. The social worker, as one of the important actors when meeting
children and youth in criminal gangs, have to act crime-preventive and provide support and
rehabilitation for children actively committing crimes, or at risk of starting their criminal
career (Socialstyrelsen 2023). In the handbook (Socialstyrelsen 2020), the work of a social
worker is clarified. Social workers working with children that had committed a crime will
focus on early intervention and preventive measures to determine gang involvement among
children and young people. This includes identifying at-risk individuals through community
and school based programs, providing support and counseling to address underlying issues.
The issues can be such as family dysfunction, poverty, and social exclusion, and offering
positive alternatives to gang involvement through recreational and educational opportunities
(ibid.). However, there is not specific handbook, guide or legislation for how to work with
children who are a part of criminal organizations, but the National Board of Social Affairs
and Health (Regeringskansliet 2023) has released a proposition for a “clarification of the

crime-preventive responsibilities of the social welfare board”.

The government, through its proposed legislative changes, has clarified and strengthened the
responsibilities of the National Board of Social Affairs and Health (Regeringskansliet 2023),
in preventing children and young people from being drawn into criminal networks. Firstly,
the changes in the Social Services Act specify that the National Board of Social Affairs and
Health must actively work to prevent and combat criminality among children and young
people. This establishes a legal foundation that emphasizes the importance of a crime
prevention focus within the social services. Secondly, the importance of early interventions is
highlighted, and the National Board of Social Affairs and Health is now required to
proactively identify and support children and young people who are at risk of becoming
involved in criminal networks (ibid.). Through outreach activities and targeted interventions

based on assessed needs, the board aims to detect signs of vulnerability or risk factors early,
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allowing for intervention before issues escalate. This early work is central to preventing
young people from entering environments marked by crime and violence. Specific measures
to counteract continued delinquent behavior and relapses are also clarified. For children and
young people who have already started committing crimes, the board must provide tailored
support measures to help them change their behavior and avoid future criminality. This
includes individualized plans, therapy, mentoring, and other support programs aimed at

rehabilitation and reintegration into society (ibid.).

Ways to create collaborations between different institutions who hold secrecy to each other
are also taken. The social services are now expected to work closely with schools, the police,
voluntary organizations, and other public bodies to create a coordinated and effective support
system for children and young people. This by sharing information and resources, which
previously was not possible. These actions are expected to ensure that stakeholders can
jointly work to ensure that young people are not exposed to harmful or criminal environments
and that they receive the support needed for positive development (Regeringskansliet 2023;
Socialstyrelsen 2020). This collaboration is seen as crucial in creating a comprehensive
approach and united support system that can prevent young people from being drawn into

criminal gangs (ibid.).

2.6 Human Rights and children in Gangs

The Universal Declaration of Human Rights (UDHR) and the United Nations Convention on
the Rights of the Child (UNCRC) lay the foundational principles for children's rights
globally, ensuring their protection, development, and participation in society. These
documents recognize children as rights holders, entitled to specific protections and freedoms
due to their vulnerability and developmental needs. The UNCRC, adopted in 1989, is the
most ratified human rights treaty in history and elaborates on the rights outlined in the
UDHR. Children's rights under the UNCRC are categorized into three main pillars: provision,
protection, and participation. Provision rights ensure that children have access to essential
services such as education, health care, and an adequate standard of living. Protection rights
safeguard children from all forms of abuse, neglect, and exploitation. Participation rights
grant children the right to express their opinions, be heard in matters affecting them, and

engage in decisions that shape their lives.
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The academic discourse emphasizes the dynamic nature of children's rights, advocating for
approaches that go beyond mere protection to actively involve children in rights realization.
According to Lundy (2007), meaningful participation requires that children are given the
opportunity, space, and encouragement to express their views and that their views are given
due weight in accordance with their age and maturity. This approach aligns with Article 12 of
the UNCRC, underscoring the importance of listening to children and taking their opinions

into account in decision-making processes.

Garbarino et al. (2020) extended the conversation on children's rights to include youth
involved in gangs, drawing parallels with child soldiers, a group explicitly protected under
Articles 38 and 39 of the UNCRC. These articles obligate states to prevent children from
taking part in hostilities and ensure rehabilitation and social reintegration for those who have
been involved in armed conflicts. The article highlights the similar risk factors, traumatic

experiences, and social exclusion faced by gang-involved youth and child soldiers.

Furthermore, the digital age presents new challenges and opportunities for children's rights.
Livingstone and Third (2017) discuss the implications of digital technology on children's
rights, emphasizing the need for policies that balance protecting children from online risks
with empowering them to benefit from digital opportunities. This necessitates an
understanding of the digital environment and its impact on children's rights to protection,

provision and participation (UNCRC).
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3. Literature Review

This chapter provides a literature review on the recruitment of children and youth into
criminal gangs in Sweden. It begins by discussing gang recruitment, then the impact of gang
involvement on youth, including psychological and long-term social consequences, is then
explored. Finally, the chapter also reviews intervention strategies, focusing on the role of

social services, community programs, and policy initiatives.

3.1 Gang Recruitment

Research underscores that there is a link between socioeconomic disadvantage and youth
gang involvement. Children from economically marginalized neighborhoods are more likely
to be exposed to gangs and are at higher risk of recruitment, according to Rostami & Leinfelt
(2012). Neighborhoods with high unemployment rates, poverty, and a lack of educational
opportunities provide ground for gangs to recruit young members. In such environments
gangs often replace traditional support systems by offering protection, financial incentives,
and a sense of belonging to youths who feel alienated from mainstream society. This
phenomenon has been particularly visible around Swedish urban areas like Stockholm and
Malmd, due to socioeconomic inequality. Kaakinen et al (2023) points to the relationship
between disadvantaged communities and youth gang involvement. Children in segregated,
under-resourced neighborhoods are not only more exposed to criminal activity but also have
limited access to institutions that could steer them away from gangs, such as quality schools
or after-school programs. These findings align with international studies, such as a systematic
review conducted in the U.K. by Haylock et al (2020), which have similarly found that poor

urban environments contribute significantly to youth crime.

Looking at a mezzo- level, studies show that children need to have support and engagement
from their parents, as it acts as a protective function, otherwise the criminal gangs can fill this
function (Lenzi et al 2015). This situation is more intense in cases where parents are unable
or unwilling to engage with their children's needs, either due to their own struggles with
poverty, substance abuse, or legal issues. Additionally, DeLisi et al (2013) highlights how
family involvement in criminal activities can accelerate the recruitment process. In some

cases, children follow their parents or siblings into gang life, as criminal behavior is
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normalized within the family setting, they referred to it as being half-in, half -out. This can
create intergenerational cycles of gang membership, making it difficult for children to

envision a life outside of the criminal world.

Peer influence is a critical factor in youth gang recruitment, as adolescence is a time when
peer relationships are particularly important, and many children youths are drawn into gangs
because of the social bonds they form with existing members, which is a well-researched area
(Esbensen et al 1993; Gottfredson & Gottfredson 2001; Klein & Maxson 2006). Gangs
capitalize on peer networks to expand their membership, and older members often recruit
their younger siblings or friends, creating a cycle where gang membership is encouraged
within tight-knit groups. Peer pressure can intimidate hesitant individuals into joining gang
activities as many youths feel they have no choice but to join gangs, since their friends are
already involved. Refusing to join would leave them vulnerable to bullying, harassment or

social isolation (Alleyne & Wood 2014; Craig et al 2002).

Lenzi et al (2015) note that school based recruitment is a significant problem in urban areas,
where schools themselves may become unsafe spaces for students. The school environment
plays an important role in mitigating the risk of gang involvement. Schools that lack
resources, suffer from poor infrastructure or fail to engage students can become breeding
grounds for gang recruitment. In many low-income neighborhoods, schools struggle to
provide a safe and supportive environment for students, making it easier for gangs to instead
influence the children themselves. Poor academic performance and not showing up to classes
are indicators of potential gang involvement, as disengaged students are more likely to seek
out alternative structures, including gangs, for validation and a feeling of social belonging

(Alleyne & Wood 2014; Lenzi 2015).

Finally, research on protective factors against gang membership is still emerging, but several
key factors have been stated by O’Brien et al (2013). These include increased parental
monitoring and youth coping strategies, which can help steer youth away from delinquent
activities. Social skills, interactions with prosocial peers, and belief in a moral order also
serve as protective factors. Additionally, a strong commitment to school, attachment to
teachers, and parental expectations for academic success can reduce the likelihood of gang
involvement. Finally, strong parental involvement and family cohesion are critical in
shielding youth from gang participation. Further research is needed to confirm these

protective factors.
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3.2 Impact of Gang Involvement on Children

Youth involved in gangs at an early age often face heightened exposure to traumatic events,
which can contribute to the development of PTSD. According to Wojciechowski (2020),
PTSD becomes a significant risk factor for long-term gang involvement because the disorder
hinders the individual’s ability to form healthy social connections and manage emotional
responses. Gangs may offer a sense of belonging or protection that these individuals are
unable to find elsewhere, reinforcing their continued involvement. The study also notes that
trauma can leave these youth in a constant state of hypervigilance, which makes it harder for

them to leave gang life as they seek safety and social support within the gang structure.

In addition to the psychological toll, gang involvement puts children at physical risk.
Children and youth involved in gangs experience significant physical tolls due to their
exposure to violence and dangerous environments (Rostami & Leinfelt (2012). These
individuals often endure injuries from physical altercations, shootings, and confrontations
with law enforcement. In addition to the immediate risk of physical harm, prolonged gang
involvement can lead to chronic health issues due to poor access to healthcare, substance
abuse, and malnutrition. Furthermore, the stress of gang life, including constant threats of
violence and the need for vigilance, can lead to physical health problems, leading to

conditions such as sleep deprivation, hypertension, and weakened immune systems (Ibid.).

The long-term impact of gang involvement on a child's development is equally devastating.
Once recruited into a gang, many children find it difficult to leave. Their involvement in
criminal activity often results in a criminal record, which can severely limit their future
employment and educational opportunities. Lee and Bubolz (2020) explain that the
stigmatization often stems from visible markers of gang membership, such as tattoos or style
of dress, which signal their past involvement to both law enforcement and the general public.
This leads to discrimination in various areas of life, and additionally a negative treatment
from the police, who continue to associate them with criminal behavior despite their attempts
to change. This can lead the individual to social isolation, with the public often viewing them
through the lens of their past, further marginalizing them and hindering their reintegration
efforts (Ibid.). The anticipated stigma from society creates a persistent barrier to fully leaving
their past behind and achieving societal acceptance, which is the risk that emerges when

joining a criminal gang.
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3.3 Intervention and Prevention Strategies

Working with interventions early on can help prevent youth from becoming involved in
gangs. Desribed by Deuchar and Ellis (2013), one of the approaches can be youth work
interventions in collaboration with schools. These interventions focus on building positive
relationships with young people through informal, supportive environments, often provided
by youth workers. By engaging youth in discussions about social issues, providing moral
reasoning, and offering team-building activities, these programs aim to enhance social capital

and improve coping mechanisms for dealing with social strain.

