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Whilst Hertfordshire has relatively low levels of criminal gang activity it is 
important that this is monitored and that any risks are managed effectively to 
safeguard children and their families. 

Definition 

The literature on gangs acknowledges the difficulty of defining what we mean by 
the term gang and the difference between this and peer groups and youth 
groups. It is important not to inflate gang activity in the County and increase fear 
of serious youth crime unnecessarily. 

The definition outlined in the most current guidance (DCSF 2010) is used to 
inform strategies and identify children at risk of gang activity in Hertfordshire:- 

“A relatively durable, predominantly street based group of young people who see 
themselves (and are seen by others) as a discernible group for whom crime and 
violence is integral to the groups identity.”1

 

A small working group involving police, YOT (Youth Offending Team) and 
probation conducted an initial scoping exercise of agency intelligence and staff 
perceptions of gang activity in Hertfordshire between September 2010 and March 
2011. This group found that whilst there is evidence of some groups of young 
people who identify themselves as gangs in parts of Hertfordshire, these are 
largely non criminal peer groups of young people rather than criminal gangs. 

Prevention of children and young people’s gang involvement and early 
intervention with those at risk is therefore likely to be the main focus of agencies 
in Hertfordshire alongside information sharing and ongoing monitoring 
arrangements to ensure that risks are fully considered and where identified, 
managed effectively. 

Identification and risk factors 

Who is vulnerable to gang involvement? 
All practitioners who have contact with children and young people should be able 
to recognise when a child is vulnerable to, or at risk of harm from, gang 
involvement or activity. 

Most young people do not become involved in gangs and can resist the forces 
that may draw them into association with these groups. Protective factors that 

1 Hallsworth and Young (2004) cited in Safeguarding Children and Young People who may be 
affected by Gang Activity DCSF 2010; see also ‘Pyramid of Gang Involvement’, annex A 
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assist them in overcoming these forces include the influence of their parents, 
conditions in their environment or characteristics in the individuals themselves 
that moderate the effects of risk factors or increase resistance to them. 

There are particular risk factors and triggers that young people experience in 
their lives that might lead to them becoming involved in gangs. Many of these 
risk factors are similar to risk factors for involvement in youth offending more 
generally. 

Siblings of gang members can be at particular risk of being drawn into gang 
activity, whether as an active member (including delivering drugs or concealing 
weapons) or being attacked by other gangs. There is a particular risk for sisters 
and girl friends of gang members of being sexually exploited or abused. In some 
cases other members of the family can also be drawn into gang feuds. 

Looked after children may be particularly vulnerable to low self-esteem, low 
resilience, attachment issues and due to the fact that they are often isolated from 
family and friends. There are risks specific to different types of placements such 
as secure units, children’s homes, foster homes, or living in semi-independent 
accommodation which need to be considered when children are placed. 

Parents or other practitioners, particularly schools, involved with the family may 
be well placed to recognise signs of involvement with gangs. These may include: 

 child withdrawn from family 

 sudden loss of interest in school; decline in attendance or academic 
achievement 

 started to use new or unknown slang words 

 holds unexplained money or possessions 

 stays out unusually late without reason 

 sudden change in appearance - dressing in a particular style or ‘uniform’ 
similar to that of other young people they hang around with, including a 
particular colour 

 dropped out of positive activities 

 new nickname 

 unexplained physical injuries 

 graffiti style ‘tags’ on possessions, school books, walls 

 evidence that another young person has undue influence over them 

 broken off with old friends and hangs around with one group of people 

 increased use of social networking sites 

 started adopting certain codes of group behaviour e.g. ways of talking and 
hand signs 

 expressing aggressive or intimidating views towards other groups of young 
people, some of whom may have been friends in the past 

 scared when entering certain areas and 
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 concerned by the presence of unknown youths in their neighbourhoods. 

This is not an exhaustive list, and these risk factors should not be looked at in 
isolation - a multiplicity of risk factors is likely to exist for a child who is vulnerable 
to gang involvement. The list should be used as a guide to aid professional 
judgement in identification, referral and assessment of young people. 

