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Chapter 1: 
National 
context: is 
vulnerability 
driving 
serious 
violence?



Patterns of violence 



It is a well-established criminological finding that most crime is committed by a 
small number of people - and that a person’s background and upbringing is linked 

to the likelihood of them using violence  

The Millennium Cohort Study reveals that only 3% of individuals reported carrying a weapon at any one time.  The 2006 Offending, 
Crime and Justice survey found that most young people had not committed any offence, those that did, did so only occasionally and 

committed relatively trivial offences. Only 1% of the cohort had frequently committed serious offences.



There is evidence that the recent rise in serious violence in England and Wales is 
linked to a shift towards younger offenders...

Trends in arrests for robbery show that an increasing 
proportion of arrests for robbery are among 10-17 year olds 

From 2014-2019 there was a 36% rise in knife possession 
offences for 10-17 year olds compared to a 26% rise overall. 

Part of the increase may reflect changes in police tactics 
Recorded robbery and arrests by age, year ending March 2006 - 2020Offences involving the possession of a knife or offensive weapon resulting in a 

caution or conviction by age, 2014 -2019.



...similarly, the victims of serious violence appear to be getting younger

And in the last 10 years, more homicide victims killed by a 
sharp instrument are under 24 

In the last five years, there has been a increase in the 
number of under 19 year olds being treated in hospital for 

stab wounds

Number of times hospital consultants treated people for assault by sharp object, by 
age group, 2014/15 to -2019/20

Homicide by a sharp instrument offences, by age, year ending March 2009 - 2019



Child drug arrests are rising and Class A drug offences have increased among young 
people - an indication of involvement in a criminal trade closely linked to violence

The number of young people (under 21) convicted of Class A drug 
offences has increased by 63% since 2012, compared to a 16% 

increase for 21 and over

Data on arrests of children aged 10 to 17 for drug-related offences 
is a good indicator of how many children are being exploited by 

criminal groups - and shows increases since 2017/18



Recent research carried out in the UK suggests those involved in street-based 
gangs are disproportionately young and vulnerable and often unknown to services

Analysis by the Children’s Commissioner revealed that children 
in gangs were 37% more likely to be missing/absent from school 

than other children who offend

●
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○

●
○
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Research on the involvement of ‘gangs’ in the drugs market in 
Scotland suggests a four-tier model - highly dependent on 

young and vulnerable people

https://www.telegraph.co.uk/news/2020/01/06/excluded-pupils-become-dominant-recruiting-ground-county-lines/


Patterns of vulnerability



The proportion of children in England who have entered care has been growing and 
the number of assessments of children at risk of serious harm has also grown 

There has been a significant increase in the proportion of 
children who have become ’looked after’ (children in care)...

...and a rise in the number of Section 47 local authority 
investigations to assess if a child is suffering or likely to 

suffer significant harm



...and in Education: permanent exclusions in schools increased significantly from  
2012-13. Exclusions from Pupil Referral Units have risen sharply since 2013-14

Permanent exclusions are also growing within Pupil Referral 
Units although the actual numbers are very small 

The rate of permanent exclusions has been growing steadily 
since 2012-13 but has remained roughly stable since 

2016/17 



Poverty and deprivation have also been linked to the risk of violence. Both have 
grown over the last 5 years

Academic evidence suggests poverty and deprivation are closely 
linked to violence

The number of children in low-income families has grown 
significantly 

https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/gangs_matrix_review_-_final.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/gangs_matrix_review_-_final.pdf
https://www.london.gov.uk/sites/default/files/gangs_matrix_review_-_final.pdf
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/destitution-uk-2020
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/destitution-uk-2020
https://www.jrf.org.uk/report/destitution-uk-2020


Crest analysis estimates that over 213,000 children in England aged 11 to 17 are 
vulnerable to serious violence due to deprivation and neighbourhood crime 

Group A: Children at risk of serious violence 
due to levels of crime in the community

477, 014 (11% 
of the 11-17 
population)

Group B: Children at risk of serious violence 
due to high levels of income deprivation in 
their community 

517, 963 (13% 
of the 11-17 
population) 

Group C: Children at risk of serious violence 
due high levels of crime in their community 
AND high income deprivation  

213, 403 (5% of 
the 11-17 

population)

Group A
477, 014

Group B
517, 963

Group C
213, 403

There are no official figures on the number of children who are at risk of being involved in serious violence*, either as victims, 
perpetrators or witnesses, because of deprivation. So we have made three estimates using the 2019 Index of Deprivation.  We looked 

at two factors which make a child more vulnerable to serious violence: (1) levels of crime in each local area, including serious 
offences like murder, wounding and infanticide, as well as robbery, theft, burglary and criminal damage; and (2) levels of income 
deprivation (families on low incomes) which are known to affect access to education and childcare.  Group C is a conservative 

estimate of the number at risk. 