Another important aspect of early intervention is creating opportunities for active learning
and encouraging democratic participation within schools (Deuchar & Ellis 2013). This allows
young people to feel more engaged and supported in their education, helping them navigate
social pressures that might otherwise push them toward gang involvement. By offering youth
a sense of empowerment and agency through meaningful participation in their learning, these
interventions help reduce feelings of social exclusion and provide alternatives to antisocial

behavior and gang culture.

According to Venkatesh (1999), community-based interventions to address gang activity
involve several grassroots strategies that focus on engaging with local social networks rather
than relying solely on law enforcement. One approach includes the involvement of
community-based organizations, such as storefront churches and local activists, to mediate
conflicts and build trust between gang members and residents. These organizations work
closely with at- risk youth by offering alternative spaces for dialogue, providing religious,
educational, and counseling services, and sometimes facilitating peace treaties among gangs.

Another intervention method is the creation of community forums where both gang members
and local residents can voice their grievances and work toward conflict resolution (Ibid.).
These forums can serve as informal courts where disputes between gangs or between
residents and gang members are mediated by respected community leaders. In addition,
initiatives that aim to reintegrate gang members into the community, such as job training and
political education programs, offer young people alternatives to gang involvement by
providing them with tools for future success and social responsibility. These grassroots
interventions highlight the importance of community-led efforts in addressing gang-related

challenges and fostering safer neighborhoods.
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4. Theoretical Framework

4.1 Theoretical Approach

The study utilized an inductive theoretical approach, adhering to theories found in the
literature, and an deductive approach in the implementation of the theories. This means that
theories emerged during the research process, rather than being used to test preconceived
hypotheses (Bryman 2012). In an inductive framework, the researcher is usually gathering
qualitative data, such as literature, and is then gradually developing broader theories or
generalizations based on the patterns and themes that emerge from the data (Ibid.). For this
scoping review, the method allowed for delving into the data without the constraints of
pre-existing theories. This way, patterns and insights that might not have been visible through
a deductive approach could be found (Ibid.). The findings from the research can then
contribute to the broader understanding of gang recruitment and the complexity of this social
phenomenon, while focusing on understanding human behavior and social interactions in
depth. The two theories presented in the following subchapter were identified inductively
during the scoping review and literature reading. They were then applied deductively,
meaning that I used these theories to interpret and analyze the data, rather than develop new
concepts. In the discussion section, the data is examined through the lens of these theories to
test their validity and see how well they explain the findings. This approach was chosen
because it provides flexibility in understanding the data while allowing existing theories to be

tested in this context (Ibid.).

4.2 Merton’s Classic Strain Theory

Robert Merton's (1938) Strain Theory was chosen due to its ability to interpret societal norms
and values such as success and material wealth as socially constructed (Bryman 2012).
Individuals internalize these expectations through socialization, and when structural barriers
prevent achieving these goals, deviant behaviors emerge, as individuals create alternative

paths to deal with societal pressures with personal reality (Ibid.).
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The strain theory mainly examines how societal structures can lead individuals towards
deviant behaviors (Merton 1938). Society is said to promote culturally defined goals, such as
wealth, materials and success, but does not provide equal access to the legitimate means of
achieving these goals. When individuals are unable to achieve societal goals through
accepted methods due to structural limitations, they experience strain; an intense tension or
pressure that arises from the conflict between their aspirations and the realities of their
situation (Ibid.). This strain leads individuals to deviate from societal norms as they seek
alternative ways to achieve success or relieve the pressure they feel. This deviation can,
according to Merton, manifest in different responses. Such would be innovation, ritualism,
retreatism and rebellion. The disjunction between goals and means creates a state of anomie,

or normlessness, where societal norms weaken, leading to increased deviant behavior (Ibid.).

Looking at the concept of innovation, it means that individuals accept society’s culturally
approved goals but reject or are not able to access the legitimate means of achieving them
(Merton 1938). As a result, they turn to innovative means, often illegal or deviant pathways,
such as organized crime, to achieve material success and status. Gangs can be understood to
provide alternative networks where illicit activities are normalized and rewarded, filling the

void left by mainstream society’s denial of legitimate opportunities.

Ritualism is when individuals abandon societal goals but continue to rigidly adhere to the
accepted means (Merton 1938). In relation to gang criminality, some individuals within
disadvantaged communities may not directly participate in criminal activity but remain
committed to the rules of survival within their environment. Despite having lost faith in
achieving societal success, they continue to conform to the routines of everyday living,
working low-paying jobs or adhering to the norms of their subculture, without aspiring to the

material success promoted by society.

Retreatism refers to a response where individuals reject both the culturally approved goals
and the legitimate means of achieving them (Merton 1938). Rather than striving to attain
societal success through either conventional or deviant paths, retreatists withdraw from these
aspirations altogether. They neither attempt to achieve societal goals nor engage in the
socially sanctioned methods to do so. Merton sees retreatism as a form of disconnection from
the broader societal framework, where individuals who adopt this response choose to
disengage from both the goals society promotes and the norms that govern how those goals

should be pursued.
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Rebellion involves rejecting both societal goals and means, but with the additional step of
substituting new goals and methods (Merton 1938). Rebels aim to create a new system that
aligns more closely with their own values, often through revolutionary or radical movements.
They reject the current societal structure, seeing it as unjust or flawed, and work towards

overturning it.

Anomie refers to a state of normlessness or a breakdown in the social structure, where
societal norms and values fail to regulate individuals' behavior effectively. Merton builds on
Emile Durkheim's concept of anomie, but with a specific focus on the tension between
cultural goals (like material success) and the institutional means available to achieve them.
When a society places a strong emphasis on success and achievement but fails to provide
equal access to legitimate means (such as education and employment) for all individuals, it
creates a strain or pressure, according to Merton (1938). This strain leads to anomie because
people feel disconnected from the accepted social norms that dictate how success should be
achieved. As a result, individuals may turn to alternative, deviant means to achieve these
culturally endorsed goals, leading to behaviors like crime and gang involvement. Anomie,
therefore, explains how the disconnect between societal expectations and individuals' ability

to meet those expectations can lead to deviance and criminality.

Merton’s strain theory has with time become more fine tuned. Not least by Robert Agnew
who revised it in 1992 by publishing a general strain theory, making Merton's strain theory
into a classic. Merton's strain theory comes with its shortcomings, which mainly are that there
is a focus on lower classes in society as more criminally active, and does not give an
explanation as to why people respond differently to strain. However, the theory is sufficient
and effective in understanding strains of society and how important financial and material
success 1is perceived, thus it can explain mindsets for recruitment of children into gangs in a

nuanced way.

4.3 Putnam's Bonding and Bridging Social Capital Theory

Robert Putnam’s (2000) theory was chosen due to it highlighting the importance of social ties
both within and outside an individual's comfort zone. The theory extends on Pierre

Bourdieu’s Social Capital Theory and argues that for optimal personal growth and societal
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integration, individuals should actively engage in three distinct but also complementary social
spheres. These spheres, which he names bonding, bridging and linking social capital,
represent different types of social connections that serve special purposes in an individual's

life and within society as a whole.

Bonding social capital refers to the close-knit relationships formed within homogeneous
groups, characterized by strong ties, high levels of trust, and shared identities (Putnam 2000).
These connections, often found among family members, close friends, or communities,
provide crucial emotional support, a sense of belonging, and help with getting by in life when
times get tough. Bonding capital reinforces exclusive identities and fosters a deep sense of
loyalty, offering practical assistance during challenging times. Having a low bonding social
capital, may consequently lead to a lack of essential emotional support and resources during
difficult times. This can create feelings of isolation and loneliness, as one does not have a
reliable network of family or friends to turn to when in need. Without these supportive
relationships, individuals may struggle to cope with stress, which could contribute to mental
health issues. Additionally, low bonding social capital can hinder personal development, as
individuals may miss out on shared knowledge, social skills, and opportunities for personal

growth that often comes from strong, supportive relationships (Ibid.).

In contrast, bridging social capital encompasses the broader, more diverse networks that span
different social groups (Putnam 2000). These connections are typically weaker but more
extensive, linking individuals across various social divides. Bridging capital facilitates access
to external assets, information, and opportunities, playing a vital role in helping individuals
"get ahead" in life. It exposes people to diverse perspectives and ideas, fostering personal
growth and social mobility. While these relationships may require more effort to maintain due
to differences between individuals, they offer invaluable benefits in terms of expanded
horizons and professional advancement. Having a low bridging social capital can lead to
challenges in accessing broader social networks and resources. This lack of connection to
diverse groups can limit opportunities for employment, education, and community
engagement. Even to accessing important information or resources that could improve one's
social mobility, which can leave one disadvantaged in navigating societal structures. Not
enough bridging social capital can also reinforce social exclusion, as one may become
isolated from mainstream society and miss out on opportunities for integration and

collaboration with others from different backgrounds than one's own (Ibid.).
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The third concept, linking social capital, refers to the connections individuals and groups
establish with institutions or to individuals in positions of power and authority, such as
government agencies, businesses, or organizations (Putnam 2000). These relationships
connect people to resources and opportunities that are not usually available within their
immediate social networks and can enable individuals to access resources and services
otherwise difficult to reach. Linking social capital plays a crucial role in providing
individuals, especially those from marginalized or vulnerable communities, with access to
support structures, such as educational programs, employment opportunities, or social
services. Without strong ties to institutions or authoritative figures that can offer guidance,
mentorship, or financial assistance, these individuals may face greater difficulties in breaking
away from cycles of poverty and crime. Access to linking social capital, therefore, can serve
as a protective factor, helping youth and families navigate institutional structures and gain
access to resources that can foster positive outcomes. When individuals or communities lack
ties to organizations or institutions, they may have fewer opportunities for upward mobility or

to inflence decisions that impact their lives, which further creates social inequalities (Ibid.).

All three forms of social capital are essential for individual and societal well-being, with
bonding capital offering a strong foundation of support, bridging capital providing avenues
for growth and advancement, and linking capital enabling upward mobility and influence
within larger structures (ibid.). Bonding capital is inward-looking, reinforcing exclusive
identities and homogeneity, while bridging and linking capital are outward-looking, seeking
diversity and support. Interestingly, ties associated with bonding social capital are generally
stronger, whereas those linked to bridging and linking social capital tend to be weaker but

offer more diverse opportunities (Granovetter, 1973).

The theory could in this thesis be useful in understanding low bridging and bonding social
capital of children and youth in gang prone areas how this creates risk factors for them of
joining criminal gangs. As seen by Beyerlein and Hipp (2005), even with frequent
interactions among residents, a lack of infrequent interactions can cause communities to
become fragmented and disorganized. When many residents do not know one another, it can

lead to a rise in criminal behavior.
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5. Methodology

The methodology chapter of this thesis outlines the approaches taken to fulfill the research
objectives of conducting a scoping review and will address the challenges that emerged along
the way. The chapter is structured to provide a detailed account of the research design,
strategies, procedures and materials, data analysis, ethical discussion and critical reflections

of the study.