Referral and assessment 

Potential gang activity can be identified through the CAF (common assessment 
framework) process which aims to help early identification of need and promote 
coordinated service provision. This can be particularly useful in the case of gangs 
where multiple agencies may be involved or aware of risks to a child. 

Where an agency or individual practitioner has concerns that a child may be 
at risk of harm as a consequence of gang activity (either through their 
participation in activity or as a victim) they should contact 
Children’s Services through the HCC (Hertfordshire County 
Council) Customer Service Centre2

 the area where the child is ordinarily 
resident. 

Where practitioners are unsure whether the Safeguarding & Specialist Services 
threshold has been met (i.e. where the safeguarding need may be unclear) they 
may seek advice and guidance using the TAS (targeted advice service) 
consultation line2. Where there are concerns that a child is at immediate risk of 
suffering serious harm the police should be notified without delay. 

Referral 
The Customer Service Centre will clarify with the referrer what their concerns 
are. They need to find out why the referral was made, and, what led the referrer 
to believe the child may be at risk of harm as a result of involvement in gang 
activity. The referrer should be asked to put their concerns in writing to ensure 
an accurate and clear audit trail is maintained. 

It may be that informal intelligence leads to police or social care concerns about 
a child, and it might be necessary in that situation to verify the accuracy of the 
intelligence. The welfare and safety of the child should be the foremost concern 
in these situations. 

Assessment 
The assessment should be led by a qualified and experienced social worker. It 
should be carefully planned with clarity about who is doing what, as well as when 
and what information is to be shared with parents and carers. It may be 
appropriate for the social worker to be embedded in, or work closely with, a team2 

see Annex B: key contacts 
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which has access to ‘real time’ gang intelligence in order to undertake a 
reliable assessment. 

Parents may be a useful source of information to assess the risk of harm. They 
are most likely to have observed behaviours and signs of a gang’s influence on 
their child. If it is appropriate to engage them, it is important to be clear that this 
concerns the safety and welfare of their child. Parents may not be aware of their 
child’s involvement and can be shocked into action by being made aware of the 
dangers of gang involvement and become active participants in preventing their 
child being or becoming involved in gangs. 

Careful involvement of parents and carers may be required as they may not 
know how to react to the situation or may in some cases condone their child’s 
involvement in gangs. 

The term ‘gang’ and associated language can be alarmist. It is necessary to try 
and take away the media hype and glamorisation of gangs and to understand 
the actual risks facing the child or young person. 

Agencies need to be aware of the extent to which a young person is involved 
in gangs or likely to be involved in or affected by gang activity. The police, 
children’s social care, youth justice service (YJS)/TYS and other agencies 
need to work together to ensure that all agencies are aware of how gangs or 
other relevant factors may impact on the young person’s welfare. 

Children looked after 
Practitioners should be aware that children who are being looked after by the 
local authority can be particularly vulnerable to becoming involved in gangs. This 
is also a consideration that should be addressed when identifying placements for 
children in care. The assessment process should consider any risk of a child 
becoming involved in gangs, or suffering harm as a result of gang presence or 
involvement. There may be a need to review their care plan in light of this 
information and to provide additional support to the child specifically targeted at 
their potential or current involvement with gangs. 

Young people known to the youth justice system 
Where the young person is already involved in the youth justice system, the 
Asset assessment should identify any gang involvement or risk of vulnerability to 
gang involvement. Where appropriate a risk of serious harm assessment and/or 
vulnerability management plan should be carried out by a youth justice 
practitioner and risk should then be managed through the risk management 
arrangements in local targeted youth support (TYS) teams. 



 
 
 
 
Immediate safety 

If there is a risk to the life of the child or a likelihood of serious significant harm, 
agencies with statutory child protection powers should act quickly to safeguard 
the child from immediate harm. 

