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Overview  

In London, the rate of street gang youth violence has increased. This violence has 

been strongly linked to knife crime and black males between the ages of 13 and 18 years old, 

commonly referred to as black male adolescents. Incidents of violence are no longer 

restricted to the night or to gang members only. Street gang youth violence is occurring in 

broad daylight on busy streets. This has led to non-gang affiliated individuals being exposed 

to this violence, directly and indirectly. Direct exposure to street gang youth violence 

includes witnessing the violence or being a direct victim. Indirect exposure refers to 

observing an increased police presence, taped-off areas, rows of flowers where an incident 

occurred, watching or listening to media reports on street gang youth violence, and discussing 

gangs or gang violence with peers, family members or professionals.  

My understanding and experience of street gang youth violence has evolved over 

time. This growth has been influenced by how much access to information I had on this topic 

and an increased independence as I grew up which exposed me to this violence in various 

ways. Indirect exposure to street gang youth violence enabled me to develop meaning of my 

experiences and encouraged me to understand others’ experiences.  

Frequent exposure to the negative stereotypes of black males prompted me to explore 

my understanding of my world and my position within it as a member of the black 

community, through the lens of others. I learnt my experiences could be understood better by 

myself and others, if I was willing to share my narrative. This understanding and my 

experiences led to the research topic of my doctoral thesis and the chosen research 

methodologies. I have used qualitative research methodologies which complement my 

research position of constructivism and phenomenology. It is hoped that the research 

methodologies have enabled the participants’ experiences to be constructed, shared and 

understood. 
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 Currently, a large proportion of research has explored the impact of direct exposure to 

gang violence, gang members were the participants. There were studies which explored the 

impact of gang violence alongside other types of violence on non-gang affiliated individuals, 

such as domestic violence. The studies concluded there was a negative impact on individuals 

exposed to violence. However, no study reported on the impact of each form of violence 

which made it difficult to identify the impact of gang violence solely.  

Similar to the U.K., gang violence in the U.S.A has been associated with black males; 

they are more likely to be a suspect as well as a victim of this violence. At the time this 

research took place five studies explored the impact of exposure to street gang youth violence 

on non-gang affiliated individuals (Kelly & Anderson, 2012; Kelly, 2015; Kelly et al., 2009; 

Kelly et al., 2011; Kelly et al., 2012) and one literature review was conducted on this topic 

(Kelly, 2010). These studies explored the impact of exposure to gang violence on African-

American youth, aged 8 to 18 years old. Study 1 of the doctoral thesis loosely replicated 

Kelly’s studies and explored the impact of indirect exposure to street gang youth violence on 

eight black male adolescents who attended the same college. Similar to Kelly’s studies, the 

current research also explored professionals who were a part of the adolescents’ support 

network. This current research is the first to explore the impact of street gang youth violence 

in London on non-gang affiliated adolescents and the understanding of this violence on the 

professionals who safeguard them.  

There is a lack of literature exploring how professionals understand gang violence and 

how they manage exposure to gang violence to safeguard their students and colleagues. Study 

2 of the doctoral thesis facilitated a focus group at the same college the participants of Study 

1 attended. This is the first study to explore professionals’ understanding of street gang youth 

violence in London, where all participants of both studies attended the same educational 
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establishment. This approach also developed an understanding of the impact of indirect 

exposure to street gang youth violence on an entire college community.  

College Community 

The vice-principal provided statistics on the college where all participants were 

recruited from (personal communication, November 1, 2021). The college is based in East 

London and lies within one of the most diverse London Boroughs. Sixty-two percent of 

residents belong to an ethnic minority background. In 2018, 12 gangs were considered active 

within the borough. At the time the research was being conducted, students were being 

targeted by gangs on their way home from the college.  

The college itself is as diverse as the community, 43% of the student population are 

male. Most recent figures indicated 21.5% of students identified their ethnicity as African 

(the largest percentage in the college), 9% as Caribbean and 5.83% of the students identified 

their background as ‘Any other Black/ African/ Caribbean’. Additionally, to add further 

context to the college culture, between 7 and 10% of students in any year had a safeguarding 

issue that required an external investigation. The college is in the top quartile of the most 

deprived colleges in the U.K. and 35% of students are in receipt of free college meals or a 

bursary. To be in receipt, students must reside in a home where the household income is less 

than £24,000. 

Research Questions 

The current research attempted to address the gaps in literature to understand the 

impact of indirect exposure to street gang youth violence on non-gang affiliated black male 

adolescents and professionals’ understanding of this exposure as they safeguard their students 

from it. To explore this, the overarching research question posed was ‘How does indirect 

exposure to street gang youth violence impact a college community?’ To explore this 

question at a deeper level within the two studies, two further questions were asked:  
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 Study 1: ‘What are the experiences of indirect exposure to street gang youth 

violence on non-gang black male adolescents?’  

 Study 2: ‘How does professionals’ understanding of street gang youth violence 

inform their management of their students’ indirect and direct exposure to it?’ 

Overall qualitative methodologies were considered the most suitable to explore 

experiences of each participant in depth. Study 1 explored the lived experiences of non-gang 

affiliated black male adolescents who were indirectly exposed to street gang youth violence. 

Data were collected through semi-structured interviews and analysed using Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis. The chosen methodologies provided a space to further explore 

and develop meaning of the participants’ lived experience collaboratively. Also, the 

methodologies allowed reflection on the process of co-construction of meaning, including 

what ‘belonged’ to the participant and what ‘belonged’ to me.  

Study 2’s question was explored with the use of a focus group and data were analysed 

using inductive thematic analysis. Once again, the methodologies focus on constructing 

meaning to the experiences of professionals as they safeguard their students. However, the 

construction takes place within a group setting. All methodologies focus on exploring the 

experiences of participants and developing a shared understanding of these, which reflects 

my position of phenomenology and constructivism.  

The doctoral thesis has been divided into four chapters. The first chapter provides an 

overview of the available literature. The following two chapters present the separate studies 

completed. The third chapter is a conclusion for both studies and explores implications of the 

research findings. The final chapter is a reflective epilogue where I evaluate the research 

studies in detail and explore whether the research questions were answered effectively with 

the research methodologies chosen.  
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Living with Indirect Exposure to Street Gang Youth Violence in a  

6th Form College Community 

In the United Kingdom (U.K.), street gang youth violence (SGYV) has been 

described as an emerging socio-political issue (Densley et al., 2020). This was in comparison 

to the gang violence which has plagued the streets of the United States of America (U.S.A.) 

for many years. Regardless of the cultural differences present between the U.K. and the 

U.S.A, gang violence across the two countries share one key aspect: both severely impact 13-

18 year olds males who identify as black. From this point forward, this group will be 

described as black male adolescents (BMAs).  

To explore the literature which was available on the impact of exposure to gang 

violence, particularly SGYV, on non-gang affiliated adolescents and within or around 

educational establishments (EE), three approaches were used. Initially, terms including ‘gang 

violence’, ‘adolescents’, ‘impact’, ‘exposure’ and ‘school’ were searched in the University of 

Portsmouth library, Google Scholar and databases such as EBSCO, PsycINFO and 

MEDLINE. The terms were searched independently of one another, as pairings and all 

together. Synonyms of the search terms were also used. The collective search of the terms 

‘gang’, violence’ and ‘community’ yielded the most relevant results. Once initial studies had 

been identified and read, two further approaches were used to identify relevant studies. This 

included identifying further literature in the references and copying the search terms used in 

the study into the above resources to identify recent studies. Participants who were GMGA in 

studies were excluded.  

Street Gang Youth Violence  

Street gang youth violence has been strongly associated with knife and gun offences. 

In 2019, London had twice the number of killings, per capita, than the rest of the U.K. One 
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hundred and forty-seven individuals were killed in London and stabbings accounted for two-

thirds of these deaths (Dimova & Overton, 2021). Black male adolescents were more likely to 

be a suspect as well as a victim of violence (Joseph & Gunter, 2011). An exploration of the 

difficulty of relying on statistics is explored later. However, the statistics highlight how 

vulnerable BMAs and the world they engage with are to SGYV, an issue which figures 

prominently when attempting to safeguard them.  

Studies have explored the impact this violence has had on this particular group in 

society. However, in the U.K. research on exposure to gang violence has focused on gang 

members or gang affiliates (GMGA) as participants (Beresford & Wood, 2016). 

Internationally, the extant literature exploring the impact of exposure to gang violence on 

non-GMGA BMAs is limited to six studies all conducted in the U.S.A. (Kelly & Anderson, 

2012; Kelly, 2010; Kelly, 2015; Kelly et al., 2009; Kelly et al., 2011; Kelly et al., 2012), 

leading to the current study to be the first to be conducted in the U.K.  

Definition of Gangs   

The use of the term ‘gang’ and its definition has been heavily debated for many years 

(Smithson et al., 2012). Scholars have suggested that gangs do not exist (Hallsworth & 

Young, 2008). Instead, ‘volatile peer groups’ engaged in ‘group-related crime’ do 

(Hallsworth, 2014). They disparage the use of the term ‘gang’ itself due to those who 

developed the term and imposed it, in addition to whom it is imposed upon. Pitts (2007) 

reported gangs do exist and the ‘gang problem’ has become worse. 

Currently, to be considered a gang there needs to be at least three individuals who 

hold at least one identifiable characteristic which can be identified within and outside of the 

group (Serious Crime Act, 2015). The vagueness of this definition risks over-inclusivity and 

subjectivity with regard to who could be identified as a gang member. This has been a similar 



  18

  

   

 

  UP872723 

issue with the definition of SGYV, which is defined as a group of street-oriented youth whose 

identity involves engaging in crime (Klein et al., 2006; Weerman et al. 2009). In research, 

there is consensus over the definition of SGYV. However, The Eurogang Program indicated 

males from ethnic minorities were more likely to be a part of a street gang (Klein et al., 

2006). In the U.K., particularly London street gangs have been associated with BMAs. 

One of the reasons that Hallsworth and Young (2008) have encouraged a move away 

from the term ‘gang’ is that the term is racialized, negatively stereotyped against BMAs. Pitts 

(2020) acknowledged other ethnicities and races were involved in SGYV but indicated 

London’s street gangs were largely made up of BMAs due to the demographic of the area. A 

similar argument presented when exploring gangs in Manchester (Aldridge et al., 2013). 

