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Gang policy in comparative context 

 

In recent years, processes of economic globalisation have resulted in widening urban 

inequalities around the world, accelerating the conditions in which territorial, street-based 

criminal organisations - often referred to as 'gangs' - frequently emerge.  Indeed, the past 

decade has seen increased reports of street gangs across several continents spanning Africa, 

Asia, Australia and Europe, with the American street gang often acting as archetype (van 

Gemert et al 2008, Esbensen and Maxson 2012, Decker and Pyrooz, 2015). Tracing a similar 

trajectory, policy responses to gangs have become increasingly prominent across a number 

of European jurisdictions, most notably in the UK. Mirroring a broader pattern of policy 

mobility, many of these new forms of intervention have US origins. It remains unclear, 

however, the extent to which these convergences result from an evidenced response to a 

clearly articulated social problem, or as a result of forms of policy transfer against gangs as 

'useful enemies' (Cornils and Grieve 2004).  In this review, we examine gang policy in 

Europe, drawing particular attention to the UK, as a means of interrogating the 

transferability of gang policies. In sum, we argue for the need to exercise caution over 

adopting US gang intervention tactics due to the lack of empirical evidence relating to their 

applicability or efficacy, and the corresponding potential for discrimination toward the most 

marginalised and socially excluded children and young people in society.  

 

Gangs, punitivism and policy mobility 

 

Before focusing attention to European and UK policy, a brief note on the United States 

policy context is necessary, as the stimulus for criminal justice developments elsewhere. 

Unlike Europe, the study of youth ‘gangs’ in the United States - identifiable groups of street-

based youth, involved in illegal activities, with a distinct identity – has a long and rich 

history. Stretching back nearly a century and encompassing several canonical works in the 

study of youth, the study of gangs has developed into a mature sub-field of criminology and 

criminal justice. From ethnographic studies (Thrasher 1927; Campbell 1984; Sanchez-

Jankowski 1991) to large scale, nationally representative surveys (National Youth Gang 

Survey, 1996 - 2012), policy-makers can draw on an evidence base, albeit a partial one, and 

there is a degree of consensus that the term ‘gang’ refers to a phenomenon with some 



grounding in reality. Against this backdrop, a large and varied array of criminal justice 

interventions have developed, with tactics focusing on three approaches: prevention, 

intervention, and suppression (Bjerregaard, 2003). While prevention and intervention 

through social outreach and street work were popular for a time, in the context of rising 

fear of crime, increases in gang violence, and a perception that social interventions were 

ineffective (Braga, 2015), gang policing based around the suppression model became 

increasingly dominant in the 1960s (Chaskin, 2010). This involved an expansion of specialist 

units focusing on gangs and gun violence, and successively the use of ‘street sweeps’, stop-

and-search, and ‘zero-tolerance’ models of policing, with the use of intelligence databases 

and multi-agency working increasingly prevalent. The research evidence for the efficacy of 

these suppression tactics are, however, modest at best (see Klein, 1995; Spergel, 1995; 

Maxson and Klein, 2006).  

 In Europe, conversely, youth gangs by and large represent a ‘newly noticed kind of 

human behaviour’ (Hacking 1999: 136) that has yet to be established as an empirically 

identifiable phenomenon. Though comparative work has developed significantly over the 

last two decades – primarily through the aegis of the Eurogang Network – there remains 

significant debate as to the applicability of the ‘gang’ categorisation to European street-

based youth (Klein et al 2001; Decker and Weerman 2005; Esbensen and Maxson 2012). 

While a common definition has been agreed among academic researchers (‘any durable, 

street-oriented youth group whose involvement in illegal activity is part of their group 

identity’; van Gemert 2005: 148), there have been challenges associated with deploying this 

definition across different jurisdictions. In a review of the programme, Klein (2011) points to 

difficulties with language, misinterpretation, and translation in attempting comparative 

research of this kind. Critics of the Eurogang approach note further that the term ‘gang’ 

does not always easily map onto these groups, and local differences are missed by a single 

definition (Aldridge et al 2008). As research has demonstrated, moreover, there are wide 

variations in the meaning and application of the term ‘gang’ both within jurisdictions such as 

the UK (Fraser 2015), between the US and UK (Hallsworth and Brotherton 2011; Fraser and 

Hagedorn 2016), and among criminal justice practitioners across these differing 

jurisdictions. The picture is still emerging and clearly lacking several pieces of the jigsaw 

(Ralphs and Smithson, 2015; Smithson and Ralphs, 2016).  