The need for emergency action may become apparent only over time as more is 
learned about the circumstances of a child’s involvement in gang activity. When 
deciding whether emergency action is required, consideration should be given to 
whether action is also required to safeguard and promote the welfare of other 
children in the same household. 

It may be necessary to ensure either that the child remains in a safe place or is 
removed to a safe place, either on a voluntary basis or by obtaining an 
emergency protection order (EPO). Police powers should only be used in 
exceptional circumstances where there is insufficient time to seek an EPO or for 
reasons relating to the immediate safety of the child. 

A strategy meeting / discussion including all relevant local agencies should take 
place as soon as possible after any emergency action is taken to plan next 
steps. Legal advice should normally be obtained before initiating any legal 
action, in particular when an EPO is to be sought. It is important to recognise 
that emergency action addresses only the immediate circumstances of the child. 
Any emergency action should be followed up quickly by the agencies involved 
working with the child and family to assess the needs and circumstances of the 
child in the longer term. 

It is important to ensure that girls and young women who have been sexually 
abused or exploited by gang members have access to appropriate support and 
counselling, in an environment where they feel safe and secure. 

An Osman Warning (a warning given following intelligence received about a 
threat to life) is so named after the Osman v United Kingdom (23452/94) ECHR 
101 (28 October 1998) which placed a positive obligation on the authorities to 
take preventative measures to protect an individual whose life is at risk from the 
criminal acts of another individual. In the context of gangs, this may occur as a 
result of gang rivalry involving serious criminal activity where a young person is 
believed to be at risk of a threat to life. 

Where an Osman Warning has been issued and children are potentially at 
serious risk then an automatic referral to local authority children’s social care 
services and the initiation of a strategy meeting / discussion, or it may trigger the 
need to consider taking immediate safeguarding action depending on the nature 
of the threat to the child’s life. This should be done in all circumstances in the first 
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instance unless it is considered that to do so would put the child at greater risk. 

In these cases the decision should be actively reviewed to allow a referral to 
children’s services at an appropriate stage



Information sharing 
Evidence and information sharing is key to ensuring that a robust assessment is 
undertaken and that the most appropriate support is put in place for the 
individual child. 

Professionals in all agencies need to be confident and competent in sharing 
information appropriately to safeguard children at risk of harm through gang 
activity. All agencies are empowered to share information without permission for 
the purpose of crime prevention under section 115 of the Crime and Disorder Act 
1998, although obtaining consent is good practice. 

Support and interventions 

The outcomes of any initial assessment should always be shared between 
children’s social care, the referrer, the police and the youth justice service. 
Information sharing should happen at all stages of referral, assessment 
and ongoing case management. 

Every effort should be made to hear the young person’s voice throughout 
identification, assessment and intervention. Children who are involved in gangs 
may be reluctant and wary of talking about it. If the child is willing to talk about 
gang involvement practitioners should always take seriously what the child says. 
Any information they gather from the child should be taken into account in the 
assessment and subsequent support put in place. 

Most victims of gang crime will know the perpetrators but may fear the 
consequences of speaking out and may be reluctant to talk to practitioners about 
their experiences. Use of an intermediary, such as a parent or mentor, may be 
useful to help the young person. 

Interventions are similar to those provided to children and families at risk of or 
involved in offending more generally and can include information to parents, 
parenting courses, family work, one to one or group work programmes in small 
groups to children and young people including interventions on offending 
behaviour, peer pressure, self esteem, consequences, problem solving, keeping 
safe, emotional health and well being, substance use, access to specialist 
support, counselling etc. 

Agency responsibilities 
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Each agency should assure themselves that their staff have information / training 
to enable them to identify risks of harm to children from gangs and serious youth 
violence, and have a nominated contact who can monitor referrals and escalate 
concerns. 

Local authority children’s social care 
When children are known to be involved with or affected by gangs, professionals 
need to take into account gang territory and gang membership when planning 
placements for looked after children, to avoid placing a child in a situation which 
exposes him/her to serious youth violence. 