5.1 Research Design

Qualitative research focuses on understanding phenomena by exploring them through the
context and perspectives of those involved. It is particularly useful for investigating more
complex social issues and provides insights into people’s experiences and perceptions. This
approach prioritizes subjective understanding and emphasizes the importance of exploring
different viewpoints to fully grasp the meanings and motivations behind individuals’ actions
or thoughts (Creswell, 2013). Children and youth recruitment into criminal gangs is a
complex phenomenon, and the student decided it was best to analyze the gathered data before
linking it to theoretical frameworks. An inductive approach was used to identify relevant
theories during the scoping review process, meaning that relevant theories were found from
the literature. Later, a deductive approach was applied in the analysis, where the theories
were used to explain the findings of the data (Bryman 2012). The analysis of the data was
done thematically (as will be explained in depth in chapter 5.3), and codes and themes

emerging were analyzed with a phenomenological approach, as is fitting for a literature study.

5.1.1 Research Strategy

To understand the data collected for the study the thought processes will have to be in line
with specific epistemological and ontological considerations. This is a way of understanding
the social world and the mechanisms and humans within it (Bryman 2012). The
epistemological approach to this study will be interpretivist, an opposite to the positivist.
Studying the social world is different from studying natural science, where positivism usually
is applied, since humans act differently from the natural order of other animals and such

(Ibid.). For this thesis the interpretivist philosophy of phenomenology was guiding the
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thought processes. Phenomenology focuses on understanding how individuals make sense of
the world around them. It rejects the idea that social realities can be fully understood through
objective, detached observation, as is common in positivist approaches. Instead,
phenomenology emphasizes the importance of interpreting social actions from the
perspective of those experiencing them (Ibid.). This means that social scientists must delve
into the subjective experiences and meanings that individuals attribute to their actions and
social interactions. In research, this creates a double interpretation; first, understanding how
people themselves interpret their world, and second, the researcher interpreting these
interpretations within a broader social scientific context. Phenomenology thus provides a
deep, empathetic insight into the lived experiences of individuals, making it particularly
valuable for studies that seek to explore how people understand and navigate their social

realities (Ibid.).

Ontologically, the study is constructionist. Constructionism is the view that social realities
and concepts are not pre-existing or fixed (Bryman 2012). Instead, they are continually
created and shaped by people through their interactions and experiences. This perspective
suggests that what we understand as "reality" is constructed by the meanings and
interpretations that individuals and groups develop over time, rather than being an objective
truth that exists independently of us. In constructionism, the focus is on how these social

constructs are formed, negotiated, and changed through social processes (Ibid.).

The study utilizes a Big Q qualitative approach to analyze the data. According to Braun and
Clarke (2023), Big Q involves a reflexive thematic analysis that recognizes the subjective
nature of both the data and the researcher. This means that the analysis acknowledges that
truths are dependent on the perspectives and contexts of the individuals involved. The
researcher’s own perspectives and contexts also play an important role in making sense of the
data. In this study, Big Q is used to analyze the codes generated from the literature on gang
recruitment, risk factors, effects, social work interventions and international insights. This
reflexive approach allows for a deeper understanding of the data, as it considers the influence
of the researcher’s background and perspectives on the interpretation of the findings. By
using Big Q, the study aimed to uncover the underlying themes and patterns in the data, while
staying mindful of the subjective nature of the analysis. This approach ensured that the
findings are not seen as objective truths but as interpretations shaped by the researcher’s

engagement with the data (Ibid.). In order to complement this qualitative exploration, it
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became interesting for the student to map the broader research landscape, offering a

structured overview of existing literature on the topic.

5.1.2 Scoping Review

The reasons for choosing to conduct a scoping review were famously described through the
framework of Arksey and O’Malley (2005), which found four reasons for doing a scoping
review as to first examine the extent, range, and nature of research activity, mapping out the
fields of study without going into detailed findings. This helps in visualizing available
research, especially in broad or diverse fields. The second purpose is to determine whether a
full systematic review is worthwhile, by preliminarily mapping literature to assess if enough
studies exist and whether they cover new or already reviewed topics. This also helps estimate
the resources needed for a more comprehensive review. The third goal is to summarize and
announce research findings more specifically, providing an accessible overview to different
stakeholders like policymakers and practitioners who may lack the time or resources to
conduct thorough reviews themselves. The fourth reason would be that the review identifies
gaps in the existing literature, not only highlighting areas lacking research but also assessing
the need for systematic reviews in these areas. This process is crucial for guiding future

research priorities, though it does not assess the quality of existing studies (ibid.).

To explore and map the existing literature on the recruitment of children into criminal gangs,
the scoping review method became an interesting choice of method. It allowed for a
comprehensive examination of a fairly newly emerged and complex social phenomenon. The
nature of child recruitment into gangs is nuanced, involving various social, economic, and
cultural factors, making it a big area to study, and by utilizing a scoping review, the it was
possible to encompass a broad range of evidence, including gray literature, providing a
deeper understanding of the topic (Levac et al 2010). Given the broad research questions
posed in this study, the scoping review offered the flexibility needed to address these diverse
aspects. The method allowed for the inclusion of a wide range of study designs and sources,
which was crucial in capturing the full scope of existing knowledge (Ibid.). This
comprehensive approach was necessary for the topic, which touches on various dimensions

of human behavior and social dynamics.
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Scoping review was useful in identifying gaps in the current literature, particularly in relation
to the Swedish context. By mapping out what is already known, this study was able to
highlight areas where further research is needed, such as the specific strategies social workers
can use to prevent gang recruitment or the differences in how various European countries
approach the issue. This identification of gaps is positive for guiding future research efforts
and ensuring that they are focused on the most pressing and under-explored aspects of the
problem. Another significant benefit of using a scoping review in this study was its ability to
handle the complexity in looking at the recruitment of children into gangs as a social and
context- dependent phenomenon, influenced by factors such as poverty, neighborhoods,
education, family dynamics and social networks. A scoping review allowed the study to
capture this complexity by including a wide range of perspectives and experiences, providing
a more holistic view of the issue (Arksey & O’Malley 2005). This was particularly important
given the study’s focus on human nature and the social realities that shape the lives of

vulnerable children.

5.2 Procedures

This section details the procedures employed in conducting the scoping review. The method
described is based on established frameworks for conducting scoping review studies
following five steps of Identifying the research question, ldentifying relevant studies, study
selection, Collating, summarizing and reporting the results and Charting the Data
(Colquhoun et al 2014). This to ensure the process to be accurate and transparent. As this
document is a master’s thesis, some steps were not able to be carried out fully, and

explanations will be provided in their respective subchapters.

5.2.1 Identifying the Research Question

The first step with a scoping review is identifying research questions that are clear and broad
as it will be essential for all of the following stages to work out, as they should not be
changed once they are set (Colquhoun et al 2014). After consultations with the supervisor, the
student settled for these research questions; /) How come children and youth become

involved in criminal gangs?, 1.1) What risk factors are there for children and youth to get
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recruited into gangs?, 1.2) What are the effects of children and youth being gang members?,
2.) What is social workers' involvement in the work to prevent children and youth from
becoming associated with gangs?, 3.) What lessons learned from other European countries

that can be useful in Sweden to prevent recruitment to and among children and youth?

These research questions are interested in the specific subject of child recruitment into gangs,
and target different aspects of the phenomenon to create a comprehensive understanding of
the problem. By examining the factors contributing to the prominence of criminal gangs in
Sweden, specific risk factors leading to the recruitment of children and youth can be
identified. This exploration will help to understand the adverse effects of gang membership
on young individuals. Furthermore, investigating the role of social workers in preventing
gang association provides insights into current preventive measures and highlights potential
areas for improvement. Finally, learning from the experiences of other European countries
offers a valuable comparative aspect, which can enable the identification of effective

strategies and interventions that could be adapted to the Swedish context.

5.2.2 Identifying Relevant Studies

To begin the search for literature, the selection of appropriate databases was essential
(Colquhoun et al 2014). In consultation with my supervisor and a university librarian,
ProQuest Social Sciences, Scopus, and SwePub were chosen. ProQuest Social Sciences and
Scopus were selected because they contain articles from a vast number of journals, providing
a broad scope of relevant research. SwePub was chosen for its specific focus on publishing a
higher quantity of Swedish research, facilitating the search for national literature. To find
literature suited to answering the research questions, developing appropriate keywords for use
in the databases was necessary (Colquhoun et al 2014). In consultation with a university
librarian specialized in scoping reviews, keywords such as “gang”, “children”, “recruitment”,
“Sweden” were identified, and from there, synonyms and related terms were explored to
ensure a comprehensive search. Multiple searches were conducted to refine and expand the

list of keywords to maximize the number of relevant results. The final search terms settled

upon are listed in the attached following figure (Table 1);
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Search Terms

GANG

gang® OR "criminal gang*®" OR "juvenile gang®" OR "organized crime®" OR "criminal organization™"
OR "organized crime group*" OR "crime group®" OR "gang offender*” OR "gang member*" OR

"street gang*” OR "vouth gang*" OR "baby gang®"

RECRUITMENT
recruitment® OR recruiting® OR enrollment™

GEOGRAPHY

Swed®* OR "nordic countr*” OR scandinavia® OR "north europe™" OR western® OR europe® OR
"united kingdom™®" OR UK OR british OR italy OR italia® OR "high income country™ OR "high-
income countries” OR "first world" OR "first world countries”

CHILD
child® OR youth OR adolescent® OR kid* OR teenager®

Table 1. Search terms.

After defining the keywords, it was time to filter what sources to search, the timespan and
language (Arksey & O'Malley 2005; Colquhoun et al 2014). The literature needed to be peer-
reviewed, published between 2010- 2024 in Swedish or English, being a book chapter,
research article or a report. The literature was mainly found through database searches, a few
were found through their reference lists, and another few articles were hand- picked based on
the students knowledge of this kind of literature; this was specifically the case with specific
Swedish literature that did not show up though the database searches. The first searches of

data occurred in March 2024.

While the scoping review method gave the study broadth, there were limitations that occurred
due to the limited resources the student had. Conducting a thorough review requires extensive
searching, screening, and synthesizing of literature, which proved to require more time than
expected. Access to resources is another limitation; while databases like ProQuest Social
Sciences, Scopus, and SwePub are valuable, some relevant articles may have been missed
due to inaccessibilities. Deciding on inclusion and exclusion criteria required careful
consideration, and synthesizing findings from a wide range of studies into a coherent

narrative was found to be a complex matter.
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5.2.3 Study Selection

When selecting the studies that would be included in the final result, post hoc- inclusion and
exclusion criteria was found to be needed. This meant that an analysis was conducted after
the empirical findings had been collected to identify results which originally were not the
primary objective (Colquhoun et al 2014). The study selection was not a linear process but
involved searching for literature, refining the search strategy and reviewing articles for study
inclusion. During this process, it is typical for a scoping review to have a team of reviewers
to discuss the articles with, however this was not to be implemented for the study due to the

thesis needs of being an individually written work.