 Despite this lack of clear evidence-base, however, it is clear that US-influenced gang 

policies have begun to take root across a number of European contexts, notably the use of 

civil gang injunctions, police gang units, intelligence databases and multi-agency working 

practices. In some cases, these strategies have been demonstrated to result in ‘net-

widening’ processes, in which young people not associated with gangs become negatively 

impacted. It is worth noting that these forms of policy mobility take place against a 

backdrop of increased punitivism toward youth crime in a range of contexts. As Muncie 

(2007) notes, there has been a notable trend toward punitivist policy shifting from the US 

toward Europe, for example the use of curfews, mandatory sentencing and electronic 

monitoring (Muncie, 2007: 26), involving both policy convergence and transfer (Goldson 

2014). These shifts echo broader changes in criminal justice in which ‘a new civil and 

political order structured around the problem of violent crime’ has gathered pace (Simon, 

2007: 3). These shifts are marked by clearly racialised and class-based forms of inequality, 

with poor, minority ethnic and migrant communities significantly over-represented in rates 

of imprisonment and criminal justice intervention (Wacquant 2008).   

 In what follows, we review a range of gang policy developments in Europe, with a 

particular focus on the UK, drawing attention to the way in which gang policies appear to 

follow this broader pattern. We suggest that a 'one-size-fits-all' approach to this complex 

and differentiated phenomenon can have serious implications for some of the most 

vulnerable and marginalised children and young people. 

 

Gang policy in Europe 

 

The landscape of gangs across Europe presents a confusing picture, with substantial 

variability in the meaning of the term ‘gang’, the process of collecting administrative 

statistics, and the way in which young people are categorised. In the Netherlands, for 

example, national figures published in 2010 report 1,154 ‘youth groups’, with only six of 

these defined as ‘jeugdbendes’ (or ‘gang’ equivalent). In Spain, there are reportedly three 

different types of gangs, the extreme right, extreme left, and Latin “bands” (i.e., groups) 

(Pozo et al. 2013). French figures illustrate a rise in numbers from 2009 to 2011, with 222 

gangs involving 2500 individuals in 2009, increasing to 313 gangs in 2011 (Cervantes and 

Marchand 2013). In other countries, such as Italy and Portugal, figures relating to gangs and 



gang membership simply do not exist. Alongside clear issues with divergent meanings and 

contexts, these variations of measurement and meaning make it virtually impossible to 

measure the extent of gangs across Europe. Whether or not they are labelled as 'gangs', 

however, it is clear that there are street-based groups of young people forming into groups 

in response to economic, racialised and social exclusion across a range of jurisdictions (van 

Gemert et al 2008). 

 Despite this ‘patchy, variable and unreliable’ (Ralphs and Smithson, 2015: 525) 

knowledge-base, there have been notable recent efforts to collectivise Europe-wide 

responses to ‘gangs’ through the ‘Interaction of different subjects Towards A strategic 

Common Answer concerning juvenile gangs’ (ITACA) research portfolio. The project was 

funded by the European Union’s Daphne II programme and set out to implement a 

European multi-level analysis of ‘juvenile gangs’. Research including empirical data 

collection and literature based evidence was conducted with partner institutions across six 

European countries – Belgium, France, Italy, Portugal, Spain, and the United Kingdom – 

between March 2011 and February 2013 (ITACA 2013). The project recognised ‘that there is 

not a commonly accepted definition of ‘juvenile gangs’ or even of what constitutes ‘juvenile 

delinquency’ within the EU’ (ITACA, 2013:12). Therefore, it sought to examine different 

definitions and contexts.  The research revealed that European gang policy is developing at 

different rates, with considerable variations as to the nature, meaning and translation of the 

term ‘gang’ – from gjeng in Norway to bande in France and jeugdbendes in the Netherlands 

(Ralphs and Smithson, 2015: 522). Though some countries have a working policy definition 

of gangs, these may refer to quite distinct groups within that context, for example ‘biker’ 

gangs in Denmark or Latino social movements in Spain (Brotherton 2007). Further, there are 

several countries – for example Sweden, Italy, France and Portugal – who have no definition 

at all. Despite efforts toward harmonisation, it is important to note that policy-making is 

guided by the deeper penal philosophies of different justice systems – with some countries 

more socially oriented, while others tend more towards criminal justice responses (Rostami, 

2016). Nonetheless, it is apparent that certain patterns are emerging across a number of 

jurisdictions.   