Second, Pitts (2007, 2020) acknowledged and accepted the role societal, political and 

historical contexts played in gang formation and gang involvement. However, he failed to 

explicitly state how this impacted BMAs and their stereotype as GMGA.  

The experiences of non-GMGA BMAs appear heavily formed and influenced by how 

they are perceived by others who also have been exposed to SGYV. These individuals 

negatively stereotype non-GMGA BMAs due to their race and not their behaviour. The 

current study explored the experiences of non-GMGA BMAs being negatively stereotyped 

due to indirect exposure to SGYV whilst simultaneously being exposed to the violence.   

The Gangs Violence Matrix 

The unprecedented rate of SGYV in 2018, the development of the Integrated Gangs 

Unit (IGU) based in the London Borough of Hackney and the recent development of the 

National Centre for Gang Research at the University of West London indicate SGYV is 

considered an established socio-political issue in the U.K., particularly London. Since July 

2016, there has been a steady increase in the victims of both knife and gun injuries who are 

under 25 years old. These offences have been strongly linked to SGYV. Over this same 
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period the rate of gang-flagged offences decreased (Mayor of London, 2021). In my view, the 

definition of a gang, the under-reporting of these offences, and the subjectivity of recording 

these offences as gang-flagged played a role in this discrepancy. The last data collected on 

this violence was in January 2018, omitting the peak of violence which occurred that year. 

The figures for the past year and a half are likely to be skewed due to the impact of COVID-

19.  

Alongside statistics for offences, the police hold a database for individuals identified 

as gang members involved in gang violence or at risk of victimisation: The Gangs Violence 

Matrix. The matrix was developed by the Metropolitan Police Service in London in 2012 and 

has been used as an intelligence and risk assessment tool to prevent further loss of life from 

gang violence. The matrix uses police intelligence and/ or previous convictions of individuals 

identified as gang members to determine an individual’s risk of harm to others. Their risk is 

graded using a traffic light system (red, amber, green) which aids in developing a suitable 

risk management plan. The matrix has included gang members involved in gang activity 

across county lines (Mayor of London: Office for Policing and Crime: MOPAC, 2018). 

In October 2020, 2,444 individuals were recorded on this database (Metropolitan 

Police Service, 2020a), of which, 2,438 were male, 1,943 were of African-Caribbean descent, 

and 1700 were between the ages of 17 to 25 years old. In lay terms, the matrix identified 

more than half of the recorded individuals as BMAs. Prior to publication, 1,000 individuals 

were removed from the matrix’s database due to criticism over the disproportionate number 

of black males recorded and breaches of data protection (stopwatchuk18, 2020). The recorded 

number of BMAs in this matrix provides an argument as to the dangers of over-inclusivity 

and subjectivity of the definition of a gang.  

At the time of public criticism of the matrix, discussions explored the impact of this 

disproportionality on BMAs, including non-GMGA BMAs. However, these experiences 
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appeared limited and did not explore associated experiences linked to this disproportionate 

representation. In European literature, the aspect of black males being a victim to gang 

violence or indirectly exposed has been overlooked (Klein et al., 2006). Still very little is 

known of the experiences of non-GMGA BMAs who have been exposed to gang violence. 

There has been little attempt to understand the impact of this exposure or the meaning non-

GMGA BMAs make from these experiences which the current study explores. 

Exposure of SGYV 

Between the period April 2017 and March 2018 in England and Wales, The Office of 

National Statistics (ONS) asked children aged between 10 and 15 years old whether they 

were in a street gang or knew a street gang member (April 2019). A total of 0.7% stated that 

they were a member of a street gang, whilst 7.2% reported that they knew a person who was 

in a street gang, 1.2% of which identified their sibling as a street gang member. The figures 

provided by the ONS have been questioned, as the figures recorded by the Youth Offending 

Team (YOT) were lower. The incongruence in figures was due to most gang members not 

being known to the authorities (Butcher & Schraer, 2019). This again provided the argument 

that adolescents were likely to hold a more accurate picture of gang presence based on their 

experiences, regardless of the definition used. The current research gathers the experiences of 

students who were indirectly exposed to SGYV and the professionals of the same college. 

The current study focuses on indirect exposure to SGYV which is considered as 

residing in a community where gang violence is present (Horowitz, 1987) but not witnessing 

the violence directly, having family members involved in gangs (Rojas-Flores et al., 2013), 

discussing SGYV with peers or socialising with peers who are GMGA (Decker & Curry, 

2000), and listening to media reports on gang violence. This includes the news (Callanan, 

2012) or social media (Intravia et al., 2017; Kleinberg & McFarlane, 2020). Negative 

stereotyping through the media reinforces the belief that BMAs are GMGAs and are violent. 
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Other individuals’ perceptions are influenced by this and are likely to lead to generalisations 

such as an increased fear of becoming a victim of crime by all BMAs. This would severely 

impact how others engage with non-GMGA BMAs which in turn influence how non-GMGA 

BMAs make meaning of their world. 

The increased access of social media has provided alternative mthods for exposure to 

SGYV. The Government described a nexus between SGYV and social media platforms 

which are used to promote and glamorise gang culture (HM Government, 2018). This 

involved rival gang members taunting one another about previous assaults and inciting 

further violence. This discussion took place in 2018, when SGYV was at its highest rate, 

suggesting social media and drill music may have been used as a scapegoat for the increased 

SGYV. Kleinberg and McFarlane’s (2020) findings did not fully support the relationship 

between drill music and glamorising gang culture when they researched lyrics used in drill 

music.  

Drill music originated in the U.S.A. and became popular in the U.K., mostly amongst 

Black, Asian and Minority Ethnic (BAME) adolescents (Downes, 2018). Fatsis (2019) argued 

drill music did not incite violence and advised we explore the socio-political context in which 

SGYV takes place. He argued drill music was a tool for artists to share their experiences of 

their interactions with their environment including indiscriminate policing, violence, and 

poverty (Kleinberg & McFarlane, 2020). This argument would be supported by Hoffman 

(2004), who indicated gang violence occurs in the presence of frequent and rapid social and/ 

or economic changes. This may provide an explanation as to why SGYV increased at the 

time a global financial crisis was occurring. Fatsis (2019) and Hoffman (2004) suggested the 

erosion of social order resulted in poverty and consequently gang formation and violence. 

This is consistent with Fatsis’ argument that the Government’s intention to silence drill music 
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deflected from the actual issues experienced by these artists, which their audience were likely 

relating to.  

Impact of Exposure to SGYV 

There are six studies which have focused on non-GMGA adolescents’ exposure to 

gang violence and the impact it has on their mental health, socialization and development 

(Kelly & Anderson, 2012; Kelly, 2010; Kelly, 2015; Kelly et al., 2009; Kelly et al., 2011; 

Kelly et al., 2012). Aside from the literature review (Kelly, 2010), participants were recruited 

from community centres in Kentucky, a region where gangs and gang violence were 

prevalent. Participants did not attend the same educational establishment, and as such a direct 

exploration of the culture of the EE the participant attended could not be established. All 

participants identified as African-American were aged between 8 and 18 years old. All 

participants were included if they were exposed to gang violence within the past two years. In 

Kelly et al. (2012) participants were required to not have been exposed to other types of 

violence. Kelly’s studies appeared to explore direct and indirect exposure to gang violence, 

where the current study focuses on indirect exposure to SGYV solely.  

Each of Kelly’s studies explored the research topic using qualitative methods, 

including focus groups (Kelly, 2015) and semi-structured interviews (Kelly & Andersen, 

2012). One study used a mixed-methods design (Kelly et al., 2012), where a semi-structured 

interview was facilitated and a questionnaire completed. The African-American adolescents 

were asked to complete a questionnaire exploring the symptoms of trauma. Whilst their 

parents were asked to complete a questionnaire exploring their thoughts on their child’s 

behaviour. The community centre employees were asked to complete a questionnaire on the 

adolescents’ presentation. All participants were given a $10 grocery voucher.  

The findings of the studies suggested that African-American adolescents were 

negatively impacted by exposure to gang violence in the U.S.A. The adolescents associated 
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gangs with violence and crime, however they were unable to fully understand the lure of 

joining a gang (Kelly et al., 2011). They recognised the dangers in their environment and 

avoided areas to reduce their exposure, usually by staying in their home (Kelly, 2015). Due to 

not feeling safe in their environment, they considered community centres as safe places to 

pursue activities (Kelly et al., 2009; Kelly & Anderson, 2012). The psychological effects of 

impact to exposure to gang violence resulted in participants experiencing anxiety, depression, 

hopelessness, anger and a lack of purpose in life (Kelly et al., 2009; Kelly, 2010) which is 

likely to negatively impact an adolescent’s development, well-being, self-identity and values. 

One finding which magnified the impact exposure to gang violence had on adolescents was 

their desensitisation to it (Kelly et al., 2012). These findings were with non-gang African-

American adolescents in the U.S.A., due to the cultural differences it would be difficult to 

generalise these findings to non-GMGA BMAs in the U.K., which the current study is the 

first to explore.   

Moral injury can be found in war literature and is a concept linked to psychological 

trauma (Shay, 2014) describing how others’ actions can challenge our values, ideas and 

ethics (Litz et al., 2009). This concept has been explored with community violence and moral 

development (Kuther & Wallace, 2003; Owens, 2020). With the use of semi-structured 

interviews, Owens (2020) concluded African-American men experienced moral injury when 

exposed to community violence. In Owens’ study it is difficult to identify the degree to which 

gang violence alone impacted moral injury, especially as gang violence is often researched 

with other forms of violence, such as community violence, and ‘interpersonal violence’ 

(Whaley, 1992) or ‘violence’ (Seal et al., 2014). 

Over time, the ability for adolescents to adapt to an environment where they are 

frequently exposed to harm demonstrates resiliency (American Psychological Association 

(APA) Task Force on Resilience and Strength in Black Children and Adolescents; 2008; 
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Pooley & Cohen, 2010) which is often discussed in a systemic way (Masten & Wright, 2010; 

Seal et al. 2014; Ungar, 2018). Seal et al. (2014) concluded that when youth were exposed to 

violence their moral compass strengthened, they paid attention to one another’s safety and 

wellbeing, and increased their awareness on the consequences of violence to themselves and 

others. The response from participants indicated the strength of individual resilience which 

consequently developed the community’s resilience. Although gang violence was not studied 

solely, it might be suggested that a similar effect would occur with gang violence. In the 

current research, participants of both studies attended the same college which enabled the 

research to explore whether indirect exposure to SGYV strengthened the participants’ 

resilience and also the role this played at a higher level: community resilience.  