The included studies had to address the research question in mind, or contain most of the
selected keywords. Children in criminal gangs was a rather unexplored area within European
research, and therefore breadth was as important as depth. After consultations with a
university librarian the next step after defining the keywords and filters for the literature, was
to select articles with an abstract fitting the study would pass. Articles were found through the
database ProQuest Social Sciences (n=24) and Scopus (n= 46), and were directly transported
into the reference management software Zotero for abstract readings due to the number being
low. In the database SwePub the search result gave 3,850 hits, which due to their high
number were, after consultations with the supervisor, read and selected directly in the
database based on the titles, and the articles with fitting titles were transported into Zotero for
abstract readings. When all articles with fitting titles and abstracts were established in Zotero,
duplicates were removed. At this point 29 articles were downloaded for a full read. Articles
that passed (14) were read, and out of these, 7 were included. However, while the full reading
was taking place, found through the reference lists were another 3 articles, (n=10). One

article was handpicked, in total making it 11 articles.

The 11 selected articles met the necessary criteria and, upon thorough reading, were found to
effectively address the research questions posed in this study. These articles cover key topics
such as gang recruitment, risks and effects for children and youth, social work, preventive
strategies, and perspectives from both gang members and professionals, finally they were also
focused on European countries. Together, they provide the necessary depth and breadth to
understand the phenomenon being studied. Articles excluded from the study showed
weaknesses in providing sufficient information for answering the specific research questions.

The final 11 articles were included in the final results and would get coded through a
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thematic reflexic analysis, as described in chapter 4.3. See the Prisma flow chart figure (Table

2) below for the study selection process.

c
Qo Records identified
s Handpicked records
o through database
= - found from other
b= searches (n=3,920)
= sources (n=1)
o

- L 2 L 2
o Records screened Records excluded
% (n=132) (n=3,789)
1}
Q
n Records after

— removed duplicates

(n=128)
A 4
E Full-text articles Full-texts
% assesed for eligibility ¥ excluded
T (n=30) (n=102)
v Additional full-texts

2 Studies included found and assessed
© = .
3 (n=8) from reference lists
2 (n=3)

Table 2. Prisma Flow Chart.

5.2.4 Charting the Data

The fourth stage of this study involved ‘charting’ key items of information from the primary
research reports reviewed (Arksey & O’Malley 2005; Colquhoun et al 2014). Charting is a
technique for synthesizing and interpreting qualitative data by organizing material according
to key issues and themes. For this study, charting entailed systematically extracting and
recording relevant details from each research article, following a structured approach. The
data charting process included recording information about the authors, year of publication,

country, research design, population, purpose of study and key findings. This information was
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entered into a table to ensure consistency and ease of comparison (See appendix A). By
following a standardized framework, it was possible to create a comprehensive and organized
summary of each study, facilitating the identification of patterns and themes relevant to the
research questions. However, challenges were encountered when extracting all required
information due to variations in how data was presented across different studies. Despite
these challenges, the structured approach to charting the data provided a solid overview of

studies selected for the research.

5.2.5 Collating, Summarizing, and Reporting the Results

In this stage of the scoping review the focus would be on bringing together, summarizing, and
presenting the findings from the reviewed studies, according to Arksey and O’Malley (2005).
Similar to a systematic review that usually includes a small percentage of studies in the final

report, a scoping review aims to do it similarly. The results are presented in two main ways.

First, a basic numerical analysis was conducted to understand the extent, nature and
distribution of the studies. This involved creating a table and charts that map out important
information and highlight the main attributes of the studies (Arksey & O’Malley 2005). This
analysis helps to identify the main areas of research and significant gaps. Second, the
literature is organized thematically according to different intervention types, which helps to
structure the findings in a way that shows off the main themes relevant to the research
questions. To ensure a consistent approach, a standardized template is used for reporting the
findings. This template included a summary of the basic characteristics of all studies within
each intervention category, followed by detailed commentary on key aspects such as
interventions, sample sizes, participants, research methods, outcomes, evidence of
effectiveness, economic aspects, and gaps in research. How this reporting strategy was

concocted will be explained more carefully in the following section.
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5.3 Data Analysis

To identify, analyze, and report patterns (themes) within the data in the findings, a thematic
reflexive approach was employed. This qualitative approach is recommended for scoping
reviews, according to Arksey and O’Malley (2005), for organizing and describing data in

detail, allowing for the interpretation of various aspects of the research topic.

More specifically, reflexive thematic analysis was utilized following the guidelines
established by Braun and Clarke (2006). Reflexive thematic analysis involves an iterative
process where the researcher actively engages with the data, continually reflecting on their
role and influence throughout the analysis. This approach aligns with the principles of Big Q,
emphasizing a qualitative methodology that focuses on rich, contextual understanding rather
than quantifiable data. The data analysis was conducted using the NVIVO software program,
which facilitated the coding process and organization of the data. An inductive approach was
adopted, meaning that themes emerged directly from the data rather than being imposed by
pre-existing theories or frameworks. This allowed for an open-ended and exploratory
analysis, which was found suitable for understanding the phenomenon of gang involvement

among children and youth.

Two main types of analysis were carried out; topic analysis and interpretive stories (Braun &
Clarke 2006). Topic analysis focused on identifying and categorizing the broad topics within
the data, while interpretive stories delved deeper into the meanings and implications of these
topics, offering a more comprehensive understanding of the data. The reflexive thematic

analysis was performed following Braun and Clarke’s six-step process.

The first step involved familiarization with the data. This initial phase required reading and
re-reading the data to become deeply acquainted with its content (Braun & Clarke 2006).
Notes were taken during this stage to capture initial ideas and patterns that began to emerge.
This step is crucial for developing a deep understanding of the data, setting the foundation for
subsequent analysis. The second step was generating initial codes. Through a combination of
inductive and deductive coding themes were developed, which meant that both preset themes
were determined and then codes were found fitting, and that through coding found themes

that were fitted for getting grouped into themes. The themes had codes that related to each
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other. NVIVO was used to organize these codes which made the process more efficient and

manageable, and relevant data points easier to capture and categorize.

In the third step, searching for themes, codes were collated into potential themes. This
process involved sorting the different codes into overarching themes and gathering data
relevant to each potential theme (Braun & Clarke 2006). This stage required a creative and
analytical approach to identify patterns and relationships within the coded data (see figure 3).
The fourth step, reviewing themes, involved refining the themes to ensure there was
consistency, this included checking if the themes worked in relation to the coded extracts and
the entire dataset. Themes that did not fit well were modified, merged or removed. This
process ensured that the themes accurately represented the data and contributed to a coherent
overall analysis (see figure 4). In the fifth step, defining and naming themes, each theme was
clearly defined and named to capture its essence. An analysis was written for each theme,

considering how it related to the research questions (see figure 5).
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The final step, producing the report, involved weaving together the analytic narrative and
data extracts to provide a coherent and compelling story about the data (Braun & Clarke
2006). This included contextualizing the findings within existing literature from the

background chapter and emerging theories. This structured approach ensured that the analysis
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was thorough, systematic and reflective, so it could contribute to the study’s overall aim of
providing a framework or list of recommendations for preventing gang involvement among
children and youth. The analysis provided an understanding of the factors influencing gang
involvement among children and youth, while also showing the role of social workers in
prevention efforts and drew lessons from other European countries that could be applied in

Sweden to prevent recruitment into gangs.

5.4 Ethical Discussion

Participants in this scoping review were not directly involved, as the study synthesizes
existing literature. This can in itself pose a question of ethical considerations due to the
participants of the different studies not consenting to participate in this study. The ethical
discussion will however mainly be made on the eleven studies of which the results are based
on, and how they relate to the Swedish Research Councils’ four ethical principles and the

European Union’s general data protection regulation (GDPR).

5.4.1 Swedish Research Councils’ Good Research Practice

In accordance with the guidelines, it was essential to ensure that ethical considerations were
upheld when dealing with sensitive subjects such as criminal activities and the involvement
of vulnerable groups, such as children and youth in gang related communities (Swedish
Research Council, 2017). The scoping review included studies different from one another,
with their own ethical challenges that had to be considered to protect participants from harm.
As emphasized by the requirements of the faculty of social sciences, all research requires
special attention to transparency, self- determination, confidentiality and autonomy to ensure

the trustworthiness of the research findings.

Pedersen’s (2018) study analyzes anonymized data from the Danish Police Intelligence
Database and Statistics Denmark, ensuring the privacy of individuals and avoiding direct
contact with vulnerable groups. This method aligned with the Council’s guidelines on
confidentiality and minimizing harm, as there is no direct risk to participants involved.
Bryman (2012) highlights how these strategies contribute to confirmability by ensuring data

handling is objective and ethically made.
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Petersen (2019), utilizes qualitative interviews with young men from ethnic minority
backgrounds who have experienced social alienation and gang affiliation. This study adheres
to ethical principles by obtaining informed consent and protecting participants’ anonymity.
This approach should respect the participants’ autonomy and agency through
self-determination, by following the guidelines to avoid exploitation and power imbalances,
since the study was involving marginalized groups, as well as a strong confidentiality making
sure that the interviewees are anonymous. In Meneghini et al (2021), the researchers explored
criminal careers within organized crime using administrative data from criminal records. By

relying on anonymized data, the study mitigated direct ethical risks, just like Pedersen (2018).

Dahlstedt and Lozic’s (2017) study similarly focuses on juvenile delinquency in multi- ethnic
areas of Sweden and includes interviews with adult professionals from civil society, social
services, police and schools. As there is no direct contact with vulnerable youth, it is easier
for the researcher to take into account the need to avoid stigmatization of the communities
being studied, in line with the guidelines. Interviews with professionals can be seen as easier
to keep ethically aligned to, as the group interviewed is not vulnerable. Still, it is important to
anonymize the interviewees and the locations of where the interviews took place, which has
been done. In Lunneblad et al (2023), the researchers conducted semi-structured interviews
with professionals from the police, social services, and schools in a vulnerable metropolitan
area, similarly to Dalhstedt and Lozic (20117). Ethical considerations focused on the
anonymity and confidentiality of both professionals and the young people they discussed.
The research followed the Swedish Research Council’s (2017) ethical guidelines by ensuring

informed consent, avoiding stigmatization, and handling sensitive information responsibly.

Forkby and Ornlind (2019) conducted interviews with individuals who had left gangs, as well
as support workers involved in gang-exit programs. These interviews posed ethical
challenges, particularly around issues of re-traumatization. The researchers ensured
confidentiality and created a safe space for participants to share their experiences without
fear, adhering to the Swedish Research Council's (2017) requirement to protect participants
from psychological harm. This by making sure that the interviewees had the possibility to go
to the public health care, which none of them did. Forkby and Ornlind (2019) also mention
that they adhered to self-determination, letting the interviewees choose if they want to leave
sensitive data to them or not. The data was kept confidentially and identifications of

individuals were removed.
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BRA (2023) investigated the involvement of children and youth in criminal networks, using
both qualitative interviews and quantitative data. The study followed the guidelines by
ensuring the anonymity and protection of vulnerable minors involved in these networks
(Ibid.). Given the sensitive nature of the interviews and the analysis of criminal records, the
researchers acknowledged the need to avoid re-traumatization and misrepresentation. When
using statistical data, BRA mentioned that findings are presented in a way that prevents
stigmatization of the communities involved, consistent with the Council’s principles of
fairness and non-discrimination. Bryman (2012) also emphasizes the importance of

credibility in such research, ensuring that the findings are trustworthy and ethically gathered.