 At a European level, it is clear that gang policing units, multi-agency approaches, and 

policing intelligence databases represent a common thread in policy responses to youth 

gangs, albeit with specific articulations according to national context. For example, in Spain, 



2005, the Ministry of Interior through the Secretary of State, established the ‘Police 

coordination and intervention plan against organized violent juvenile groups’. It was 

renewed in 2008 and replaced in 2009 by the new Instruction of the State Secretary of 

Security, to boost and continue the aforementioned plan (Pozo et al. 2013). The objective of 

the plan is to coordinate preventive and operational police force activities, including: 

increasing intelligence on gangs through mapping and monitoring; cross-agency training on 

gang issues; increasing contact with teachers, parents and young people; setting up of 

government advisory groups and improving collaboration within criminal justice settings 

including prisons (Pozo et al., 2013). In France, in March 2010, a circular set out action plans 

to implement local strategies to address gangs. The objectives were three-fold dependent 

on the type of gang: (1) Preventing crime and violence, (2) The prevention the use of public 

spaces for the instigation of riots and inter-gang clashes and (3) Prevention of organized 

trafficking. These objectives are to be met by the ‘gang shut down’ strategy, which relies on 

increasing the intelligence within areas exposed to the above problems by making use of 

real time intervention; strengthening legal responses by adapting local units; increased 

prevention and partnerships through youth awareness, jointly working with the Youth 

Judicial Protection Service; developing Local Security and Crime Prevention Committees and 

partnership working with the national education system (see Cervantes and Marchand, 

2013).  

 Elsewhere, however, rather than police and multi-agency approaches, legislative or 

health-based approaches have been more pronounced. In Italy, for example, the ITACA 

project reported that anti-gang legislation was still in its early stages but nevertheless, was 

described to be ‘extremely promising’ (Padovani et al., 2013). In Portugal, although the 

phenomenon of juvenile gangs has no official definition or data, the professionals who deal 

with juvenile delinquency consider it a significant issue. According to these groups, there are 

many problems in the Portuguese intervention policies concerning juvenile gangs. The few 

implemented actions towards juvenile delinquency in gangs are generally considered 

ineffective and uncoordinated. Nevertheless, some intervention practices are named as 

good examples. Working with youngsters and their families in the community, for example 

in socially deprived areas where youngsters are at higher risk of becoming involved in 

violent offending and participating in gangs, is seen as a positive practice. The “Programa 

Escolhas” is named by 23% of the practitioners as the most important programme carried 



out in Portugal with impact on the prevention and intervention in juvenile delinquency 

(Padovani et al., 2013). Implemented in 2001, it includes several small projects undertaken 

in “risk” areas throughout the country, and continuously over time. It aims to prevent a 

wide range of social problems in specific territories, and is carried out by multidisciplinary 

teams involving the communities (Matos et al., 2013). 

 The Scandinavian countries offer an interesting perspective on gang policy. They are 

different to other European counterparts as it is recognised that two different types of 

gangs exist – biker gangs and more recently organised street gangs. According to Carlsson 

and Decker (2005:18), Scandinavian gang policy reflects these differences, 'the Scandinavian 

intervention diet represents a mixture of both suppression and social-intervention 

strategies'. Denmark and Norway both have dedicated police gang units, while welfare 

oriented interventions can be found in the Stockholm Gang Intervention and Prevention 

Programme (SGIP), which incorporates the operational PANTHER Gang Model both of which 

are based on holistic approaches including suppression, intervention, and prevention 

(Leinfelt and Rostami, 2012).                  