To explore this concept on a deeper level, Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory 

(Bronfenbrenner, 1979) was deemed suitable. The theory explains how childhood 

development and wellbeing is influenced by the systems which they are a part of and interact 

with. The Phenomenological Variant of Ecological Systems Theory (PVEST) (Spencer et al., 

1997) embeds Bronfenbrenner’s theory within it to explore the lived experiences of the 

individual as they interact with the systems, whilst the systems interact with one another. This 

theory takes Bronfenbrenner’s theory a step further by exploring how complex interactions 

are, particularly when they are discussed through the lens of others. It can be surmised at this 

point that BMAs’ interactions with their world, the meaning they extract from it and the 

effect it would have would be different to a white female adolescent. Although the systems 

may be similar, the interactions with their family, professionals at the college, the police, 

peers, GMGA and the media would not be. The current research presents BMAs’ lived 

experiences through their lens to the reader, an attempt to gather such complex lived 

experiences through the words of the participant on indirect exposure to SGYV has not 

occurred before in the U.K.  
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Stereotypes as a form of Oppression 

A stereotype has been defined as set of beliefs about the characteristics or attributes of 

a group (p.110; Judd & Park, 1993; Jussim et al., 2015). Since slavery, black males have been 

stereotyped as ‘violent’, ‘criminal’ and ‘poor’ (Whaley, 1992; Welch, 2007; Williams, 2014). 

Their use has become deeply entrenched in society’s culture and history (Fiske, 2017) to the 

point where the offender’s race is assumed as black even if their race is unknown (Welch, 

2007).  

Race is a social construct and negative racial stereotypes are used as a form of 

oppression to maintain the status quo (Fiske, 2017; Kyeremateng, 2019). The negative 

stereotypes of black males are shared through media to the wider community frequently, as a 

consequence black males find themselves experiencing increased levels of prejudice: they 

become ‘othered’ by a society they perceived themselves to be a part of or have a desire to be 

a part of. The intended consequences of being ‘othered’ through oppression is to feel 

dehumanized (Freire, 2005).  

Freire (2005) described how complex the relationship between the oppressor and 

oppressed are: the oppressed must recognise the conditions of their oppression to be able to 

transform it, however, the oppressed live in the conditions set by the oppressor and rely on 

the oppressor to also make changes for the oppressed to have the opportunity to be free – less 

dehumanized, which the oppressor is reluctant to do, as this would mean relinquishing some 

of their own power/ freedom. The difficulty with applying Freire’s argument to the current 

research topic was its current usefulness to more recent forms of oppression, which may be 

more subtle, than the 1960s South America Freire developed his pedagogy in. Garavan 

(2010) highlighted its usefulness comes from emphasising the importance of capturing the 

lived experiences of the oppressed through their lens with the use of dialogue, between the 
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oppressed and the oppressor and between the oppressed and others. In the current research, 

the importance of dialogue has been identified with the qualitative methodologies chosen.  

A number of theories explore forms of oppression within society, including critical 

race theory (CRT) (Lopez, 2000; Warmington, 2020), social dominance theory (Sidanius et 

al., 2004), socio-political development theory (Lozada et al., 2017), and stereotype-threat 

theory (Schmader, 2010; Steele, 1998). The original study which supported stereotype-threat 

theory highlighted how knowledge and a reluctance to confirm one’s stereotype negatively 

impacted academic performance of African-American participants (Steele & Aronson, 1995). 

The sense of being ‘othered’ injured an individual’s sense of self and their understanding 

about their position in the world.  

At the age of 14 years old our understanding of stereotypes and prejudices has 

developed (Bigler & Liben, 2007), we possess the knowledge needed to place individuals in 

the out- and in-group. With recent global events and social media, we have witnessed how 

exposure to negative stereotyping can be associated with racial discrimination of BMAs in 

the U.S.A. and the U.K. Hope et al. (2015) concluded the majority of 18-29 year old black 

males in the U.S.A. had experienced racial discrimination. These forms of racial 

discrimination were systemic, taking place in the workplace and/ or EE. At these ages 

individuals had gained more independence and had increased interactions with their world, 

and more specifically with the systems within it. The participants reported physical health 

issues earlier than their peers and a negative impact on psychological well-being. These 

consequences were buffered by a good support network, a similar finding in studies that have 

explored forms of violence (Hill et al., 1996; Kelly, 2010; Sippel et al., 2015). However, 

these studies did not fully explore how a good support network buffered the effects of 

exposure to violence. In Study 2 this was explored when college professionals were asked 
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their understanding of SGYV and their management of students’ exposure to it, which 

addresses the gap found in literature.  

Policing Negative Stereotypes  

Negative stereotyping of BMAs increases unconscious bias and has been associated to 

indiscriminate policing (Aldridge et al., 2013; Fatsis, 2019). In London, between November 

2019 and October 2020, 37,926 black individuals aged 15-19 years old were subjected to 

‘stop and search’ (358.2 per 1000). Of these 36,502 were male (693.6 per 1000) 

(Metropolitan Police Service, 2020b). Black male adolescents are six times more likely to be 

stopped and searched compared to those who were white and three times more likely than 

peers of other ethnicities (Lammy, 2017). The Lammy Review (Lammy, 2017) was revisited 

three years later to evaluate the recommendations implemented; BMAs remain over-

represented in the criminal justice system (CJS) (Ministry of Justice, 2020). This will always 

be the case if negative stereotyping continues and negative policing is not challenged 

effectively. 

Responding to Negative Stereotypes  

Adolescence is a period of significant development where interactions hold more 

meaning and exposure to negative stereotypes can impact an adolescent’s identity and their 

understanding of their position in the world. The negative stereotypes of BMAs have divided 

scholars and society in how to respond to them. Rogers and Way (2016) explored how BMAs 

responded to stereotypes which were based on the intersectionality of the group. Up until this 

stage the stereotypes being discussed have not been teased apart. The study highlighted three 

responses to racial and gender stereotypes, those who resisted both stereotypes, the 

‘exceptions’ who resisted racial stereotypes more readily than gender stereotypes, and the 

‘accommodators’ who endorsed both stereotypes. The responses of resistance and 

accommodation have been discussed in literature and have been discussed in detail below.    
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One act of resistance identified was to intentionally speak out against the stereotypes 

(Schmader, 2010), in order for the experiences of BMAs to be shared with a wider audience, 

an argument supported by CRT (Taylor, 1998) and resonates with Freire’s (2005) position of 

sharing the lived experiences of the oppressed through their lens. This approach challenges 

the stereotypes by highlighting the destructive power of generalisation whilst also 

understanding the need for dialogue to discuss the lived experiences of BMAs, which may 

highlight the experiences are homogeneous and heterogeneous in nature (Hall, 2000). The 

narratives of BMAs’ experiences have been overlooked in research and often has been 

generalised and reduced to figures with a lack of context. The current research has used 

qualitative methodologies to eliminate the risk of generalisation and encourage each 

participants’ experiences to be captured and explored.  

Critiquing the systems in which reinforce stereotypes has been considered another 

form of resistance (Kyeremateng, 2019), a position supported by scholars who support socio-

political development theory (Watts et al., 2003), as it is felt that this is where the most 

impact on stereotypes could be made, to reach the wider audience. This approach can only be 

effective if knowledge of how systems operate and sustain their power is known, and most 

importantly how dialogue can take place for transformation to occur (Freire, 2005).  

Freire (2005) suggested that those oppressed may succumb to their stereotypes of the 

oppressor, a term referred to as ‘accommodation’ (Rogers & Way, 2016). There is a sense of 

feeling powerless to the oppression and not being able to see a way of being free from the 

stereotypes imposed upon them. In relation to the current research topic, the 

‘accommodators’ would be identified as BMAs who became GMGA, who seek alternative 

ways to break away from their oppression and its conditions.   
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Educational Establishments and Gang Violence  

The literature presented above provided some degree of understanding of how indirect 

exposure to gang violence impacts BMAs in the U.S.A., highlighting the gap of knowledge 

on indirect exposure to gang violence, specifically SGYV on BMAs in the U.K. Kelly’s 

studies demonstrated the impact of indirect exposure to gang violence on BMAs in the U.S.A 

were buffered by their support network. She acknowledged the importance of social networks 

in her studies when parents of the African-American adolescents and community centre staff 

were included (Kelly & Anderson, 2012; Kelly et al., 2011; Kelly et al., 2012). Although, it 

was highlighted not all of the African-American adolescents discussed their perceptions of 

gang violence with their parents and spoke with the community centre staff instead (Kelly & 

Anderson, 2012), suggesting that alternative forms of support is sometimes needed to buffer 

the impact of indirect exposure to gang violence on non-gang affiliated adolescents. This 

increased curiosity as to whether the college professionals of the current study could be 

considered a source of support for BMAs, and buffer the impact of indirect exposure to 

SGYV. 

These findings supported the literature which indicated that the development of 

individual resilience alongside community resilience were the product of interactions 

between an individual and their ecological systems, and between the ecological systems 

(Masten, 2016). The importance of a support network and the interactions with ecological 

systems can be identified within the college, this could be identified as the teachers, the 

Support and Wellbeing Team (SWT), the security guards and police officer on site, and 

peers. These daily interactions have an impact on BMAs and the college community. To 

explore these concepts further, Study 2 explored how professionals who worked at the same 

college attended by Study 1 participants understood SGYV and safeguarded their students 

from it.  
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Educational establishments are influenced by the areas they are located within and the 

students which they attract (Hagedorn, 2017), as highlighted in Bronfenbrenner’s ecological 

systems theory; the structures within systems not only interact with the individual but the 

other structures and systems too. From this we gain an understanding of how a college 

community and its culture is formed. Students make up the largest part of the college 

community and play a key part in the development of its culture.   