Briannstrom (2012) examines neighborhood effects on youth outcomes using longitudinal
data, with no direct contact with participants. Ethical concerns in this study focus on ensuring
that findings do not stigmatize or marginalize vulnerable communities. The research adheres
to the guidelines by maintaining sensitivity in discussing outcomes and avoiding harmful

policy recommendations that could lead to inequality.

The research by Calderoni et al (2020; 2022), which examined recruitment into organized
crime, utilized anonymized secondary data and agent-based modeling, making the studies
adhere to the confidentiality requirement. Moreover, these studies would adhere to the
Swedish Research Council’s guidelines by taking care to present results in a way that does
not reinforce negative stereotypes or attribute criminality to individuals based on their
background. Confidentiality and the responsible handling of sensitive data are key ethical

priorities.

Finally, Gerell (2020) addresses ethical concerns in this study by acknowledging limitations
specifically in terms of how applicable international findings are to Sweden. There is an
emphasis on the importance of being critical and transparent about the uncertainties
surrounding the data. This reflects a commitment to openness in how the information is
presented, allowing readers to approach the findings with caution and awareness of their
limitations. There is also an emphasis on the importance of treating residents of vulnerable
areas as equal citizens and recognizing their experiences., which aligns with the concept of
self-determination as it underscores the importance of respecting the perspectives and voices

of those living in these communities, ensuring they are not misrepresented or stereotyped.
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5.4.5 GDPR

The General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR), introduced by the European Union in 2018,
is a regulatory framework designed to protect personal data and privacy for individuals
within the EU (Integritetsskyddsmyndigheten (IMY) 2024). Its core principles include the
lawful, fair, and transparent processing of personal data, ensuring data minimization,
obtaining informed consent, and implementing robust measures to safeguard data. Some of
the articles used in this study predate 2018 when GDPR was enforced (Pedersen 2018;
Dahlstedt & Lozic 2017; Brannstrom 2014; Dahlstedt 2017) which should be kept in mind.

5.5 Critical Reflection

Scoping reviews are valuable tools for mapping the breadth of existing literature on a topic,
but they can come with limitations that must be acknowledged. One notable limitation is the
lack of formal quality appraisal of the included studies, which can affect the assessment of
the reliability of the synthesized evidence (Arksey & O’Malley, 2005). To address this, the
student established criteria for selecting literature, enhancing the trustworthiness of the
selected studies in terms of quality. However, the number of studies used for the findings was
limited to 11, which may leave some research questions feeling insufficiently addressed,
particularly in the area of international insights, where the articles focused on Danish and
Italian contexts. As the European literature was limited, it led to less findings and a smaller
analysis compared to the other two research questions. Despite this, the student judged the
literature to be sufficient for answering the research question and giving valuable insight, as

the selected articles had emerged from a thorough and deliberate study selection process.
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6. Findings

Here, the findings from the literature identified through the scoping review are presented.
Each subchapter addresses specific research questions, starting with the prominence of gangs
and the associated risk factors, the effects of joining are presented in the next chapter. The
sections following are discussing the perspectives and interventions from social work, and

international insights.

6.1 Influences on the Child's path to Gang Criminality

This chapter will present the data found from the existing literature answering the research
questions: “How come children and youth become involved in criminal gangs?” and “What
risk factors are there for children and youth to get recruited into gangs?”. The chapter is
divided into the subchapters Children’s Accessibility to Gangs, Parents’ Lack of
Responsibility for their Child, School Life Affecting the Child’s Choices in Life and Friends

and Social Activities.

6.1.1 Children’s Accessibility to Gangs

The data from BRA (2023) revealed that the youngest interviewees expressed they ended up
in gangs almost unintentionally, without fully thinking through their actions. In contrast,
older members emphasized that those who joined did so with full awareness, understanding
that entering the gang meant accepting its rules and the lifestyle that came with it. Some
members shared that being in the gang made them feel “cool” and “respected”, while others
were drawn to the financial benefits. A young adult member also noted that gang membership
has become a trend, with many young people now aspiring to join simply because it is seen as
popular. On that note, Calderoni’s study (2020) pointed at low educational achievements as

factors leading people to join gangs and become someone successful there.

The gangs are often located in local socioeconomically challenged neighborhood areas, and
children who often go out to play at the local playgrounds become targets by gang members

who also use those areas as their hangouts, as found by BRA (2023). According to the Danish
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study by Petersen (2019), many children have gotten to know who the gang members in their
neighborhood are, or know members personally such as brothers or relatives. An older
Swedish gang member in one of BRA (2023) interview brings up how they notice which
children are staying out in the neighborhood during holidays, and that they find it natural and

easy to initiative contact with them;

[ think it's all about how much they're visible out there. If an older person
sees this little kid who couldn't go to camp, who plays soccer out in the yard day in and

day out, of course, they’ll go up and approach them. (BRA 2023, p. 26)

The vulnerability of the children is to an advantage for the gangs. However, the gang
members' interest in approaching children is a newer phonomenon, older gang members
mention that gangs previously did not want anything to do with children, but that this attitude
changed in more recent years as it was found economically profitable (BRA 2023). Children
are now seen as beneficial for the organization's sales of narcotics by doing small tasks, such
as holding onto weapons, placing drugs and sharing information for financial benefits,

leading to high recruitments of young individuals.

The accessibility to the gangs varied based on which neighborhood the child was growing up
in. As was found by Forkby and Ornlind’s (2019) study, the suburbs and areas where criminal
gangs operate are central for the construction of criminal gangs in today's society. The areas
are treated as “at risk” by law enforcement, which other areas and their youth are not, as
observed by Lunneblad (2023). This is creating an invisible barrier around a parallel society
that remains disconnected from the rest of society, where exclusion leads to a sense of “we

and them”.

According to Gerell et al (2020) people living with lower socioeconomic status affects the
person's development opportunities to a higher degree than a person with a better
socioeconomic status. Gerell et al (2020) sees the terms being economic, family related,
societal and health related. It is hard to tell what terms are affecting children joining criminal
gangs the most, however, we can assume that there is a combination of them all. When the
life situation of the residents in a vulnerable area becomes better, they often leave, leading to
a great flow of people going in and out of the neighborhoods. The inflow of vulnerable

people into the lower socioeconomic areas are factors for how prominent criminal gangs are
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in today's society (Ibid.). Finally, Dahlstedt and Lozic (2017), found that Sweden’s
segregation of housing has been highly racialized for decades, meaning that this is one of the

main issues creating exclusion of groups in society.

6.1.2 Parental Responsibilities

The data collected highlights a recurring theme of parental responsibility being described as
inadequate. In interviews conducted by BRA (2023), multiple respondents explained how
their parents were unable to provide basic necessities like food or clothing for them and their
siblings. This lack of support often led them to take on the economic burden of their family
by joining a gang. Interviewees further mentioned that their parents, reliant on the financial
contributions from their criminal activities, found it difficult to refuse the money, even if it

came from illegal sources, creating a complex dynamic of dependency within the family.

On the other hand, a great group of children were explained to have a good economic
background before joining the gang (Ibid.). Some children described joining the gangs to get
away from a destructive home environment, where parents had narcotics addictions, were
psychologically ill, had war traumas, or were physically abusing their children. Some of them
are also described to have grown up without a father, with a lot of siblings and a lack of
social control by the parents, and that they therefore looked for acknowledgement from the

criminal gangs (Ibid.).

Dahlstedt and Lozic (2017) explained that children at risk of joining gangs often did not have
supportive parents when it came to accomplishing tasks in school. The children were said to
not have been encouraged in their academic abilities or come from societies where the
schooling system is completely different from the Swedish system, and therefore have

different mindset related to upbringing and expectations of school.

It is however not always an uninterest in the child's life, but instead the parents themselves
engage in unsafe activities that could encourage criminal behaviors of the child. An
interviewee from Forkby et al. (2019) explained how growing up with a single mother who
used narcotics and alcohol and lived with criminal men led him into gang criminality, leading

to foster home placements early in their life. Another nine interviewees of Forkby et al.
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explained their unsafe living standards at home with narcotics and violence, where spending
too much time at home was avoided. Parents, especially fathers, who engage in criminal
activities were found by BRA (2023) to be an encouragement into a criminal life for their
sons, especially in cases where the family and relatives together engage in a criminal

network.

6.1.3 School Life Affecting the Child's Choices in Life

“Abdalla pointed out that him not being skilled in school and losing focus probably
was one of the reasons why he moved into a gang related street community.”

(Petersen 2019, p. 9)

Many articles that brought up the school life of the gang members often derived it as
dysfunctional. The children often had problems with fitting in class and being troublemakers,
which both teachers and children did not like, as found by Petersen (2019), Lunneblad et al.
(2024), Dahlstedt and Lozic (2017) and BRA (2023). The children were often described as
having neuropsychological issues such as ADHD, which even if undiagnosed means is a
description for the children that are disruptive in class, according to Lunneblad et al. (2024),
making the other classmates view the child as different. Children can experience problems
with passing classes in school, having too many classmates in the classrooms to where it
becomes hard to get enough help, while and at the same time being responsible for the
diagnosis or behavior you have while the school can not support you in the way you need, as
noted from Lunneblad et al. (2024) interview with a school nurse. This is in alignment with
BRA (2023), where more than half of the interviewees mentioned that due to concentration
issues, bullying, exclusion, fights, and absence from classes could not finish their elementary

school education.

Petersens (2019) interviews showed that not being academically gifted lead to “feelings of
meaninglessness” and “social alienation”. To combat this, an interviewee mentioned that he
often skipped school, vandalized and smoked cannabis with his friends. In relation to the
difficulties with passing grades, the interviewees had a hard time planning their future related
to education and work life. Petersen (2019) also found that the interviewees did not have a

job before joining the gangs, showing how educationally vulnerable the group is.
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6.1.4 Friends and Social Activities

Friends are a very influential factor for a young person to enter a criminal gang. According to
the findings from interviews by Forkby et al (2019), hanging out with friends that had some
risk-behaviors would influence the child and their own behaviors. The child has adopted
antisocial values, and in this way was okay with committing the crime. This is a quote from

one of their interviewees:

Yeah, I started my life, or my criminal path... when I was young. I started when I was
eleven years old, me and some friends... robbed stores at that time. That’s where it
began, the criminal path, or so, and then it developed more and more, and from
robbery to extortion. And then after that, we got involved in organized crime. (Forkby

etal 2019, p. 37)

The friends are found in the school or in the neighborhood, many have known each other for
their whole lives, as observed by Petersen (2019). Being loyal to your friends, knowing how
to use violence and keeping promises were important characteristics for youth joining gangs,
Gerell et al. (2020) found. Not having a place to meet your friends in the evenings when most
laisure places are closed often leads to boredom, which joining the local gangs helped solve
(Petersen et al 2019). Peer pressure often played a significant role when an entire friend
group decided to join a gang, leaving those who were hesitant in a difficult position. Noted by
Petersen et al (2019) and BRA (2023), children who chose not to join risked being isolated or
losing their friends, which could push them to join despite their reluctance in order to avoid

loneliness and maintain their social connections.