 The knowledge and subsequent evidence base of the youth gang situation in Europe 

is inconsistent at best. We see that gang policy is clearly permeating legislation and practice 

but at varying rates and through varying responses. We alluded earlier to the significance of 

the deeper penal philosophies of the justice systems in question (Rostami, 2016). Reading 

across these trends, Ralphs and Smithson draw attention to the status of gangs as a 

lightning rod for broader social anxieties (Ralphs and Smithson, 2015: 530) during moments 

of uncertainty, resulting in intensified securitisation and efforts at moral regulation, what 

Cornils and Greve (2004) refer to as “useful enemies”. There is no better example of this 

than the UK, which we argue is the most advanced region of Europe in terms of youth gang 

policy and practice, where a raft of criminal justice focused responses to gangs has 

developed. It is to these responses that we now turn our attention. 

 

Gang policy in the UK 

 

In the UK, there has been a gathering academic and policy focus on youth gangs in recent 

years (Goldson 2011). Despite this increase in attention, however, there remains a great 

deal of debate and contest as to the nature of youth gang affiliation in the UK, and the 



extent to which apparent changes in youth culture represent activity that is appropriately 

labelled as ‘gang-related’, or whether this simply represents a new way of categorising and 

policing an unchanged youth culture (Fraser 2017). For some academics, gangs represent a 

discernible threat that require targeted criminal justice responses (Pitts, 2008, Harding 

2012, 2014). For many others, however, the evidence-base is weak and holds potential for 

significant discrimination; with ‘gang talk’ frequently coded with racialised, gendered and 

class-based stereotypes (Alexander 2008, Pitts 2008, Medina et al 2012; Smithson et al 

2013, Hallsworth 2014, Williams and Clarke 2016). Notably, the government’s previous 

reluctance to use the term ‘gangs’ in favour of terms such as troublesome youth groups 

(Bannister et al 2010), and ‘delinquent youth groups’ (Sharp et al 2006, Young et al 2007) 

has increasingly become replaced with a clearer focus on ‘gangs’. The UK’s definition was 

developed in 2009 by the Gangs Working Group and was referred to in EGYV report (HM 

Government, 2011), as follows: 

 

A relatively durable, predominately street-based group of young people who (1) see 
themselves (and are seen by others) as a discernible group, (2) engage in a range of 
criminal activity and violence, (3) identify with or lay claim over territory, (4) have some 
form of identifying structural feature and (5) are in conflict with other, similar gangs 
(Centre for Social Justice, 2009, p. 21). 

 

The emergence of gangs as an object of public policy in the UK dates back to 2007, in the 

form of the Tackling Gangs Action Plan (TGAP) in four of England’s largest cities: London, 

Manchester, Birmingham and Liverpool. Each TGAP city now includes both ‘US-style’ 

dedicated gang/firearm units within their police forces and Boston Ceasefire influenced 

multi-agency responses to the ‘gang problem’ (e.g. ‘MAGU’ (Multi-Agency Gang Unit) in 

Birmingham and ‘IGMU’ (Integrated Gang Management Unit) in Manchester). Many cities 

now have local authority Violent Gang Boards and legislation was passed to introduce gang 

injunctions in the 2009 Policing and Crime Act, also with origins in the US. It was in 

aftermath of the English riots, however, that the policy focus – and policy mobility – 

increased markedly. In the days following the riots, then Prime Minister David Cameron was 

unequivocal in apportioning blame. Despite a questionable evidence base (Smithson and 

Ralphs, 2016), ‘stamping out gangs’ declared as a ‘national priority’.  Within months, the 

UK’s first national gang strategy, ‘Ending Gangs and Youth Violence’ (EGYV); Home Office 

2011), was introduced, marking a significant shift in government rhetoric relating to gangs. 



It is notable, however, that many of these policy initiatives were implemented without a 

clear evidence-base. As Alexander notes, ‘“the gang” has developed a public life 

independent of any empirical foundation or conceptual exploration – full of its own sound 

and fury, but signifying very little’ (Alexander 2008: 3). In this context, Hallsworth and 

Brotherton (2011) issued a ‘critique and warning’ of the transference of US gang policy to 

the UK in the aftermath of the English riots of 2011. 