  



The number of children at risk of serious violence is unevenly spread across 
England: nearly 40% live in ten local authority areas

Mapping our estimates shows that the distribution of children 
at risk of serious violence due to high levels of 

neighbourhood crime and income deprivation in England is 
very uneven.



Covid, and lockdown measures, exacerbate the risks of vulnerability
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https://explore-education-statistics.service.gov.uk/find-statistics/attendance-in-education-and-early-years-settings-during-the-coronavirus-covid-19-outbreak


Summary of key findings
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Chapter 2: 
Deep Dives - 
offenders and 
victims



To complement national data, Crest analysed two groups of young people - 
offenders and victims of serious violence - to examine their links with vulnerability 

The charity Redthread provided us with data on young people 
who had been treated in hospital as a result of a serious violent 

incident to provide a profile of victims

●

●

●

●

A London Youth Offending Team provided us with data on young 
people who had committed violent offences or been caught up in 

serious violent incidents to provide a profile of offenders



The majority of victims identified as Black, African, or Mixed Black, were 
over 18, and a third were female

Reported ethnicity of the Redthread cohort  

GENDER

AGE

ETHNICITY



●

●

●

The violence that took these young people to hospital was not a one-off 
incident in their lives 

Reason for referral to Redthread 

CASE STUDY: MISSED OPPORTUNITIES TO HELP A VICTIM OF SERIOUS VIOLENCE 



Many young people had lost loved ones in traumatic circumstances 
leaving them more vulnerable to exploitation and violence

The widespread experience of loss is not always recognised 
in discussions of serious youth violence... 

… but our research suggests that it is a significant 
vulnerability in itself, leaving young people at greater risk of 

exploitation



A striking finding was how many of those involved in violence were not in 
education, employment or training 

●

●

●

Educational profile of victims referred to Redthread:
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Those in the NEET group experience greater disadvantages and risks:

CASE STUDY: SCHOOL AS A PROTECTIVE FACTOR 



Details about the young people treated in a London Major Trauma 
Centre - and later referred to Redthread - show that experiencing violence, witnessing 

violence and living in a violent area were by far the most prominent risk factors 



Repeated and visible incidents of violence and vulnerability had 
often been overlooked, misinterpreted or dealt with in isolation 

CASE STUDY: PERCEPTIONS OF VICTIMHOOD



Most of the young offenders analysed were male; the average age was 17. 
They had similar markers of vulnerability as the victims’ group including a 

history of social care and mental health needs

Recorded age of the YOT group to the nearest year   



Almost all of the 57 young people in the group had previously been victims of 
violence, either inside or outside the family 



In some cases the local authority intervened to protect the 
young person from harm, but our case studies show that frequently, risks were not 

well understood or managed  

CASE STUDY 1 CASE STUDY 2 CASE STUDY 3 



Young people displayed serious mental health needs which were not always 
met by support services. More than half of those with mental health issues 

had spent time in custody
Though a wide variety of services were involved with these 

young people and tried to address their needs, the data points 
to significant unmet mental health needs. More than half were 

placed in custody

The incident reports suggest that, even where mental health 
support is offered, services may be unable to deal with the 

complexity of young people’s lives and past experiences. The 
case study below offers an example



Robbery is the fastest-growing violent offence, and is 
predominantly committed by young people - over half of the 

people arrested for robbery are under 21 

The young people charged with robbery were especially likely 
to have social care histories, mental health concerns and 

difficulties with education 

Those involved in robbery were more likely to have recorded mental health 
needs and to have been permanently excluded from school. This warrants 

further investigation 

https://static.wixstatic.com/ugd/b9cf6c_654f5b6fab914780bd3f895df353e231.pdf


Crest conducted a social network analysis of the 57 young people in the Youth 
Offending Team sample to understand the connections between them 

18 serious incidents 2019 - 
2020

●
●
●
●
●
●

57 young people 72 schools, colleges and 
other institutions

Social Network Analysis is a way of understanding more about groups of people by mapping the links between them. In the criminal justice 
sphere, it is commonly used to provide information about the reach and nature of organised crime groups, to help highlight the key 
individuals, explore tensions and alliances and to target responses. Our prototype shows the value of this analysis for safeguarding teams 
who need to understand the risk a young person faces outside their family setting in order to develop effective services and interventions. 