Prevalence of Gang Violence in Schools and Colleges 

Educational establishments are identified as a safe space for their students and are 

considered an important tool for their wellbeing and development. Exposure to gang violence 

can severely impact this. This impact is determined by the degree of gang violence they are 

exposed to and how they are exposed to the violence. Educational establishments could be 

exposed to gang violence which takes place within or around the establishments, students 

becoming victims of gang activities as they travel to and from college (as colleges fall within 

the territory of a gang (Pitts, 2007)), incidents of gang violence being discussed amongst 

peers or with college professionals or gang members attending EEs as students.  

 Statistics recorded the number of gang members who attend EEs in the U.S.A. to 

assess possible gang activity within and around the EEs (National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2021). The information was gathered by asking students aged 12-18 years old if 

gangs were present at their school. In 2019, 9% of students reported a presence of gangs. This 

figure has decreased over the past 10 years. Students who identified as Black, Hispanic or 

Native-American reported more of a presence of gangs. Also, students who attended schools 

in the city and were in the 9th to 12th grades (10-18 years old) reported a greater presence. 

Students in these grades were more likely to have increased independence than the younger 

students asked, due to this, they were likely to make sense of their world at a deeper level and 
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were likely to have a better understanding of gangs. The importance of gathering the 

student’s perspective is emphasised, particularly as students may not willingly share their 

information about gangs and gang violence. Though it has been highlighted in Kelly’s study 

that some participants did share information with the community centre staff and not their 

parents; it is difficult to know if this would apply to teachers also. This lack of information is 

likely to skew professionals’ views of gangs in their EE. In a study which asked gang 

researchers, law enforcement and school principals whether they had gangs in their schools 

(Naber et al., 2006), findings suggested those who had more discussions with students along 

with having an awareness of the local area believed gangs were more present in the school. 

The findings suggested access to students’ experiences and knowledge were pivotal in order 

to understand the presence of gangs in EEs. 

  In the U.K. in August 2020, The Times newspaper conducted a survey of teachers and 

concluded that a third of secondary schools believed their students were involved with gangs 

(Joiner et al., 2020). It was reported many of the teachers felt students as young as eight years 

old were being groomed and exploited by gangs. The survey’s findings were heavily 

dependent on the respondents’ definitions of a gang, the respondents’ experiences of gangs 

and gang violence and information they have been exposed to. The current research did not 

provide a definition of gangs to their participants but explored the participants’ own 

definitions. This ensured the participants’ experiences were explored in their context, to make  

meaning of the world and their interactions. 

Impact of SGYV in Education Establishments 

In London, the impact of SGYV on an EE has been highlighted in two incidents. In 

1995, Phillip Lawrence, a head teacher, was killed when he intervened in one of his pupils 

being assaulted by a gang (Narayan & Tredre, 1995). There were speculations one of the 
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gang members attended the school. The incident was witnessed by many of the students and a 

review of school security proposed. Another incident took place during an unprecedented 

year of SGYV, 2018. A reprisal stabbing of a student occurred outside of a 6th form college in 

North London (Quinn & Dodd, 2018). This reprisal was linked to the murder of a teenage 

girl, shot outside of her home in Tottenham, North London. It is likely that these are not the 

only incidents of SGYV which have taken place in or around EEs.  

The Home Office (2013) provided recommendations of how exposure to SGYV can 

be managed to safeguard students. They recommended staff have an understanding of the 

scale and nature of SGYV, those involved in SGYV, and the resources available to 

adolescents which could buffer the exposure. To develop this understanding staff are heavily 

reliant on students sharing this information and their experiences, which is influenced by the 

relationship students have with the professionals. The research which is available on gangs in 

EEs focus on the interventions used to deter students away from gangs. Little literature exists 

discussing the impact indirect exposure of SGYV has on non-GMGA students. 

SGYV has the potential to disrupt the college environment and the students’ sense of 

safety. Such disruption has been described as a psychological assault on the college 

community (Mncube & Steinmann, 2014; Shaw & Meaney, 2015). Mncube and Steinmann’s 

(2014) study explored gang (related) violence in 24 schools in the country of South Africa. 

They used a range of qualitative methods to collect data, such as focus groups from various 

users of the schools including pupils and teachers. The study found schools were aware of the 

gangs and gang violence present, and had appeared to take little action to address the issue. 

This was a perception echoed by non-GMGA adolescents who attended focus groups in 

Colorado, U.S.A (Stoll et al., 1997), who felt the school and law enforcement could not do 

anything to prevent gang activity. The adolescents presented with a sense of hopelessness in 

the ecological systems designed to safeguard them.  



  33

  

   

 

  UP872723 

It is wondered whether educational establishments intend to directly tackle gangs and 

gang violence or the other issues which arise from their presence (Bility, 1999). With the use 

of focus groups on student adolescents in South Africa Bility (1999) found that exposure to 

gang violence impacted students’ academic performance and they presented with external 

symptoms of distress, such as aggression; a similar response to the participants in Kelly’s 

studies. Recommendations to strengthen the relationships of the students’ support network 

were made rather than to place resources in directly tackling gangs and the social problems 

which lead to the formation of gangs. It is likely the school professionals have acknowledged 

the limitation of their roles outside of the school environment and chose to work on factors 

which they could effectively address. Additionally, this approach appears to acknowledge the 

ecological systems theory and the literature on systems and resilience (Masten & Wright, 

2010; Ungar, 2018), including the educational establishment. The current research 

intentionally chose participants who attended the same college to explore this concept. 

Having a sense of the participants’ understanding of SGYV and their response to it personally 

or professionally, provides a picture of the impact on the college community and its culture, 

providing a deeper understanding of the influence of the complex interactions which occur.   

Approaches Used in Educational Establishments 

The importance of EE being aware of the communities that their students are a part of 

has been presented. When gangs or gang violence have been known to be present where 

students reside the following approaches were adopted. Hagedorn (2017) discussed 

professionals from the EEs speaking with the students directly about gang activity, 

professionals reaching out to the parents of students who were at risk of becoming a GMGA 

(which were often identified by the counsellors of the establishment), speaking directly with 

the GMGA and at times asking former-GMGA to share their experiences with their pupils. 

These approaches highlight the importance of interventions targeted at different ecological 
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levels which has been considered the most effective method to safeguard students from 

SGYV and to prevent youth violence (Telleen et al., 2009). In 2018, The Mayor of London 

held a campaign to promote student safety (Davis, 2018) entitled ‘London Needs You Alive’. 

It encouraged colleges to educate students in how to stay away from SGYV. They also used 

media to boost their campaign, the effectiveness of the campaign is unknown.  

  Maslow (2012) identified the need for safety and security as a basic human need 

which must be met for higher psychological needs to be met, such as self-fulfilment, which 

EEs attempt to foster. In EEs, safety and security have been recognised with the use of 

fences, CCTV, security guards and a police presence (Sharkey et al., 2011). In the college 

where this research took place there are security guards and a police liaison officer on site. 

Students are also required to wear their student ID badge to access the college and when on 

the premises. The relational aspect between staff and students was not explicitly considered 

or identified as a means of safety. However, as discussed previously, the importance of this 

relationship is known in order to build trust and safety, for students to share their experiences 

of gang violence or knowledge of gang members, which is needed for EE professionals to 

accurately have a sense of gangs and gang activity. The current research did include college 

professionals as participants to explore how their understanding of SGYV informed their 

approach to safeguard their students’ exposure to SGYV. The current research considers the 

college professionals’ relationship with their students as a means of safety.  

Bourdieu’s social theory (Maton, 2008) describes how an individual’s practice 

(decisions and behaviour) is an interaction of ‘habitus’, capital and field. ‘Habitus’ refers to 

the resources an individual uses to guide how they interact with their environment and is 

informed by capital. Capital is divided into economic/ material (wealth), social (social 

networks) and cultural/ discursive (social norms). The individual uses capital and habitus 
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when they interact with agents in the different fields. During this interaction the individual 

starts to understand their position within the field, and this goes on to influence the 

individual’s practice. Bourdieu’s social theory is likely to provide deeper insight into how 

understanding students’ decisions and behaviour can guide how professionals work with the 

students to keep them safe. This indicates how important it is for educational establishments 

to be aware of the other structures and systems which the student interacts with. The impact 

of their interactions with other structures/ systems is likely to have an impact on how they 

interact with the educational establishment.  

Figure 1 

A Visual Representation of Bourdieu’s ‘habitus’ 

 

Note. The different capitals where an individual receives an understanding of the world, 

according to Croft-Piggin (2015) 
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The Role of Educational Establishments as a Protective Factor  

When exposed to gang violence non-gang affiliated adolescents’ wellbeing is 

significantly impacted and there is a need to build individual and community resilience. The 

studies which explored the association between gang violence and resilience have done so at 

different ecological levels (Brookmeyer et al., 2006; Lenzi et al., 2018). Highlighting the 

appropriateness of using Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and PVEST to explore 

this topic.  

Resilience arises from interrelationships between systems and with those who interact 

with the systems; for a community to develop resilience there is a reliance on many factors 

(Berkes & Ross, 2013). This again highlights the importance of how individuals interact with 

their world in terms of social networks, communication, social inclusion, social support, and 

a sense of belonging. These factors build the strength of the community by strengthening its 

links. These are factors which many EEs foster to develop their community resilience and 

strengthen their students’ individual resilience, which can increase through EEs modelling 

how to respond to adverse experiences (Magis, 2008). 

Lenzi et al. (2018) explored emotional competence at an individual and school level. 

Emotional competence and wellbeing have been considered a measure of resilience. The 

study suggested the support a student experienced in their world to meet their basic human 

needs enabled their emotional competence to develop, similar to social networks for 

resilience. Emotional competence was defined as emotional regulation, empathy, and 

capacity for delayed gratification. The study concluded a school rich in emotional 

competence which fostered prosocial beliefs reduced the likelihood of gang membership 

within the school. These findings mirrored Brookmeyer et al.’s study (2006), which 

highlighted the importance of the support network in adolescents’ lives as a protective factor 
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to gang violence. They noted how feeling connected within the school environment 

encouraged the students to speak more about their experiences of exposure to gang violence. 

Teachers and parents acted as a protective factor to engage in violence.  