  While EGYV was seen as a success by some (House of Commons, 2015), a number of 

critiques have emerged that question the rationale and consequences of these new policies 

(Shute et al., 2012). Critics point to the lack of evidence of efficacy of new measures, the 

potentially negative consequences involved in labelling young people as gang-involved, and 

the ways in which it misinterprets complex issues of youth violence. Shute and Medina 

(2014: 1), for example, argue that EGYV is ‘untheorised, unevidenced, and unevaluated’ and 

‘risks reifying the very problem it claims to fear’. A Home Affairs Committee concluded in 

2015 that despite significant investment, the Home Office ‘has failed to effectively evaluate 

the project’, pointing to the need to undertake high-quality comparative evaluation in order 

to assess what works best in combating gang and youth crime and in identifying areas for 

improvement’ (House of Commons Home Affairs Committee Report, 2015: 8). This lack of 

evidence-base has, moreover, been demonstrated to result in forms of discrimination and 

bias. For Cottrell-Boyce (2013), policies are based on contradictory evidence and result in a 

‘net-widening’ effect: a ‘drag-net approach which criminalizes innocent young people rather 

than focusing resources on serious violent crime’ (Cottrell-Boyce, 2013: 193). According to 

Klein and Maxson (2006: 221), ‘ethnicity is one of the most widely discussed, and little 

studied, aspects of gangs’. As Williams and Clarke (2016) found in a study of the 

consequences of EGYV, local authority areas that were able to demonstrate a ‘gang 

problem’ were more likely to attract funding, with black and minority ethnic communities 

more likely to be perceived as ‘gang areas’ (Williams and Clarke, 2016: 4). Summarising 

these trends, Ralphs and Smithson note that the UK has begun a ‘perilous path of drifting 

into US-style interventions, despite the largely unproven (or at best merely promising) 

evidence of intervention success in the United States’ (Ralphs and Smithson, 2015: 533).  

 An example of the discriminatory impact of these policies can be found in the use of 

gang intelligence databases in the UK. This is a centralised dataset containing a range of 

police intelligence involving individuals with a ‘marker’ for gangs, which may be added to 



their ‘associations’ with ‘known’ gang-members (Fraser and Atkinson 2014). As Spergel 

notes, however, databases ‘raise strong questions about validity, reliability, as well as 

public-policy utility of gang law-enforcement definitions and gang databases’ (Spergel 2009: 

667). While some US states have more stringent criteria – one model distinguishes between 

‘suspected’, ‘confirmed’ and ‘confirmed and convicted’ gang members (Spergel 2009) – 

critics argue that there are inherent difficulties in attributing these labels (Jacobs 2009). 

Fraser and Atkinson (2014) argue that gang-membership is increasingly attributed through 

systems of police intelligence on the basis of incomplete information, and analysed by 

civilian officers with little contextual knowledge of the meanings of these terms. In an 

analysis of a UK gang database, Clarke et al (2012) similarly found significant inaccuracies. 

While 58% could reasonably be said to be ‘gang-involved’, the list also included those 

associated with gangs, those who used to be in a gang, and those ‘at risk’ of gang violence. 

Importantly, these labels can have a significant impact on young people’s lives, ranging from 

‘undeserved law-enforcement attention’, ‘statutory sentencing enhancements’ in the US 

(Kennedy 2009: 711) to ‘greater vulnerability to police attention and surveillance’ and 

‘police raids on family homes’  (Ralphs et al 2009: 491).  

 One striking finding in relation to the use of gang databases, in both the US and UK, 

is the potential for discrimination. In a study in London, 87% of ‘nominals’ on the 

Metropolitan police database were Black, Asian or minority ethnic (Williams and Clarke 

2016). This raises critical questions as to the ways in which new techniques and technologies 

of policing perpetuate prejudice and implicit bias. As Alexander has noted, gangs have 

historically been used as a scapegoat for broader social anxieties, often in a heavily 

racialised way (Alexander 2008). More recently, Smithson et al have noted the ways in 

which gang intelligence and accompanying policy frameworks including ‘gang injunctions 

and dedicated multi-agency and policing units disproportionately target young, ethnic 

minority males from already socially excluded, marginalized and heavily policed 

neighbourhoods’ (Smithson et al 2013: 125). Despite the 30-year history of US gang 

injunctions, there is very little research evaluating their effectiveness; what does exist shows 

highly variable effects on community crime levels and on fear of crime (see Maxson et al. 