Our social network map highlights areas in which young people might 
be exposed to harm outside family settings



The potential networks identified within the Youth 
Offending Team sample demonstrate the value of Social Network Analysis for 
keeping young people safe, especially when used alongside local intelligence 



Covid-19 has made vulnerable young people with a history of serious 
offending even more vulnerable

Youth Offending Team workers recorded concerns about the 
living arrangements of most young people they assessed during 

the pandemic

●

●

●

We heard about the social, economic and emotional impact 
of Covid-19 on the young people involved in violence either 

as victims or perpetrators 

●
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Summary of findings from the deep dives 
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Chapter  3:
The effectiveness 
of current 
responses 



Child protection: on paper, there is a comprehensive and robust legal framework 
for protecting young people up to 18 in England (Children Acts 1989 and 2004)



Child protection: in practice, major gaps remain. In particular, the existing 
framework is not designed for adolescent young people at risk - outside the home

Interviewees acknowledged 
that staff working with children 

recognised that  it was their 
responsibility to address the 

exploitation of teenagers. But 
the combination of cultural, 

organisational and legal 
barriers prevailed over the will 

of individuals and services.

At first sight, this doesn’t make sense: children who are at risk from exploitation, injury or abuse from peers or 
criminal gangs should be judged at risk of significant harm and require safeguarding.  But in practice, the child 

protection system has evolved to protect children from harm experienced within the family. This is reinforced by the 
legal framework, social work training as well as culture and practice within the system. 

https://contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/10/CS-Legal-Briefing-2020-FINAL-1-1.pdf


Child protection: recent research highlights that those at risk in the community are far less 
likely to have action taken to support them than those facing abuse in the home 

Out of 43 cases where 
young people were 

assessed to be at risk of 
serious harm in a 

non-family setting, 40 
were given a ‘no further 

action’ decision.

 Among the cases were 
young people arrested for, 
or the victims of, violent 

crimes and those involved 
in gang-related behaviour. 

http://www.childrenscommissioner.gov.uk/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/CCO-Gangs.pdf


Responding to these pressures, local authorities in England  have scaled back what they do, to meet their legal obligations - 
this means fewer resources for early help and a focus on children coming into care.

Child protection: safeguarding services are struggling to meet the needs of 
vulnerable children due to financial pressures 

https://publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm201719/cmselect/cmcomloc/1638/163807.htm


Child protection: safeguarding services have limited options to protect exploited 
children 

As Crest highlighted in our recent report on county lines and looked after children, local authorities increasingly place young people out of 
their area because they are unable to find suitable placements locally. In one case, a judge found that a 16-year-old girl who was at risk of 
suicide ought to be placed in a secure setting or a regulated children’s home - but no such placements were available in the UK. She was 

instead moved to an unregulated home.

Relocation is sometimes viewed as the only way to protect young people from harm by non-family members. However, it can be 
counter-productive because they lose protective relationships, as well as those which are risky. We have also heard there is inadequate 

provision when young people return to the area they have been moved from, especially if they have turned 18.

https://b9cf6cd4-6aad-4419-a368-724e7d1352b9.usrfiles.com/ugd/b9cf6c_83c53411e21d4d40a79a6e0966ad7ea5.pdf
https://contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/05/SS-Phase-1-Briefing_FINAL-MAY-2020.pdf


Child protection: a new approach to protecting young people at risk, ‘Contextual 
Safeguarding’, is promising - but there are real barriers to widespread adoption of 

the model
After discovering that child protection systems were failing 

victims at risk of abuse in non-family settings, Dr Carlene Firmin 
suggested an alternative approach - the Contextual Safeguarding 
Model. It has been piloted in several areas including north London 

Despite the model’s popularity and logical appeal, the findings of 
an initial evaluation are mixed - and show that the organisational 

culture of social work cannot be changed easily

●

●

●

●

https://contextualsafeguarding.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/03/Towards-a-Contextual-Response-to-Peer-on-Peer-Abuse_161013_170057.pdf


Education: while there are signs that permanent exclusions have flattened, the 
performance and funding systems for schools do not incentivise schools to use exclusions 

only as a last resort

But schools are not responsible for the educational 
outcomes of children who are excluded - which does not 

give schools an incentive to keep children in school

The rate of permanent exclusions has remained roughly 
stable since 2016/17 and has fallen for children in care - 

after the Department for Education issued guidance
 

“Simply put, if a child is displaying behaviour or performance 
that requires additional management and support, it is often 
easier and cheaper to permanently exclude them, than for 
the school to implement what they need.”  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/807862/Timpson_review.pdf
https://www.integrated.org.uk/what-needs-to-change/timpson-tracker/


Education: Meanwhile fixed term exclusions continue to rise and informal practices such as 
‘off-rolling’ appear to be more common 

 

Fixed-term exclusions are increasing, particularly for 
children in care and other vulnerable groups. These can be 

made for a up to  45 days over a year, leaving many children 
out of school for long periods 

Practices such as as off-rolling have been strongly linked 
to school performance and some children are likely to fall 

out of education altogether.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/936524/Ofsted_offrolling_report_YouGov_090519.pdf


Youth Justice: A greater focus on diversion (out of court disposals) has likely kept more 
children out of the Criminal Justice System. However, there is also some evidence that 

offending by young people is not being picked up early enough
 

Previous Crest research found that funding cuts have 
severely affected Youth Offending Team (YOT) prevention 

work.  Prevention work has never been explicitly included in 
YOTs’ statutory functions. 