One of the key factors in building a safe and nurturing environment for students is the 

relationship they have with the college professionals (Wentzel, 2009). The quality of this 

relationship supports students in developing their emotional well-being, positive sense of self 

and educational achievements. Also, positive relationships with professionals provide an 

additional support in the student’s network to cope and adapt to their environment. For the 

student, such a relationship will provide a sense of safety within the EE. This relationship can 

also provide the student with information of how they are viewed by others in the world they 

interact with. They may use their teachers as a reference point for the world they interact 

with, as their teachers are exposed to external influences which would also shape this 

relationship (Pianta et al., 2003). 

Overall, the literature demonstrated the importance of ecological systems in an 

individuals’ world and how they make meaning of their experiences as they interact with the 

systems. It has been discussed how SGYV has the power to impact those indirectly exposed 

to it and the systems to safeguard from this exposure. However, research is required to bridge 

the gap of how indirect exposure to SGYV impacts a college community. The current 

research has addressed this gap by asking ‘How does exposure to street gang youth violence 

impact a college community?’ 

Street gang youth violence remains a social-political issue in the U.K., particularly 

London. Adolescents have been negatively impacted from indirect exposure to gang violence 

as shown with studies in the U.S.A. The negative impact focused on a breach of physical and 

psychological safety. There was an impact on self-identity and how adolescents related with 
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peers of their own age and others in society. There was a sense that the meaning taken from 

the experiences focused on being ‘othered’ and a sense of questioning their values. The focus 

of the current research is the BMAs who are negatively stereotyped as GMGA when they are 

not. Black male adolescents remain the most affected group from SGYV as perpetrators and 

as victims, yet still little is known of the impact of SGYV on non-GMGA BMAs in London. 

We cannot use the findings of Kelly’s studies to presume the experiences of non-GMGA 

BMAs in the U.K. will mirror those in the U.S.A when cultural context is taken into account. 

For this reason, Study 1 explored the question ‘What are the experiences of exposure to street 

gang youth violence on non-gang black male adolescents?’ 

However, research has shown that exposure to gang violence may also develop an 

adolescent’s resilience to their environment over time. The ecological systems which 

adolescents interacted with played a role in the development of their resilience and buffered 

the effects of exposure to gang violence. Literature has identified the importance of EEs in 

the role of developing resilience and safeguarding students from exposure to gang violence. 

Study 2 explored the question ‘How does do professionals’ understanding of street gang 

youth violence inform their management of their students’ exposure to it?’ 

The following chapters present the two studies. This is followed by a general 

discussion which brings the findings of both studies together. Lastly a reflective epilogue 

explores the impact of the research methodologies on the robustness of the current research 

and explores the implications of the findings.  
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Study 1 

Using Semi-structured Interviews to  

Explore the Impact of Street Gang Youth Violence on  

Black Male Adolescent Students  
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Abstract 

Street gang youth violence has become prevalent in London and reached a peak in 

2018. This type of violence and its severity led to changes in legislation and suggested ways 

to address the social-political issue. In London, street gang youth violence became associated 

with all black male adolescents, including those not gang members or gang affiliated. This 

impacted how black male adolescents were perceived in society and how others engaged with 

them. Yet, there remains little exploration of the impact non-gang members or non-gang 

affiliated black male adolescents’ indirect exposure to street gang youth violence had on 

them, or the secondary consequences of this exposure. Studies conducted in the U.S.A 

suggested, for example, that African-American male adolescents who were non-gang 

members or gang affiliates experienced psychological distress. However, the experiences and 

consequences of indirect exposure to street gang youth violence on black male adolescents in 

London, England are unknown. For this reason, this study asks ‘What are the experiences of 

indirect exposure to street gang youth violence on non-gang members or non-gang affiliated 

black male adolescents?’ To explore these experiences eight participants who self-identified 

as black males were recruited from one 6th form college in London. They completed a semi-

structured interview to gather qualitative data which was analysed using Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA). Three superordinate themes were identified: 

‘Understanding Gangs’, ‘We are the Stereotypes’ and ‘Building Resilience’. The findings 

suggested the experiences of black male adolescents who were not gang-members or gang-

affiliated were multi-faceted and heavily reliant on the systems which they interacted with. 

The participants’ experiences suggested that indirect exposure to street gang youth violence 

elicited fear and anxiety. Yet, more positively they developed a strength to adapt to their 

environment and had a desire to succeed in a world designed to push them out.  

Keywords: black male adolescents, street gang, youth violence, stereotypes 
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Using Semi-structured Interviews to Explore Black Male Adolescents’ Experiences of 

Street Gang Youth Violence 

This study explores the experiences of non-GMGA BMAs indirectly exposed to SGYV. This 

study has been needed since SGYV became prevalent in London and BMAs were negatively 

stereotyped to this. It was reported that BMAs were more likely to be a suspect of as well as a 

victim of gang violence, a message that reinforced negative stereotyping of BMAs. In 

contrast to the amount of research available on the impact of direct and indirect exposure to 

SGYV with GMGA as participants, there is very little research which has explored the 

impact of indirect exposure to SGYV on non-GMGA BMAs. In the U.K. we have failed to 

explore the consequences of a national socio-political issue on those who are most impacted 

indirectly. The current study has made steps to balance this by asking ‘What are the 

experiences of indirect exposure to SGYV on non-GMGA BMAs?’ 

 This study is a loose replication of Kelly’s studies (Kelly & Anderson, 2012; Kelly et 

al., 2009; Kelly et al., 2012). In these studies, semi-structured interviews were facilitated with 

African-American males aged 8 to 8 years old at the community centres they attended. 

Similarly, the current study has used semi-structured interviews to explore the experiences of 

eight BMAs aged 16 to 18 years old at the 6th form college they attended. Like Kelly’s 

studies these participants were not GMGA and were able to discuss their experiences in 

English. Kelly’s studies included participants who had reported being directly exposed to 

gang violence in the past two years, whilst excluding those who were exposed to other forms 

of violence and were under the care of the Local Authority. The current study excluded 

BMAs who had been directly exposed to gang violence (witnessed gang violence or been a 

victim of). The current study did not ask BMAs if they were exposed to other forms of 

violence or were under the care of the Local Authority. Unlike Kelly’s studies the 

participants attended the same 6th form college. Content analysis was used for the data 
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collected in Kelly’s studies (Kelly & Anderson, 2012; Kelly et al., 2009), whilst the current 

study used IPA as a method of data analysis to capture the lived experiences of the 

participants.  

 The use of IPA ensured the personal nature of the participants’ experiences and their 

interpretation of these were protected as best as possible. Interpretative Phenomenological 

Analysis acknowledges the co-construction of the participants’ experiences through discourse 

between the researcher and the participant to truly capture the lived experiences of the 

participant. There is encouragement for the researcher to be aware of their influences when 

they interpret the participants’ interpretation of their experiences and the meaning they make 

of their interactions in their world. Both methodologies complement my research 

positionality of phenomenology and constructivism.   

 The methodology used to conduct Study 1 is detailed below. This is followed by the 

findings and a brief discussion to explore the importance of the findings.  
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Method 

The current study explores the lived experiences of BMAs who were indirectly exposed to 

SGYV.  I have described the method of data collection and data analysis below.  

Participants 

 All participants (N=8) included in the study attended the same 6th form college in 

London. Due to the nature of the topic being explored and to reduce the risk of identification, 

the area of London or borough where the college is located will not be shared.    

The study had inclusion and exclusion criteria to ensure the participants discussing the 

topic were BMAs who were not GMGA. The participants met the inclusion criteria if they 

were: (a) male, (b) 16 to 18-years-old, and (c) self-identified as black. In addition, 

participants were required to discuss complex issues using the English language, competently 

and confidently. This was monitored through speaking to the participant at the point of 

recruitment, and gauging their proficiency in English.  

The exclusion criteria for the participants were: (a) not to be a GMGA, and (b) not 

have been a direct victim of gang violence or directly witnessed gang violence.  

 The inclusion and exclusion criteria were recorded on the information sheet 

(Appendix A) and informed consent form (Appendix B). All participants signed the informed 

consent form as acknowledgement for meeting the criteria.   

 There was no prior relationship with any participant prior to the study beginning. I 

met all participants, for the first time, when I attempted to recruit them for the study on the 

college premises.   
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Sampling 

 Purposive sampling was used to ensure only BMAs participated in the study. The use 

of a homogeneous sample permitted a more developed overall understanding of the 

participants’ experiences (Alase, 2017).  

Materials  

The interviews were semi-structured and were loosely guided with a set of open-

ended questions. This enabled topics which were introduced by the participant to be explored 

during the interview (Howwitt, 2019), for example, comparing the stereotypes of gangs in 

London and countries in Africa where some of the participants were born (these countries 

were not named by the participant). This provided an environment for shared understanding 

of the participants’ experiences to be reached through dialogue, a key aspect identified in 

interpersonal intersubjectivity (Coelho & Figueirdo, 2003; Frie & Reis, 2001; Murakami, 

2003).  

The structured questions developed to be used as part of the semi-structured 

interviews were based on both on literature and participant experience. In the literature 

review, it was highlighted that there was a lack of a consensus for the term ‘gang’ and as 

such, participants in studies exploring gangs and gang violence may have been using their 

own definition. In this study, all participants were asked what their definition of a gang was. 

This ensured that their experiences were being explored within their own definition and not 

one imposed upon them. Also, the literature indicated that exposure to gangs and gang 

violence occurs in different means, it was important to understand how participants felt they 

were indirectly exposed to gang violence to gain a deeper understanding of their experiences. 

The main questions used in the interviews were: 

 What is your understanding of a gang? 
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 Where do you get your information about gangs and gang violence? 

 Is gang violence an issue in your area? 

 How are you/ have you been affected by gang violence? 

Over the past ten years, within various roles as a pre-qualified psychologist I have 

facilitated interviews with clients which assisted in facilitating effective semi-structured 

interviews with the participants. This includes being aware of the power dynamics which 

operate during the interview process (Nunkoosing, 2005). This was alleviated where I 

emphasised the importance of the role of the participant at the start of the interview. I 

expressed the view that participants owned their own experiences and there was no right or 

wrong to these experiences.  

Research Design  

Participants were recruited on the premises of the 6th form college, in two ways. First, 

I attended the college at the beginning of the day and sat in the communal area with posters 

(Appendix C) and the information sheet (Appendix A). Most students walked through this 

area to gain access to other parts of the college, whilst others used the area to socialise and 

wait for their first lesson to start. I approached potential participants, who appeared to meet 

the inclusion criteria (BMAs), to discuss the study (including the inclusion and exclusion 

criteria) and to gauge their interest in participating. If they confirmed they met the criteria and 

demonstrated a willingness to participate an interview was scheduled. There was the 

possibility for potential participants to approach me to discuss the study after reading the 

posters and information sheet. However, this did not occur. 