Petersen et al. (2019) interviewees described that there were many dull days without anything
to do before joining the gangs, and that they after joining felt like they had a place and
belonged somewhere. The children often did not have friends outside of their local residential
area, which was described as social alienation and feelings of being outside of society. The
criminal gangs are local and accessible for people living in the neighborhoods, especially if
you already have friends in the gangs (Petersen et al. 2019). The friend groups could conduct

crime together for fun, where everyone was seen as equal to one another (BRA 2023),
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however their realities would change when they decided to enter the organized criminal

gangs, as will be discussed in the next chapter.

6.2 Effects on Joining and Being Part of a Criminal Gang

In this section the data for the research subquestion What are the effects of children and youth
being gang members? will be presented. The section is divided into recruitment processes,

structures of the criminal gangs and psychological effects on the child.

6.2.1 Recruitment Processes

Before entering the criminal gangs, the children as mentioned in the previous chapter often
committed crimes together with their friends, such as stealing bicycles or committing assault,
before they established relationships with the gang criminals, according to BRA (2023). It
was often due to these activities that the children received attention from the gangs. Multiple
interviewed gang criminals explains how living in the same area makes gang criminals and
children highly aware of each others criminal activities, and that this often leads to the

approaches;

"You live in the same area, you see each other every day."

"l can see who's doing something [criminal] and who is not."

" ; ” , , ; H ; "
[ am always out in the area, so I see which younger ones are getting into trouble.

(BRA 2023, p. 26)

Living in the area creates trust to the child, the gang criminals know where their parents live
(BRA 2023). The gang criminals see it as less risky to approach children who are already
criminally active and thus “hungry” and “want to get going” (Ibid.). The gang criminals often
try to make their lifestyle look desirable by wearing expensive clothing, jewelry, cars and
hanging out with famous artists, making the children look up to them. They also act
generously to the neighborhood community, by for example helping women with the
groceries and buying scooters for the kids, which makes them perceived as “owing” the

neighborhood, according to BRA’s (2023) interviews.
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The children who are approached or are approaching the gang criminals often receive a lot of
attention; by going to restaurants and hotels, gifts such as money, clothes and flattery such as
“no one can do this except for you”, “you are my true brother”. This method lurs the child in
by offering wonderful promises of friendships and luxuries, which can lead to the child also
acting as an ambassador for the organization, spreading the good word and thus recruiting
more children. Calderoni et al (2020) confirmed that spoiling children with material wealth
made gang life highly appealing, as the prospect of financial gain was a significant motivator.
Similarly, Calderoni et al (2022) identified these social and economic opportunities as one of

the primary pathways leading young people into gang membership, further reinforcing the

link between material desires and gang involvement.

It is possible to see all the advantages presented to the child for joining the gang, however
there are children who do not want to join the gangs anyways. For these children, the
recruitment process could look different than for the others, where the interviewed BRA
(2023) gang members explained how they could use “ugly methods” to force the child into
becoming a member, even if the child, and even their parents are strongly opposing it. A gang
member describes one of the coercive tactics used by gangs to entrap children of about 14- 15
years old into criminal activities by creating a false debt and then forcing them to sell drugs

to repay it;

"[...] then there's another way, if you notice that he doesnt want to. Then I might give
you drugs and tell you, ‘go and put it in that corner over there.” And then when he's done it, I go there
and take it. And then I tell him, ‘you lost my stuff, you owe me 50 grand, so you have to do this and
that.” Where is this kid supposed to get that money? And then I, of course, give him a choice - that you
can start selling for me to pay off the debt. And he has no choice. Many do it like that today." (BRA
2023, p. 35)

The children are described to not have a self-determination right; if the gang has decided they
want them to join they will have to join. This next passage said by a girlfriend of a gang
criminal describes an interaction with a child selling drugs due to being frightened into it and

not seeing another alternative;

"Unfortunately, they re really small, many of them. [...] Theres a family that lives here,

and they have many children. One of them, who is now 13 years old, hangs out in the center. And you
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know, I've known that kid for a long time, and he's so well-mannered. And when I saw him there, I just
looked at him and said, ‘what the hell are you doing here?’ And he says, ‘I don't have a choice.’ But |

said, ‘you have so many choices, your brother doesn't even do this.” And he said, ‘but I'm scared.’”

(BRA 2023, p. 36)

Whether a child excitedly wanted to join a gang, fell for the group pressure of friends, or was
forced into it, they saw a clear difference, a limitation, on their room for action, according to
BRA (2023). The child is described as being “owned” by the older members, where they
decide what the child will and will not do for them. BRA (2023) describes that even if a
young person can decide on particular offers like the amount of drugs to sell, they often lack
the ability to fully grasp the real consequences of becoming involved. The information gap is
primarily about understanding the restrictions on their independence and the difficulties they
may face in trying to end their relationship with the older individuals in the gang. The gang
members see the recruitment process as a “display of power” where the children can not fully
grasp the consequences of what they just agreed to, and once agreeing it can become hard to

back out.

The usefulness of children is of a high advantage for the gangs; by recruiting them the gang
can increase their sales for narcotics, and the gang criminals have more time to do other
businesses and get more powerful by having people working for them (BRA 2023). The use
of children in gangs was often justified by the fact that minors faced less severe legal
consequences than adult criminals. However, this wasn't always the case. Older gang
members recall a time when using children was morally unacceptable, and gangs consciously
kept them out of their operations. As stated by a former gang member, this restriction
disappeared around 2014, leading to a significant increase in the recruitment of children into
gang activities. The structural advantages of involving children in criminal activities, and
their impact on the children themselves, will be further explored in the following chapter

(Ibid.).

6.2.2 Structures of the Criminal Gangs that affect the Child

The organization is described as often being hierarchical based on a generational distribution,

where the oldest members often are on the top, and the youngest on the bottom, according to
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BRA (2023) extensive interviews. As a “younger” you are expected to be loyal to the “older”,

and the older maintain strong control over the younger one. A member described the structure
like this;

In [neighborhood], there is a hierarchy. At the top are the oldest ones. Then comes the
generation below them, which is us. And we have our own younger members. They

listen to us, and we listen to those above us. (BRA 2023, p. 62)

The young members are addressed as “the kids”, “little ones”, “his soldiers” and such,
showing how impersonalized and collective they are by the older gang members. Most
children start with selling narcotics for the gang, and by recruiting their own young that do
their business for them, they can climb up the structure, this is an important ambition among
most gang criminals (BRA 2023). The children are often given gifts and get to build their
violence capital by their elders, which will create safety and profits for their elders. The
young ones are often lended out among gang criminals when someone requests to have a
child helping them, or saying that they will aid one another by “coming with a child soldier”.
There is said to be an ambition to be kind and righteous, however violence, manipulation and
threats are viewed as necessary to keep up the order in the organizations. While the child is
held in custody or is serving a sentence, the older one may be helping their family financially,
showing care for the child, but also keeping the costs down for the older ones in the

organization (Ibid.).

The hierarchical structure can sometimes lead to disruption targeted at the older ones by the
young. A gang member describes teaching a young child how to shoot is a very dangerous
activity, which may backfire on the older one some time later, through an action driven by

feelings of exploitation and a desire for respect;

It's extremely dangerous to teach a 13-year-old how to shoot. It could end up with
him shooting at you when hes around 15 or 16. You, the one who taught him. This has
happened several times, as far as I know, where the person who taught him how to shoot
has even been shot at by him. [Interviewer: Why is that?] To take over. Often, the person
who taught him is in a leading role and treats him poorly. When he turns 15 or 16 and
realizes how much money he's missed out on, how much he has earned for the person who

taught him without getting anything in return - maybe he only got 500 bucks when he
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should have gotten 50,000 - he goes and kills him. And then everyone shows him respect.

(BRA 2023, p. 76)

This is an example of how the hierarchical structure gets challenged within the gang by the
younger ones. This happens when the young ones do not view the older ones as role models
anymore or when the elders have been arrested by police. This has in some cases led to the
young ones going on a free rein, not listening to the older ones anymore, instead taking over
higher positions that the older ones held, according to the gang criminals that BRA (2023)

interviewed.

6.2.3 Psychological and Physical Effects on the Child

Children who have entered gangs have been described by BRA (2023), Calderoni (2020) and
Forkby et al. (2019) as having psychological or psychopathological issues that instead of
being treated, have gotten an arena to shine on in the gangs. It can be antisocial behaviors like
lack of empathy, control, strong feelings of hate and aggression and where children with
neuropsychological disorders are ‘“extra easy to pull in” and a desirable recruit in the

organizations, where their view of life and death, and capabilities will be stretched.

When being in the gang, it is common to try to prove yourself to be able to commit serious
crimes, it can come to a point where many children are willing to take on assassination
missions, found by BRA (2023). Doing this action is often seen as a shortcut to higher
positions, higher respect and a good amount of money earned, instead of taking the long road
which is to sell drugs and recruit more younger ones. According to BRA’s (2023) study,
conducting a murder is a highly desirable activity; peers will fight with each other because
“everyone wants to do it”. Being the one to through will a killing was by BRA’s (2023)
interviewees described as creating feelings of being invincible, “triggering something”,
immortality or like taking cocaine. The interviewees described that they became addicted to

the rush and wanted to do more of it.

On the other hand, interviewees from Forkby et al. (2019) showcase an internal conflict when
engaging in violence, distinguishing between their perceived force into harmful actions and
their underlying desire to be compassionate, where the attraction lies in the thrill more than
the intent to harm. Statistics found by Pedersen (2018) showed that the crime's seriousness

dropped for gang members that were convicted after about five crimes, and that it dropped
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considerably after about twenty convictions, showing that being part of a criminal gang did

increase the amount of convictions, but that the level of seriousness would drop with time.

Even if the children are used for the personal benefits of the older members and the
organization's growth, the young members in BRAs (2023) report told the interviewer that
they loved the older ones, that the could see them as a father or brother to them, and that they
have been treated very well, while at the same time having feelings of being used, scared and
uncared for. Gang members describe how the life in the gang became the essence of their
personality, and that the tough mentality and mindset made them open for destructive
ideologies, even outside of what is part of the gang, for example in religion (Forkby et al

2019).

Other than the psychological harm the gangs pose for the mental development of the children,
they can also be physically affected by gang involvement, for example by being controlled of
where they are located during all times. They can be away from their families for longer
periods of time when their older ones choose to live in an AirBnB- apartment, for the reasons
of it being easier to do business when everyone is there at all times, according to BRA

(2023).

The children may also experience severe physical abuse and humiliation within gangs, such
as unjust debts, beatings, degrading verbal treatment, and sexual assaults. This leaves lasting
scars, leading to deep-seated resentment and hatred, as found by BRA (2023), which can fuel
cycles of violence and revenge, perpetuating internal conflict and deepening the

psychological scars on individuals, who already do not trust in society and would seek help.