2005).  This questionable evidence of effectiveness sits alongside criticism on a number of 

fronts, including as racially discriminatory or as infringing on the right to freedom of 

movement (see Stewart 1998).  While there is clearly racialisation of gangs in the UK, we 



concur with Smithson et al, who assert that ‘ very few academic or empirical gang studies 

have sought to acknowledge or understand the ‘unmentionable’ nexus between ethnicity 

and gangs’ (2013: 4).   

 Most recently, UK gang policy debates – traditionally dominated by a focus on male 

gang members – have increasingly placed emphasis on the relationship between gangs and 

child sexual exploitation (CSE) (see EGYV 2011, Berelowitz et al 2012, Latchford et al 2016). 

To date, however, it remains unclear to what extent this represents a well-evidenced link or 

an instance – as above – of policy-making outrunning the available evidence. On one hand, 

the 2013 report from the Office of the Children’s Commissioner – ‘If only someone had 

listened’, makes a clear link between CSE and gangs and groups and the work of Jenny 

Pearce and colleagues (‘It’s wrong but you get used to it’, commissioned by the Office of the 

Children’s Commissioner, 2013) has been hugely influential in ensuring that CSE receives the 

high profile political and policy focus it deserves.  These reports highlight the highly 

racialised discourse around CSE in the UK.  The vast majority of convicted child-sex 

offenders in the UK are single White men (‘If only someone had listened’, Office of the 

Children’s Commissioner, 2013) which is in stark contrast to the way in which these offences 

tend to be publicised by mainstream media. On the other, however, despite no discernible 

link between CSE and the English riots, a central tenet of the EGYV strategy included the 

pledge to invest “at least £1.2m of additional resource over the next three years in 

improving services for young people under 18 suffering sexual violence in our major urban 

areas - with a new focus on the girls and young women caught up in gang related rape and 

abuse” (EGYV 2011:7).  

 

Conclusion 

 

This review has noted a growing trend for gang policy mobility from the US to Europe, 

particularly the UK, with a particular focus on specialised policing units, multi-agency 

approaches, gang intelligence databases and legislation. Reflecting broader trends toward 

punitivism in youth justice (Goldson 2014), we have highlighted how the discourse of gangs 

is penetrating youth justice policy in the UK and a growing number of European countries.  

This development has occurred despite a clear lack of consensus on gang definitions: on the 

street, in policy and practice, and amongst academics.  We have demonstrated the need to 



develop a stronger evidence base around gangs across Europe. Indeed, US gang researchers 

continue to question the usefulness and credibility of gang policies:   

 

They range from social services for individual youth to special anti-gang legislation to 
crack down on and incarcerate gang members at greater levels than non-gang 
offenders. In between are street worker programs, organizational change, community 
empowerment and police suppression programs. … Perhaps the most striking comment, 
however, is the almost complete lack of scientifically acceptable evidence for the 
success of any one of them, and the enormous complexity of attempting to implement 
a comprehensive approach involving a wide range of these approaches (Klein 2001: 9) 

 

The increasing momentum around European gangs is taking place amongst an ever 

changing, particularly fractious, protectionist European backdrop. Political parties of all 

persuasions are focusing significantly on the control of immigration, with clear potential for 

gangs to be deployed as a ‘useful enemy’ elsewhere. We know that current European policy 

measures such as gang databases have the potential to focus disproportionately on young 

people from BAME backgrounds and there is an increasing tendency for the actions of 

certain groups of young people, for example, young European Muslims to be 

misappropriated as potential terrorist threats.  Moreover, as the ‘other’ is perceived as a 

figure that threatens to unleash disorder, governments may justify deploying extreme 

strategies of defence and securitisation (Seidman, 2013). Post-Brexit, there is the potential 

to see gang discourse and subsequent policy response to be used interchangeably with 

terrorist policies. We are therefore concerned that gang injunctions, gang databases – and, 

latterly in the UK, the use of joint enterprise (Williams and Clarke 2016) – has the potential 

to target young, disproportionately ethnic minority males from already-heavily-policed and 

socially excluded neighbourhoods.  Our research suggests that younger adolescent males, 

who have a greater street presence and less ability to find alternative locations to socialise, 

will be the more likely targets, leading to further social exclusion, marginalization and 

invariably, criminalization.   
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