 Second, participants were signposted to me by staff members who were aware of my 

research. The study was briefly discussed. If the potential participant remained interested and 

met the inclusion and exclusion criteria an interview was scheduled.  
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These interviews were scheduled either for the same day or in advance and were 

scheduled when the participant had a free lesson. These lessons were 45 minutes long.  

 On the day of an interview, I met the participant in the communal area and escorted 

them to the room allocated for the interview. This room was located in the college where 

distractions were kept to a minimum, e.g., other students/ staff were unable to use it for the 

duration of the interview, any noise from outside could not be heard, and with myself sat 

closest to the door, the participant was unable to see outside or be seen from outside. Only the 

participant and I were present throughout the interview. 

Once in the room, I presented the participant with the information sheet (Appendix A) 

and the informed consent form (Appendix B). This was to refresh their understanding of the 

study and for the participant to ask me any questions prior to signing the informed consent 

form.  

Although ethical considerations were recorded on the information sheet and informed 

consent form, I verbally presented this for participants who may have scanned both 

documents, e.g., the right to withdraw up to the point of transcription of data, displaying any 

signs of distress would lead to the interview being stopped, anonymity and limitations of 

confidentiality.  

Anonymity was met through each participant being assigned a participant code which 

was not linked to their personal information e.g., AD1. Confidentiality was limited in two 

ways: (a) I would inform the police if the participant disclosed information which suggested a 

crime had been committed or an offence was being investigated and there was an indication 

that information had not been reported to/ shared with the police, and (b) I would inform the 

college if any safeguarding issues were disclosed. 
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 The interview took place once all questions had been answered and the forms had 

been completed. The interviews were audio-recorded using the SONY ICD-BX140 Digital 

Dictation Machine.  

 At the end of the interview the participants were given the debrief sheet (Appendix D) 

to take away with them, and asked whether they required further support in relation to the 

topic discussed. All eight participants declined. I verbally advised the participants to contact 

the Support and Wellbeing Team (SWT) which included the college counsellor if they 

required additional support. The participants were also asked if they had any questions. These 

were answered and were not audio-recorded. The participants were asked whether they 

wished to be sent a final version of the thesis. Those who did were asked to write their email 

address on a separate blank piece of paper to ensure it could not be connected to their 

participant code or interview. Lastly, to show appreciation for their time each participant 

received £5.00.   

Overall, ten participants were invited to interview between November 2019 and 

February 2020. Two participants did not attend their first scheduled interview and declined to 

participate when another interview was arranged. Therefore, the final sample for the study 

consisted of eight participants. This is considered a suitable number for the data analysis 

which was used in the study, IPA (Smith & Eatough, 2016) and was considered able to still 

meet data saturation (Guest et al., 2006). 

 The length of the interviews ranged between 18 minutes to 48 minutes. The average 

length of the interviews was 28 minutes.  

 The University of Portsmouth Science and Health Faculty Ethics Committee approved 

the study on October 30, 2019.  
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Data Analysis 

 All eight semi-structured interviews were audio-recorded. The recordings were 

transcribed verbatim with the use of a transcription key which I developed (Hepburn & 

Bolden, 2013; Lapadat & Lindsay, 1999) (Appendix E). The data were the transcriptions of 

the interviews.  

 The analysis followed the process of IPA suggested by Smith and Eatough (2016), 

and Storey (2016). During the interview, I did not record any notes/ comments to minimise 

any distractions for the participant and to reduce the risk of a breakdown in rapport. Directly 

following the interview, I made notes on my thoughts/ feelings elicited during the interview – 

towards the participant and from the topics which were explored, and any general 

observations I had made e.g., a participant appearing to rush the interview by not providing 

full responses. This allowed me to return to these notes throughout the transcription process.  

The first step of the IPA process which I followed involved making notes on the 

interviews whilst transcribing the data (Smith, & Eatough, 2016). This included notes on 

feelings and thoughts elicited about the participant and the interview, the participants’ use of 

language and how they appeared to respond to the questions. These were my interpretations 

of the participants’ responses during the interview which enabled me to obtain a deeper 

shared understanding of the participants’ experiences. Such analysis allowed the transcription 

process to become part of the interpretation process of IPA (Bird, 2005). Due to the 

interviews taking place over a four-month period, each interview was transcribed 

independently. Each transcription was completed within a few weeks of the interview taking 

place.   

 I began the process of immersing myself in the data following the completion of each 

transcript, instead of when all transcripts were completed. This involved (a) listening to the 
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recordings of the interview, with and without the transcripts, and (b) reading the transcripts 

without audio. On each occasion I made my notes in the left-hand column. I continued this 

process until I felt immersed with the data. This was determined when I was able to indicate 

the key experiences for each participant, along with specific responses to questions.  

 In the right-hand column of each transcript I began identifying codes from the notes 

which I made in the left-hand column. I reviewed the codes of each transcript thrice and 

briefly discussed these with my research supervisor in sessions. Each code was recorded on 

post-it notes. Any codes which appeared to overlap were grouped and renamed, to ensure the 

codes presented within each transcript were not repeated. To identify the codes of each 

transcript ensured the participants’ experiences were not lost amongst others.   

 At this stage, the codes of all the transcripts were collated which enabled me to 

identify any further overlapping codes between the participants and to obtain an overall 

understanding of all the themes identified. The codes were grouped into subordinate themes. 

The subordinate themes were identified if any codes overlapped and/ or if a number of codes 

appeared to reflect a similar issue e.g., describing the unpredictable nature of gang violence. 

At this stage the subordinate themes were reviewed and labelled. 

 Lastly, I grouped the subordinate themes based on similar topics/ issues identified. 

These groups of subordinate themes were labelled to become the superordinate themes. The 

labels of the superordinate themes provided an overview of responses to the study’s research 

question, ‘What are the experiences of indirect exposure to SGYV on non-GMGA BMAs?’ 

Throughout the research analysis there were two interpretations of the participants’ 

experiences. First, as the participants made sense of their experiences and discussed this 

during the interview. Second, as the researcher made sense of the participants’ experiences to 

ask further questions during the interview and when analysing the data to identify themes. 
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The process of two interpretations building on one another to co-construct meaning from the 

participants’ experiences is referred to as the double hermeneutic in IPA.     

The researcher’s supervisor reviewed the themes (preliminary, subordinate and 

superordinate) along with the data extracts provided. This was considered an audit, as to 

whether he was able to track my process of analysis without access to the transcripts (Smith, 

& Eatough, 2016). Moreover, this stage enabled me to check for credibility of my themes and 

data extracts (Elliott et al., 1999; Yardley, 2000) as I did not have access to the participants to 

provide credibility checks of their transcripts. I reviewed my themes following my 

supervisor’s feedback. Initially I reduced my superordinate themes from eight to five, with 

three to four subordinate themes. This involved relabelling the themes to incorporate more 

breadth of an issue/ topic. With another review process the themes were further reduced. The 

analysis identified three superordinate themes (see Figure 2).  
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Figure 2 

Superordinate Themes and Subordinate Themes of Study 1 
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Findings and Discussion 

Three superordinate themes were identified from the data analysis using Interpretative 

Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) to explore the lived experiences of BMAs indirectly 

exposed to SGYV. The themes identified were ‘Understanding Gangs’, ‘We are the 

Stereotypes’, and ‘Building Resilience’. 

Understanding Gangs 

 From the interviews I gathered a sense that participants’ exposure to SGYV 

developed their understanding of gangs. This included their definition of gangs, the 

demographic of gangs including an awareness of gang territories and the perceived functions 

of gangs. 

Definitions 

The definition of a gang mirrored more the academic definition (Klein et al., 2006) than the 

legal definition (Serious Crime Act, 2015).  

“So a gang is a group of people who take part in, erm, in illegal activities such as erm, 

robbery, stealing, murder potentially, drugs and erm, they’re all allocated in like 

certain areas” (AD2, p.2) 

AD2’s definition of a gang did not include the need to have one identifiable characteristic. In 

fact, no participants included this as part of their definition of a gang. AD2 has acknowledged 

the vague definition of a gang. I wonder whether AD2 chose some characteristics/ traits 

which were stereotypical of a gang but omitted the racial negative stereotypes to maintain a 

separation from himself.  

The unpredictable use of violence gangs engaged in was also included in AD2’s 

definition. During the research I was informed students were being targeted by gang members 
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as they travelled to and from the college. Following this, I was more than intrigued when 

AD7 provided his definition of gangs and suggested there was a misrepresentation of gang 

violence:   

 “I haven’t really seen any gang violence at all in my lifetime. I’d say it’s not 

as extreme … I don’t think its representative of what’s happening on the streets” 

(AD7, p.13) 

From this response initially I felt AD7 developed his understanding of gang violence 

on his direct experiences, he appeared to struggle to explore the indirect exposure to 

SGYV he may have been subjected to. He expressed not witnessing gang violence 

during his life, which would support the notion that not many adolescents have been 

directly exposed to gang violence (ONS, 2019). AD7 discussed the misrepresentation 

of gang violence in comparison to his direct experience. This brings in the discussion 

of knowledge based on one’s own reality in comparison to perceived reality (Chadee, 

2003). However, when I re-read the transcript I was surprised to note earlier in the 

interview he had discussed his fear of crime/ victimisation due to the unpredictable 

nature of gangs, which were present in his community: “You never know what’s going 

to happen... they might come up to you, ask you for something…tell you to do 

something, yeah, so fear’s a big emotion” (p.3). AD7 has an awareness of gangs and 

the possible violence which they could commit, yet he has not witnessed this. He 

believes the level of gang violence is misrepresented yet fears becoming a victim to 

such violence. This ongoing dialectic provides little support for the fear of crime 

paradox (Cops & Pleysier, 2010), which explains males are more likely to be a victim 

of crime yet report less fear. AD7’s comments suggest he has placed emphasis on his 

understanding of SGYV more than his direct experience and as a consequence, he feels 
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unsafe. Although he has not “really seen” SGYV and is aware of its misrepresentation. 