6.3 Social Workers on the Field and in Collaborations

In this section the data discusses the research question ‘What is social workers' involvement
in the work to prevent children and youth from becoming associated with gangs?’ will be
presented. Other important actors and their collaborative role to social workers will also be
presented. It will be divided into professional perspectives, and what interventions have been

used based on the data from the study.
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Social workers' perspectives and work with children in gangs was discussed in five of the
articles. What has been said is that building deep relationships with the youth and gaining
their trust is important for social workers out in the field, according to BRA (2023). Scaring
and discouraging the children from joining gangs has been an important approach for the
actors. However, to effectively reach the youth the social workers need to have good
collaborations with the police, leisure workers and schools. By informational transactions
betweens the actors the field workers (i.e social workers), police and school personnel can
locate the risk-areas for recruitment and at what times these areas pose the biggest risk for
child recruitment into gangs (Ibid.). Social workers mention that they know that children at
home during holiday seasons are at a higher risk for becoming groomed by gang criminals.
What they could do was to talk to them, as stated by Lunneblad et al 2024, but in the end it is

up to the child to change their circumstances for the better.

The social workers interviewed by Lunneblad et al (2024) and Dahlstedt and Lozic (2017)
mention that they have noticed an mindset of individualization in social work related to the
view of children's problems through the years. During the 70s to 90s, it was a focus on
changing structural and societal issues when children missbehaved, nowadays the child itself
is to blame for its problems. Lunneblad et al (2024) and Dahlstedt et al. (2017) both found a
difference in the narratives presented by social workers in comparison to the police, where
the social workers saw the gang involvement as a result of issues formed at home, school and
their leisure time, whereas the police saw the children in relation to their individual actions.
The work with the children could become complex since many children found themselves in
multiple roles, as stated by interviewed social workers, where they are perpetrators, victims

and witnesses, all at once (Lunnebald et al 2024).

There have been negative discourses found towards the way the social services are tackling
the gang recruitment issue. Vulnerable areas are found to be prioritized by the social services
and police by BRA (2023), and the presence of authority can also create feelings of being
harassed. When the social services show that they do not trust a child it can create a fight
between the parents and the social services, according to Forkby et al. (2019).
Kriminalvarden (the correctional service), was found to not believe in the social services
competence and knowledge in working with complex questions such as rehabilitation of gang
criminals, as found by Forkby et al. (2019). They have for example complained that the social

services do not provide housing for gang criminals who are about to get released, and this
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makes the criminals go back to their old destructive environments even if they want to

change.

6.4 International Insights

This section aims to provide data answering the research question ‘What lessons can be
learned from other European countries that can be useful to prevent recruitment to and
among children and youth in Sweden?’. Here the literature found from outside of Sweden and

their tactics will be presented.

The research included in this study that has been conducted in other European countries than
Sweden have offered solutions or insights on how their country is handling- or should handle-
the issue of child and youth- recruitment into gang criminality. To disrupt the gang structures
in the Italian criminal organizations, Calderoni et al. (2022) found that arresting and thus
removing leaders and high ups in complex networks does the “most damage” to the

recruitment and their capabilities to recruit more people.

Furthermore, disrupting the possibilities to form ties to people who are members in criminals
organizations are important work, according to Calderoni et al. (2022), and thus putting a
focus on offering school and recreational activities that are attractive and pro-social for the
child, to not seek out gangs (Meneghini et al. 2023; Calderoni et al. 2022). The young
children that join gangs who do not have a sufficient educational background need the right
interventions to develop skills and notions to function in society and have a career, as found
by Meneghini et al. (2023). Calderoni et al. (2020) on the other hand suggests extending the
social networks, meaning offering better suited welfare, educational and employment
programmes, and increasing penalties for becoming a gang member, such as imposing

administrative, police and judicial restrictions on their rights.
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7. Discussion

This section critically analyzes the findings of the study in relation to Merton's strain theory
(1938) and Putnam's bonding, bridging and linking social capital theory (2000). By
integrating these theoretical frameworks with the literature presented earlier, the aim is to

create a deeper analysis of the findings.

Understanding why children and youth become involved in criminal gangs in Sweden does
not work without an examination of historical, social, and economic factors that have shaped
the current landscape. The Million Program of the 1960s and 1970s, designed to address
acute housing shortages and give people an adequate living standard, in reality laid the
groundwork for social segregation and exclusion (Hall & Vidén 2005). This large-scale
housing initiative led to the creation of homogeneous neighborhoods characterized by low
socioeconomic status, high unemployment rates, immigrant families and limited access to
quality education and services (Sernhede et al 2016). Over time, these areas became
vulnerable zones where social disorganization and economic deprivation fostered
environments conducive to gang activity. The concentration of socioeconomic disadvantages
in these neighborhoods has created conditions where legitimate opportunities for success are
experienced as scarce. According to Gerell et al (2020), residents in these vulnerable areas
face significant barriers related to economic hardship, family instabilities, societal
marginalization, and health issues. These structural barriers hinder individuals’ ability to
achieve culturally prescribed goals through accepted means, leading to feelings of frustration

and strain.

Merton (1938) provides a framework for understanding how societal structures can pressure
individuals toward deviant behaviors when there is a disjunction between societal goals and
the legitimate means available to achieve them. The societal emphasis on success and
material wealth clashes with the limited opportunities available to marginalized youth. This
disjunction leads to strain, prompting some individuals to adapt through innovation;
accepting societal goals but resorting to illegitimate means, such as joining gangs, to achieve

them.

The findings from BRA (2023) underscore this adaptation. Children and youth in these areas
have described that they "just ended up" in gangs, highlighting how gang involvement has

become an almost normalized pathway due to the lack of alternative opportunities. The allure
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of material success displayed by gang members, through expensive clothing, cars and social
status, makes gang life appear attractive to marginalized youth (Calderoni et al 2020). This
perception is reinforced by the visible success of gang members in their immediate
environment, contrasting sharply with the limited prospects available through legitimate

channels.

Family dynamics further contribute to the strain experienced by the youth and children.
Inadequate parental responsibility, familial involvement in criminal activities or lack of
support at home were recurring themes in the findings (BRA 2023; Petersen 2019). Some
children were compelled to assume economic responsibilities for their families by joining
gangs, while others sought escape from destructive home environments characterized by
substance abuse, psychological issues, or neglect. The failure of familial structures to provide
emotional and financial support leading to the strain, pushing youth toward alternative

sources of belonging and support found in gangs.

Educational institutions, which could potentially serve as bridges to broader opportunities,
often fall short in engaging these youth effectively. Challenges such as poor academic
performance, lack of resources, undiagnosed learning difficulties, and feelings of social
alienation within schools showed an increase in risk of gang involvement (Petersen 2019;
Lenzi et al 2015; Lunneblad et al 2023). The educational system’s inability to meet the needs
of these vulnerable students reinforces the structural barriers they face, continuing the cycle
of strain and deviant behavior. Merton’s theory suggests that when legitimate avenues to
achieve success are blocked, individuals may reject these means and turn to alternative, often

illegitimate, methods.

Bonding social capital, characterized by strong ties within homogeneous groups, is prevalent
in these neighborhoods, as understood by Putnam’s (2000) theory. These close relationships
provide immediate emotional support and a sense of belonging but may also reinforce social
isolation from broader society. This, as the strong internal bonds can create an environment
where norms and values supporting gang involvement are reinforced, which makes it
challenging for individuals to break away from these influences (Brannstrom 2012). The lack
of bridging social capital, connections that span different social groups and provide access to
diverse resources and opportunities, is a critical factor in the persistence of gang culture.
Without access to networks that connect them to mainstream society, youth remain trapped

within the confines of their immediate environment (Putnam 2000). This isolation limits their
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exposure to alternative life paths, educational opportunities, and employment prospects
(Lenzi et al 2017). The absence of bridging ties hinders their ability to envision or pursue

goals outside the gang lifestyle.

Peer influence emerges as a significant factor in gang recruitment. The findings indicate that
friendships and social activities can act as pathways into gang life (Forkby & Ornlind 2019;
Petersen 2019). The strong bonding social capital among peer groups can pressure
individuals into joining gangs to maintain social connections and avoid isolation. Youth may
feel compelled to conform to the norms of their peer group, especially when refusing to join
could result in social exclusion or harassment. This dynamic underscores how social

networks within the communities can perpetuate gang involvement.

Once in the gang, the psychological and physical effects on youth who join gangs are harsh.
They may experience or get exposed to violence, experience a normalization of criminal
behavior, and get exploited within gang structures that lead to long-term detrimental impacts
on their development (BRA 2023; Calderoni et al 2020; Wojciechowski 2020). The
hierarchical nature of gangs often places youth in vulnerable positions, subjecting them to
manipulation, abuse, and coercion. Younger members are frequently controlled by older ones,
with limited autonomy and increased risk of engaging in serious criminal activities that put
themselves and others at risk of injuries or of getting killed. This, as the internalization of
gang identity can result in a moral disengagement and desensitization to violence (Forkby &
Ornlind 2019). Youth may adopt antisocial behaviors, develop psychopathological issues and
experience conflicts between their actions and underlying desires for compassion or
normalcy. The psychological toll of gang involvement, coupled with the potential for physical

harm, creates significant barriers to disengagement and reintegration into mainstream society.

Seeing all of the risks and harm both to individuals and society, the role of social workers
becomes crucial in preventing children and youth’s recruitment into gangs. Building deep
relationships with at-risk youth, gaining their trust, and providing support are essential
components of effective intervention strategies (BRA 2023). Social workers can serve as
bridges, offering connections to resources, mentorship, and alternative opportunities.
However, the findings indicate a shift toward individualizing problems, and social workers
limitations in reaching children and youth who do not seek help (Lunneblad et al 2023). An
individualistic approach may overlook the broader social and economic factors that create

environments conducive to gang activity (Dahlstedt & Lozic 2017), as social workers and
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other professionals must recognize the importance of addressing structural inequalities, such
as poverty, segregation, and limited access to quality education and employment, and speak
for children and youth who fall at risk of gang recruitment. This is important, as human rights
advocates, to find ways and raise the voices of those who can not, adhering to the UNCRC

(Art. 12 & 38).

Collaborative efforts between social services, schools, police and community organizations
are also vital for creating a coordinated response to gang recruitment. By sharing information
and resources, these actors can identify risk areas and times for recruitment, allowing for
targeted interventions (BRA 2023). Developing programs that foster bridging social capital
such as youth interventions and community engagement can provide youth with alternative
pathways and broaden their social networks (Deuchar & Ellis 2013). Additionally, early
intervention programs focused on education and social support, align with the need for
preventive measures in high-risk areas (Meneghini et al 2023; Deuchar & Ellis 2013).
Involving community based organizations could also have effects on children and youth in
criminal gangs (Venkatesh 1999), as it can build trust within the neighborhoods and create a
channel for linking social capital. Children and youth who join gangs for safety reasons, need
to have alternative spaces provided for them where they can find safety and develop healthily,

such as places of worship, counseling services and activity providers.