At reviews, the independent reviewing officer should recommend that a team 
manager convenes a multi-agency professionals or network meeting if there 
are concerns that a child may be vulnerable to gang involvement and/or serious 
youth violence. The overall intention is that there needs to be clear lines of 
accountability for any looked after child who is vulnerable to or affected by gang 
activities. 

All children’s homes should have access to a local professional with specialist 
knowledge in relation to gangs and serious youth violence or a gangs and 
serious youth violence who they can consult if they have concerns. 

Health services 
Health professionals, because of their contact with adults, or during the course of 
their work with children, in schools, at home or via emergency health services 
may be in position to identify young people at risk of harm as a result of gang 
related activity. Health professionals should act if they become aware of a child’s 
involvement either by referral to local authority Children’s Services or via 
instigation of the CAF process. 

Probation service 
Staff in the probation service are in a position to identify children at risk of 
harm from gang activity and/or serious youth violence through their work with 
adults who are violent and/or gang members. These adults may be parents, 
older siblings, people engaged in recruiting children into gang activity and/or 
serious youth violence, or living in households with children. 

Probation service staff should share information about children at risk of harm 
from gang activity and/or serious youth violence via the CAF process to the 
relevant services at the earliest opportunity. 

Police 
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The police should be aware of siblings or other children living in households 
which are affected by gang activity, including parents as adult gang members, 
and should share this information internally with child abuse investigation teams 
and externally by referral for a common assessment and/or to LA children’s 
social care at the earliest opportunity. 

The police should inform children’s social care and other relevant multi-agency 
groups wherever possible of victims of gang-related crime and serious youth 
violence, given the correlation between victims and future gang members. 

Schools 

Schools (and colleges) should share information with all relevant agencies about 
any concerns regarding the development of gangs and any serious incidents 
with a gang dimension. Schools should consider a preventative approach 
through a focus on relevant curriculum opportunities e.g. peer pressure and 
equalities and human rights. 

Services for Young People 
Targeted youth support (TYS) 
TYS and care leaver personal advisers are in a position to identify children at 
risk of harm from gang activity or involvement. Officers should share information 
and escalate concerns to line management (using risk management procedures) 
if there is a significant risk of harm. 

Youth Connexions 

Identified young people should have the opportunity to access a one to one 
interview with a personal adviser to explore education, employment and training 
options plus individual support. A youth worker will be identified to provide 
supported access to youth work / positive activities and services provided by the 
nearest Youth Connexions One Stop Shop as required. In the first instance 
referrals should be made to the team manager at 
youth.connexions@hertfordshire.gov.uk  

Youth Justice 
Youth Justice practitioners should share information with all relevant agencies 
about any serious incidents relating to gangs and/or serious youth violence for 
each child they are working with and the child’s siblings, at the earliest 
opportunity. Youth Justice staff must liaise with establishments in the secure 
estate to ensure that the secure estate staff have knowledge of a young person’s 
gang affiliations. 
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Annex A: references and useful links 

 

Pyramid of Gang Involvement (page 11) - ‘Safeguarding children and young people who 
may be affected by gang activity’ (2010) HM Government 
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Page1/DCSF-
00064-2010  

‘The management of gang issues among children and young people in prison custody 
and the community: a joint thematic review’ 
(2010) HM Inspectorate of Prisons 
http://www.justice.gov.uk/downloads/publications/hmipris/thematic-reports-and-research-
publications/Joint gangs thematic 2010 rps .pdf 

For further guidance and tools for schools on violent extremism go to (archived 
document): 
https://www.education.gov.uk/publications/standard/publicationDetail/Page1/DCSF-
00804-2008  

For further guidance and tools for colleges on violent extremism go to: 
http://www.education.gov.uk/consultations/downloadableDocs/17132 DIUS Learning B e 
Safe.pdf 

Annex B: contacts 

HCC Customer Service Centre 0300 123 4043 
Targeted Advice Service - practitioner consultations 01438 737511 
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