The fact it exists (and affecting other students at the college) appears enough for him to 

feel he could become a victim of SGYV.  

Territory  

AD5’s interview illustrated how his pursuit of hobbies in the community was severely 

impacted: 

 “… I like to do sports, I feel like going to a park and training for me it’s good 

obviously it’s something I like doing … at the same time it’s not safe for me … 

most of them also like to chilling the park, … to hide away from their rivals. So, 

like I might be in the park training … all I see is a group of them like they’ll 

come to me, like in that moment there’s nothing I can say, like even if I tried to 

scream for help, obviously it’s a park [Int: mm], if it’s a big park like no-one’s 

gonna hear me, the car are passing so like it’s not really safe for me, so like, in 

college I take more opportunity of me …” (AD5, p.10) 

AD5 described feeling unsafe in his community, particularly his local park where he wants to 

practice his sports. I gained a sense from AD5 that he has experienced this situation more 

than once and witnessed gang members hanging out in the parks. Such observations are likely 

to confirm his anxieties and fears, and influence his behaviour to avoid parks. I felt a degree 

of sadness that at an age where he has the independence to explore his world, he was being 

limited/ restricted by external factors; even his local area presented a threat. As such I could 

understand why AD5 considered his college a safer option to pursue his hobbies. AD5’s 

experience mirrors those in Kelly’s (2009) study, where participants expressed fear and 

anxiety towards gang violence. They were more aware of the areas they socialised in and 

chose to socialise in community centres where they felt safer. This makes me question the 
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impact COVID-19 has had on the life of AD5, with the college closed where can AD5 safely 

pursue his hobbies and generally feel safe?  

This notion of SGYV severely impacting hobbies/ goals was discussed with AD6: 

“… but, erm, probably other people … because they probably go to school, in, 

like, an area where they have problem with other people [Int: mm]. 

Int: Can you tell me a bit more? 

AD6: Erm, like, someone I know …, he had to leave the football school because 

he had problems with people in that area”. (AD5, p4) 

There have been suggestions schools/ colleges are located within gang territories (Pitts, 2007) 

and it unknown how many educational establishments are aware of the gang’s territory which 

they are located within and how they manage this and safeguard their students. AD6 

described how a person he knew was forced to drop-out of football school due to having 

issues in the area where the school was located. Although, AD6 did not explicitly state the 

problem was with gangs, I inferred he was referring to this based on the discussion topic. 

This illustrates how much of an impact SGYV can become a barrier in the pursuit of an 

adolescent’s future prospects. In hindsight it may have been useful to explore whether AD5’s 

friend had made the football school aware of his difficulties and ways in which his friend felt 

supported by the school to be kept safe and to maintain attendance at the school. AD5 has 

communicated the importance of this experience for him and how he has interpreted this 

experience, although the experience is not his own and this helped me to understand why I 

did not continue exploring this during the interview.  
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Legitimate Means  

The participants’ explanations of why individuals joined gangs appeared to hold a 

degree of empathy. These explanations focused on overcoming barriers illegitimately to meet 

societal goals: 

 “if you’re brought up in a less privileged area or community then you 

are more likely to get involved in the gang affiliations as you’d have a 

mind set to make money or you know try and get out of, what they call 

the ghetto” (AD3, p.2) 

 Merton’s strain theory (Marsh et al., 2006) can be identified within AD3’s 

explanation: seeking an alternative means to meet societal and cultural goals. The resources 

used to achieve power within society are accessible to the wealthy and privileged only, 

including status and money. It is the absence of these resources which are likely to keep 

groups of society in a form of oppression. These are not readily available to the poorer 

individuals in society or the unprivileged and other methods to obtain this are adopted such as 

the formation of gangs, this challenges the status quo (Hall & Winlow, 2003) or the oppressor 

(Freire, 2005), and additional forms of oppression are required to regain power, such as 

negative connotations. AD3 makes reference to this by describing the less privileged area as a 

“ghetto” (Whaley, 1992), a term which is often used to describe an environment which is not 

suitable for human living. This brings to light the concept of dehumanization to maintain 

oppression as discussed by Freire (2005) and highlights how his pedagogy can be relevant for 

this topic of indirect exposure to SGYV.  

 In the past, on many occasions I have been exposed to AD3’s reason for individuals 

joining gangs. However, the semi-structured interview provided a space for me to explore his 

rationale further, were AD3’s environment and experiences similar to GMGA and he related 
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to this being a viable option (Fatsis, 2019), yet AD3 is not a GMGA and I feel his response 

was an attempt to make sense of SGYV in relation to his morals (Litz et al., 2009), AD3 

attended college with the intention to attend university and succeed in life.  

 AD5 suggested a legitimate method GMGA used to meet societal goals was through 

music:  

“coz nowadays [Int: mmhm] like they do music, like on their music they’ll say 

something against their rivals” (AD5, p.12) 

AD5 described GMGA used music as a tool to incite violence and make threats towards their 

rivals (HM Government, 2018). Later, in the interview he labels the genre of music, drill. 

AD5 did not explore how drill music may be a reflection of societal and cultural issues the 

artists are experiencing, such as poverty or indiscriminate policing (Fatsis, 2019): the former 

being an explanation provided by AD3. Neither does AD5 suggest drill music may also 

reflect positive lyrics (Kleinberg & McFarlane, 2020). AD5 appears to be confirming the 

nexus of drill music and violence presented by The Government.  

 In conclusion, the participants demonstrated that indirect exposure to SGYV provided 

enough information to make attempts to make meaning of it. Participants’ indirect exposure 

increased their understanding of how they could keep themselves safe in an environment 

which was rather unpredictable and harmful. At this stage, I developed a sense of how 

indirect exposure to SGYV influences the interactions BMAs have with the ecological 

systems in their environment. This can be viewed in the ecomap (Figure 3) which indicates a 

mixed relationship between BMAs and their community. An ecomap provides a visual 

representation of the relationship between BMAs and the ecological systems in their 

environment (Baumgartner et al., 2012; Borja, 2015). 
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We are the Stereotypes  

 The most difficult and emotionally challenging superordinate theme I identified 

within the analysis was how indirect exposure to SGYV played a role in how participants 

understood the belonged to the group being negatively stereotyped as a GMGA. This 

understanding made them aware of how stereotypes were broadcast, how this broadcasting 

led to discrimination and how deeply connected to an abhorrent history it was.  

Broadcasting Stereotypes  

In their interviews, the participants demonstrated their understanding of the negative 

stereotype of BMAs and GMGA. Gangs had been described as “…us black people like mainly 

it’s basically us,…” (AD5, p.2). This description presented two key messages: a self-awareness 

of how AD5 is perceived by others and an acceptance of this with the use of the term “us”. I 

felt he clearly understood the racialisation of the negative stereotype put on him (Hallsworth, 

2014) but felt frustrated that he had appeared to accept he belonged to the stereotype without 

much debate, as AD5 is not a GMGA. AD8 offered the challenge in the interview:  

AD8: Erm, ok, so we were talking about gangs yeah [Int: mmm], and then we were 

mostly talking about white people, erm BLACK people, but is there like no issue about 

white gangs and that? 

Int: You tell me. Do you think there is? 

AD8: Erm, I think there is but, erm, we’ve not just like heard of it, it-,  

(AD8, p.11) 

His challenge felt slight but was significant. AD8 demonstrates his awareness of the negative 

stereotypes of BMAs and questions this by asking about other racial groups in gangs, as not 

all GMGA are BMAs (Aldridge et al., 2013). AD8’s lack of knowledge of gangs including 
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other racial groups is limited when he states “we’ve not heard of it” and this claim would be 

supported with the little literature there is on street gang youth violence involving other racial 

groups. Therefore, the information available to BMAs to support their challenge of the racial 

stereotype as GMGA is limited, this may lead to difficulty in feeling confident to question the 

stereotype outwardly. This message is further understood when AD4 described the process to 

broadcast and sustain the negative stereotypes of BMAs:  

“But now because of what’s happening in the news, … now everyone’s watching the 

news seeing this, they’re seeing every young black person as soon as possible just 

stereotyping them thinking “yep, gang member” and I think that’s just absolutely 

rubbish to be honest.” (AD4, p.3) 

AD4 demonstrated an awareness of how influential the media were in broadcasting the racial 

stereotypes of BMAs as GMGA and the severe harm associated with this (Welch, 2007). AD4 

expressed disdain for a process which he has involuntarily become a victim of. This may 

provide a reason for his contempt: he is not a GMGA but is likely to be stereotyped as one. His 

disdain may also reflect his acknowledged lack of power within this process and the systems 

which sustain these stereotypes (Velez & Spencer, 2018).  

 To understand AD4’s experience further the Phenomenological Variant of Systems 

Theory (PVEST; Spencer et al., 1997) needs to be explored. The intersectionality of being 

black, male and an adolescent severely influences their interaction with ecological systems, 

which plays a role in how they interpret their lived experiences. AD4 provides a sense of a loss 

of power or control over being racially stereotyped which he struggles with, describing this 

feeling as “absolutely rubbish”. Aside from the media, AD4 identifies other ecological systems 

which are more influential to his lived experiences and more harmful to the meaning he makes 

from the interaction:  
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 “…I must have went to a party, with some of my boys from…the 

ones I don’t chill with no more … they was all chilling, … but then some 

other boys came and they automatically (clicked fingers), as I said the 

stereotype, automatically thought we was a different gang…”  

(AD4, p.18) 

AD4 appeared exasperated as he recalled this event. Following this description, he explained 

how being stereotyped by his peer group was the most harmful stereotyping he encountered. 

There is a sense AD4 expects his peers and other BMAs to be more mindful of how they view 

one another. I felt the incident he described went against those expectations. However, BMAs 

are exposed to the same racial stereotypes as the public from an early age (Bigler & Liben, 

2007). Consequently, some BMAs may believe the stereotype and use this to define other 

BMAs whilst others are likely to accommodate the stereotype (Rogers & Way, 2016). I was 

interested that later in the interview AD4 commented:  

 “…here’s another thing…when a black person dies, the news always says 

this “oh he was a promising young something, something, something.” 

No he wasn’t. He was a gang member. He rides out. He’s trying to end 

people alright, don’t try sweeten up the pot alright [Int: mhm]. He was go-

, If he really wanted to he could kill you but he didn’t…” (AD4, p.20) 

AD4 described how the news changed their portrayal of BMAs following death. 