Extending social networks and providing access to broader opportunities can mitigate the
allure of gang involvement (Calderoni et al 2020). Policies that enhance educational
opportunities, vocational training, and employment prospects can address some of the
structural barriers identified by Merton's strain theory. Moreover, increasing penalties for
gang membership and imposing restrictions may deter involvement, as well as disrupting
gang leadership structures, as it can significantly impact recruitment capabilities Calderoni et
al (2022). However, even if targeting key figures within gangs and removing them can
destabilize the organization’s ability to operate and recruit new members, it can create more

violence (BRA 2023).

Interestingly, recent policy changes in Sweden, which strengthen the crime prevention
responsibilities of social services, indicate a recognition of the need for holistic interventions
(Regeringskansliet 2023). These measures emphasize early identification and support for at-
risk youth, highlighting the importance of proactive engagement and collaboration across

sectors.
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This is of interest when looking at bridging social capital; initiatives that encourage
interactions across different social groups can help break down the "we and them" mentality
and reduce social isolation (Putnam 2000). For example, community programs that involve
youth from diverse backgrounds can promote understanding and expand social networks.
Educational institutions play a critical role in this process. Schools can serve as hubs for
bridging social capital by providing supportive environments, addressing learning needs, and
connecting students with resources and opportunities outside their immediate communities
(Lenzi et al., 2015). Enhancing the quality of education, offering mentorship programs, and
involving parents and community members can strengthen the support system around at-risk

youth.
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8. Conclusions

This study sought to, through a scoping review of 11 existing literature, understand why
children and youth become involved in criminal gangs, focusing on the factors that lead to the
recruitment of children and youth, the impacts of gang involvement, and the role of social
work in preventing such recruitment. Additionally, it aimed to draw lessons from other
European countries to inform more effective prevention strategies in Sweden. The

conclusions made will be presented here.

How come children and youth become involved in criminal gangs?

Criminal gangs have become prominent in Sweden due to a combination of socioeconomic
disparities, segregation, and accessibility within vulnerable neighborhoods. These areas are
often socioeconomically challenged and suffer from high levels of exclusion and
marginalization. The segregation of housing, which has been highly stigmatized for decades,
creates invisible barriers and a sense of "we and them," fostering environments where gangs
can thrive. Economic disadvantages, limited development opportunities, and the constant
inflow of vulnerable individuals contribute to the persistence and prominence of gangs in

these communities.

What risk factors are there for children and youth to get recruited into criminal gangs?

The study found that children and youth’s proximity to gangs in their neighborhoods makes
children easier targets. Gangs often frequent local playgrounds and public spaces where
children play, making initial contact natural. Moreover, inadequate parental support and
responsibility play a significant role. Some parents are unable to provide basic necessities or
are involved in unsafe activities themselves, pushing children toward gangs for financial
support or as an escape from destructive home environments. Dysfunctional school
experiences, including academic struggles, lack of support for neuropsychological issues, and

feelings of social alienation, were significant risk factors found for leading children to
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disengage from education and seek belonging elsewhere. Peer influence is a powerful factor,
as children often follow friends into gangs to avoid isolation, fulfill a desire for belonging,

especially when positive social activities are lacking.

What are the effects of children and youth being gang members?

Children and youth are affected both psychologically and physically from engagement with
criminal gangs. They may be lured in with positive affirmation of promises of respect,
material wealth, and a sense of belonging. However, in some cases, coercion and
manipulation are used, trapping children in criminal activities through fabricated debts or
threats. Additionally, as gangs often operate hierarchically, with strict control exerted by
older members over the youth, it distinctly feels different from being a part of a youth gang
where the child committed crimes with friends for fun. The hierarchical gang structure can
lead to exploitation, with young members used for dangerous tasks and denied autonomy.
Gang involvement thus increases existing psychological issues, foster antisocial behaviors,
and lead to addiction to violence. Children may experience internal conflicts, feelings of
being used, and severe physical abuse, leaving lasting scars that hinder their ability to trust or

seek help.

What is social workers’ involvement in the work to prevent children and youth from

becoming associated with gangs?

For social workers, it was found to be important to establish strong, trustful connections with
at-risk youth. Social workers with a focus on engaging with young individuals to understand
their needs and motivations, could enable more effective intervention strategies. Effective
prevention also required collaboration between social workers, police, schools, and leisure
workers. By sharing information and coordinating efforts, professionals can identify high-risk
areas and times for recruitment, which could lead to more targeted interventions. Social
workers were found to recognize and address structural issues related to home environments,

educational challenges, and lack of positive leisure activities, rather than attributing the
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problem solely to the individual's choices, but with insufficient resources to provide efficient
support, such as housing for rehabilitating youth, it was found difficult to enforce

reintegration and prevention efforts for gang members.

Adding to the strain, community members could view social services with suspicion or feel
harassed by authorities, which would be hindering relationship building efforts. Other
institutions like the correctional services may as well doubt social workers’ competence in
handling complex rehabilitation cases. Meanwhile, police often focused on individual
actions, leading to differing approaches and potential conflicts in intervention strategies. The
social workers were also found to be aware of the complex roles of children and youth, as

they within gangs simultaneously could act as perpetrators, victims, and witnesses.

What lessons can be learned from other European countries that can be useful to

prevent recruitment to and among children and youth in Sweden?

Findings from international research found that removal of key figures lead to disruption
within gang structures. Therefore, arresting and removing gang leaders could significantly
disrupt criminal networks, impeding their operational capabilities and recruitment efforts, as
focusing on high-level operatives does the "most damage" to gang structures compared to

targeting lower-level members.

Providing attractive pro-social alternatives, such as engaging school and leisure activities
could divert youth from engaging with gangs by instead fulfilling their need for belonging
and purpose in positive ways. Offering programs that help youth develop skills and
competencies necessary for societal participation and career prospects can reduce the interest
for gang involvement. Social networks for children at risk of gang recruitment were found to
be in need of getting extended through better-suited welfare services, educational
opportunities, and employment programs that address the socioeconomic factors that make
gangs appealing. Specific interventions for youth lacking sufficient educational backgrounds

could prevent initial gang involvement by providing viable alternatives.
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Legal deterrents such as increased penalties and restrictions were also suggested for gang
membership and imposing administrative, police, and judicial restrictions can act as
deterrents against joining gangs. Additionally, legal frameworks that limit the rights of gang
members were found to discourage recruitment and reduce the perceived benefits from gang

affiliation.

Proposals for Future Research

For future research, several key areas warrant further exploration. Firstly, examining the
long-term effectiveness of existing prevention and intervention strategies through
longitudinal studies would help identify best practices for reducing gang recruitment.
Additionally, studying the use of social media platforms in Swedish gang recruitment is
critical for understanding how recruitment strategies vary across different environments,
particularly given the increasing role of online spaces in this process. Finally, conducting
more comparative studies with other countries could provide insights into successful
approaches that could be adapted and applied within the Swedish context to mitigate gang

involvement.
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Appendix A. Articles Included.

First author
(year)

Country

Research design

Population

Purpose of study

Key findings

1. BRA (2023)

Sweden

Interviews, statistics,
data from Prosecutors
office, intelligence
information from
police, data from LUL
investigations

Gang members (n=28),
professionals within law
enforcement, social
services, women's shelters,
and exit programs

Describing and analyzing
relationships between younger
and older individuals in
criminal networks. Looking at
recruitment, tasks,
management and promotion of
children, opportunities

- Recruitment of children
(aged 12—-15) is driven by
slightly older youth (aged
15-20), often within a
hierarchical network structure.
- Younger members handle
high-risk tasks like storing and
transporting narcotics.

- Criminal networks are
organized into hierarchical
layers, with strict control over
younger recruits.

- Children are involved in
serious crimes, including drug
trafficking, extortion, and
violent acts such as shootings.
- Leaving these networks is
challenging due to threats,
violence, and financial debts
to older members.

2. Brannstrom
(2012)

Sweden

Longitudinal registry
data

Children aged 13-15 living
in vulnerable
neighborhoods (n=80,092)

Investigating whether
neighborhood characteristics
affect young people's future
living conditions such as

Neighborhood context
significantly impacts
children's long-term
educational and social

74




labor-market participation,
economic hardship, and
criminality

outcomes, with concentrated
poverty leading to negative
effects.

3. Calderoni Italy Systematic review Mafias, [criminal] gangs To systematically assess the Recruitment into mafias is

(2020) (qualitative and and drug trafficking social, psychological, and often influenced by social
quantitative studies) organization economic factors that lead to networks, with kinship and

recruitment into organized neighborhood ties playing
crime significant roles in mafia
involvement.

4. Calderoni Italy Agent based model Simulation with criminal Testing the effects of four Early onset of criminal

(2022) agents (n=3,000) policy scenarios on recruitment | behavior, lack of education,

into organized crime using an | and strong social ties to

agent-based model existing members are
predictors of criminal
involvement.

5. Dahlstedt (2017) | Sweden Interviews, Police, emergency service, | Examining the causes of Juvenile delinquency is linked
observations, field schools, social service, civil | juvenile delinquency and urban | to social issues in vulnerable
notes sector and municipality unrest in multi-ethnic areas of | urban areas, with solutions

(n=20) Sweden, and how the problem | focused on normalizing
is conceptualized and families to Swedish societal
addressed values

6. Forkby (2019) Sweden Interviews Gang members (n=20), Investigating pathways out of | Successful exits from gangs

professionals (prison staff, | gangs, focusing on the are often influenced by

probation staff, unit in gang | challenges gang members face | support from external

exit programs, independent | when trying to exit and the role | programs, but members face

support services) (n= 42) of professionals in the process | significant challenges in
breaking away due to social
ties.

7. Gerelle (2020) Sweden Research circle, Police and local authority, To explore criminal networks, | Gang culture promotes

seminar, field study

researchers, representatives

street culture, and violence in

violence and
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from county administrative
board and Crime Prevention
Council

vulnerable urban areas in
Sweden, and how these factors
affect safety and participation

hypermasculinity, with social
media reinforcing criminal
subcultures and recruitment of
youth

8. Lunneblad Sweden Semi- structured Police, school, social Investigating how Professionals often
(2023) interviews services (n=14) professionals conceptualize individualize the risk, placing
risk among youth in responsibility on youth while
disadvantaged urban areas, and | overlooking structural societal
how it affects the interventions | issues
they implement
9. Meneghini Italy Quantitative data Offenders from mafia Assessing the differences Early recruits have more
(2023) provided by Italian criminal organizations between early and late recruits | serious criminal histories with
Ministry of Justice (n=9,994) into Italian organized crime violent offenses, while late
based on their criminal careers | recruits exhibit more
versatility in crime
10. Pedersen Denmark | Quantitative data Criminal gang members Examining whether gang Gang members and bikers
(2018) provided by Statistics | (n=564) and outlaw bikers | members exhibit distinct commit more serious offenses
Denmark and Police (n=800) offending patterns before than non-gang members but
Intelligence database joining adult gang criminal show more diverse patterns
groups before gang involvement
11. Petersen (2019) | Denmark | Semi-structured Criminal gang members Explore the social alienation of | Social alienation, compounded

in-depth interviews

(n=19)

ethnic minority youth and how
this leads them into
gang-related street
communities.

by difficulties in school and
integration, drives ethnic
minority youth into gangs
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