60% of children who’ve committed violent crimes have no 
previous convictions or cautions - compared to 47% ten 
years ago. Are some first-time offenders not receiving 

effective interventions until too late?

https://static.wixstatic.com/ugd/b9cf6c_69afbe28369544c7bca350229d0be59f.pdf


Children on the cusp of violence: The way in which adolescents appear or present to adults in 
authority does not always fit with notions of vulnerability - this may affect how they are treated 

The young people who are most at risk of involvement in 
serious violence — teenage boys — are the least likely to 
be viewed as vulnerable.. A 2016 study found that 15 to 

17 year olds were generally perceived as ‘streetwise’, 
‘cocksure’ and ‘switched-on’ by custody officers,

The Violence and Vulnerability Unit (2018) noted that 
criminally-exploited children did not always meet the threshold for 

support. Instead, there was “a tendency to view these young 
people’s behaviour, especially in the case of boys, as a sign of 
criminality, almost a lifestyle choice, rather than evidence of a 

vulnerable child in need of protection”.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/756031/Protecting_children_from_criminal_exploitation_human_trafficking_modern_slavery_addendum_141118.pdf


Children on the cusp of violence: Research shows that childhood trauma can 
make it hard for people to trust services. But support often focuses on managing 

immediate risks rather than building trust 
Trauma can reduce an individual’s trust in adults and the 
wider environment, leading to disengagement or a lack of 

trust in services

50

‘Hard’ performance measures, such as getting children 
back to school or securing employment, may not be 

appropriate for children suffering trauma



Early intervention: early help services are a key means of supporting children 
and families who may be at risk of violence. But growing caseloads mean families 

with older children at risk are not treated as a priority 

Funding from the Troubled Families Programme is a core part of the early-help provision in most areas of England. Under the 
programme, services are delivered through a ‘whole family approach’, with support to deal with unemployment, ill-health, vulnerability, 
domestic abuse and crime. The programme shows excellent results for reducing numbers of looked-after children. There are also 
positive results for families affected by crime and anti-social behaviour - but few such families benefit from the programme.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/889452/Improving_families__lives_-_Annual_report_of_the_Troubled_Families_Programme_2019-2020.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/886531/Troubled_Families_Coordinators_staff_survey_part_4.pdf


Community safety approaches are not being fully utilised to keep young people 
safe

...but community safety approaches are often criticised for 
failing to protect young people, in particular

Community safety services have a vital role to play in ensuring 
that public spaces where violence occurs are safe...  

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/401125/46966_Report_of_Inspection_of_Rotherham_WEB.pdf
https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/401125/46966_Report_of_Inspection_of_Rotherham_WEB.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/326624095_Young_people_and_community_safety_Inclusion_risk_tolerance_and_disorder


Local accountability: Vulnerable children who do not meet the criteria for support and 
young victims of violence fall through the gaps - while responsibility for them is unclear 

with too much ‘silo’ working

No one has ultimate responsibility for prevention, with funding 
for early intervention projects reinforcing silo working 

Children not considered to be ‘at risk enough’ fall through gaps 
in support - and young victims of violence are not treated as a 
priority 

https://lginform.local.gov.uk/reports/lgastandard?mod-metric=100&mod-period=7&mod-area=E92000001&mod-group=AllRegions_England&mod-type=namedComparisonGroup
https://www.redthread.org.uk/
http://www.svru.co.uk/wp-content/uploads/2020/02/Navigator-evaluation_0.pdf


Summary of key findings 

●

●

●

●

●

●

●



Chapter 4:
Recommendations 



Recommendations

Safeguarding services are not 
keeping young people safe from 
violence outside the home

Problem Solution

Schools struggle to manage 
behaviour, leading to exclusions and 
off-rolling 

●

●
●

Youth Offending Teams can play a 
key role in prevention - but they 
often become involved too late to 
make a difference



Recommendations

The police and other agencies lack 
specialist training in identifying and 
responding to trauma

Problem Solution

There is a ‘cliff-edge’ in support at 
18 

Local accountability for preventing 
violence is weak - services are in 
silos

https://www.gov.uk/government/publications/spending-review-2020-documents/spending-review-2020#shared-outcomes-fund


THANK YOU

mailto:sarah.kincaid@crestadvisory.com
mailto:Jessica.lumley@crestadvisory.com