He explained when BMAs are alive they are stereotyped as GMGA, however, 

once they have passed away the media present them in a positive light. AD4 

appeared frustrated at this process. He explained the negative stereotype the news 

initially broadcast would be more accurate once BMAs involved in SGYV pass 

away.  
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Discrimination from Negative Stereotyping  

Participants who demonstrated an understanding of how stereotypes were broadcast 

also discussed the effects discrimination from stereotyping had,  AD3 stated “it’s the 

stereotype that’s tarnishing the name of black people” (p.7). AD1 recalled an event where 

discrimination due to negative stereotyping had been witnessed or experienced:   

“like you can walk into a shop with your hoodie on [Int: yeah] and the security is 

already staring at you. Like I’ve seen the security stare at someone like through the, 

like you see where the cameras are [Int: yeah], the screen. I’ve seen them watching 

them, watching every move they make and that’s the impact it has.” (AD1, p.7) 

AD1 described how discrimination can be felt in daily events often taken for granted, 

such as going to the shops. I explored this further to have a sense of how such 

experiences felt for him, he explained:  

“AD1: It annoys me but then again I can’t really blame them for it.  

Int: What’s your reason for that, saying that? 

AD1: Because everyone knows, like I said, most gangs have a lot of black 

people in them [Int: mhm], or in London I mean [Int: okay] and America. 

So, then, in London you always see people with hoodies, tracksuits [Int: 

mm] and then, yeah, I don’t really like it but I can’t blame them for 

thinking that.” (AD1, p.7-8) 

AD1’s comments demonstrate how easily he is able to identify discrimination with interactions 

involving BMAs or his increased hypervigilance through these regular interactions (Bigler & 

Liben, 2007). I was surprised to observe how AD1 was making sense of these emotionally 

charged and complex interactions through the process of mentalisation. Mentalization is a skill 
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where we understand ourselves through how others may think about us (Bateman & Fonagy, 

2013). It is a skill used to understand your position in the world by interactions with others, 

whether you belong to the in-group or out-group (Stets & Burke, 2000). For example, if AD1 

has an understanding he is perceived as a GMGA when he enters a shop by security, due to the 

negative stereotyping of BMAs, he will become aware he is considered dangerous and cannot 

be trusted which leads to him being followed around by security. Although, AD1’s skills in 

mentalizing become limited when he discusses policing:  

“Well (coughs) black people because most black people, no not most black 

people, I mean most gangs have a lot of black people [Int: mm] and then 

yeah, the clothing, sometimes they get stopped for no reason. Then the 

police like to give an excuse to say “you match the criteria of someone we’re 

looking for” or “something like that.” (AD1, p.8-9) 

AD1 describes BMAs experiences of ‘stop and search’ (MPS Stop and Search Dashboard, 

2020; The Lammy Review, 2017). Although, AD1 suggests gangs do have many BMAs he 

infers the police indiscriminately stop BMAs (Aldridge et al., 2013; Fatsis, 2019), with clothing 

being offered as one explanation. The association between particular garments or colours of 

clothing with gangs is well-established in U.S.A. (Hethorn, 1994), this relationship has not been 

truly explored in the U.K. However, AD5 provided further insight into this when he explained 

“most gangsters they just like wearing their tracksuit bottom, so they put their hoodie to hide 

their face and stuff” (p.15). Ironically, the clothing described as associated with GMGA were 

worn by AD1 and AD3: hoodies and tracksuits. I presented this observation to AD3, he 

explained in comparison to GMGA “I wear it to school because it’s comfortable for me” (p.6). 

This observation made me aware of how easy others could stereotype AD1 as he travelled to 

and from college.   
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Historical Context  

As a researcher, who belongs to the black community and had been aware of my 

historical roots from an early age there were a few interviews which stood out when 

discussing the negative stereotypes associated with BMAs. The participants of these 

interviews introduced and discussed the historical context of the stereotypes of BMAs:  

“I think that will like, that will drag us back to our history like, they use 

to think that black people are like slaves [Int: mmhm] so they know that 

as soon as like they see your colour like you’re black, they know that 

you’re poor, you don’t have like, you don’t like have enough finance to 

like take care of yourself, so they will like admit you or like accept you in 

like poor neighbourhoods.” (AD8, p.6) 

AD8 discussed how the negative stereotypes of black people are linked to the descriptions 

used during slavery (Whaley, 1992; Welch, 2007; Williams, 2014). He explained how these 

stereotypes impact the treatment black people receive today. Although wholly negative, AD8 

gives the impression that when black people are perceived as poor the treatment they receive 

is less negative and more caring. His use of language, “they will like admit you”, implies this 

is more possible in this position, as black people lack power. I did not find the discussion of 

slavery and its association with negative stereotypes of BMAs surprising. AD8 later 

discussed with hesitation how white people have imposed these stereotypes, a key argument 

discussed in CRT.  

 AD2 also discussed slavery and described how the negative stereotyping was 

observed in daily events, again those often taken for granted:  

 “…white people could see the black people as the inferior race or the erm, the race that 

has the most violent or strange personality. It STILL HAPPENS TIL TODAY because 
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for example I’m on the bus right [Int: mm] and then I’d sit down and once I sit down 

the, certain people, like the white people they’d come upstairs, they would not sit next 

to me at all even there’s other black people, they don’t sit next to the erm black people. 

The white sit next to the white people and the black sit next to the black people, so you 

can still see it happen till this day.” (AD2, p.10-11) 

AD2 explained how the historical negative stereotypes of being inferior, violent or strange 

influenced the behaviour of others, including other black people today. Being perceived by 

other black people as the negative stereotypes was an experience shared by AD4, when he 

discussed being at a party with friends and another group thought they were a gang (please 

see broadcasting themes subtheme). AD2 uses public transport daily to travel to and from 

college and so it is likely he has this experience often. In my view, frequent exposure to these 

experiences will play a key role in how AD2 may view himself, others and the world. I did 

not explore AD2’s thoughts about those who do not sit next to black people on public 

transport. For example, did he consider these individuals to be supporting the stereotypes 

through their actions or what explanations could be given for why black people may not sit 

next to other black people when they are stereotyped also, are they attempting to be perceived 

as different?  

 Overall, indirect exposure to SGYV has enabled BMAs to become aware of the 

discrimination they experience through negative stereotyping. The discrimination occurs on a 

daily basis in events which many take for granted, for example going to the shops or using 

public transport. I was disappointed to learn that some participants experienced 

discrimination from within the black community. This also appeared to be the most surprising 

and unsettling experience for the participants, more so than the negative stereotype itself. The 

experiences discussed within this superordinate theme would suggest that BMAs experience 
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a negative relationship with the police and conventional media. However, they appear to have 

a mixed relationship with social media (Figure 3). 

Building Resilience  

I feel the ability to adapt to an environment where you have been ‘othered’ 

demonstrates an inner strength. With the impact of indirect exposure to SGYV and the 

secondary consequences of this exposure, such as negative stereotypes, the participants 

continued to find a way to succeed and personally develop.  

Emotional and Psychological Cost 

When exploring emotions elicited from indirect exposure to SGYV unpleasant 

feelings were identified:   

“It just makes me, makes me feel vulnerable that these kind of things, you 

know, are still happening [Int: mmm] that these older people are recruiting 

younger people to be exposed to gang violence where they’re putting their 

lives at risk, their families’ lives at risk and it’s wrong. It’s sickening just 

that thought.” (AD3, p.8) 

AD3 identified his feelings of vulnerability to SGYV and his disgust in the recruitment 

of young people into gangs. He indicated the continued presence of SGYV made him 

feel the most vulnerable but did not elaborate as to why. Initially, I interpreted AD3’s 

feelings of vulnerability to being recruited into SGYV but his use of language, the 

dichotomy of ‘us vs. them” suggest otherwise. This is apparent with his consistent use 

of third-person pronouns. This feeling of vulnerability is echoed in AD7’s interview 

when he described becoming submissive in the presence of GMGA, “look down…walk 

past…as quickly as possible” (p.3-4). He associated his behaviour with feeling scared. 

Later in the interview, AD7 questioned the reason for SGYV:   
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“I feel, you know like er, the question of “why, why do they do it?” that comes 

to mind, you know. That, that’s pretty much all I’m thinking but then 

sometimes, I always-, err I can think erm that some of the stuff they do is 

disgusting, you know like murdering someone [Int: mm] stuff like that. It’s just 

not good.” (AD7, p.6) 

AD7 explained he frequently thinks about SGYV. He appears to be making sense of 

how the information he has and his experiences fit into his ethical and moral framework 

(Litz et al., 2009; Parks, 2010), which has been challenged by exposure to SGYV 

(Kuther & Wallace, 2003; Owens, 2020). AD7 appears to be at a stage where he is 

making attempts to adapt his framework to his experiences (Seal et al. 2014). AD7’s 

actions would be labelled as ‘assimilation and accommodation’ (Parks, 2010). AD7 

makes attempts to find meaning through shifting his understanding of his experiences 

to fit his framework, assimilation, whilst attempting to change his global beliefs of 

SGYV to fit his situational appraisal, referred to as accommodation. Based on AD7’s 

comments he does not appear to have reached the end-result of his meaning-making, 

meaning-made.  

Feelings of fear, disgust, vulnerability, anxiety, and sadness were identified in 

the interviews which are similar to those identified in Kelly’s studies (Kelly, 2010; 

Kelly et al., 2009; Kelly et al., 2012). This similarity demonstrates cultural differences, 

time of data collection and methodology has no impact on the feelings experienced by 

BMAs when exposed to gangs and gang violence. This indicates indirect exposure to 

SGYV does impact BMAs’ psychological wellbeing.  
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There was one interview, which implied BMAs will continue to experience 

psychological distress, as they will continue to be exposed to SGYV. When the reasons for 

this were explored with AD4 he explained:  

“… I want to ask you now, what do you think would happen? Imagine there 

were no gangs… Well yeah, but that’s never ever gonna happen though … I 

could put it on my life, even on my, on all my kids that will never happen… 

even though I would love for them to form together, why would they do that 

after how many of their friends have been lost? … people have died for this” 

(AD4, p.20-21) 

Although he expressed a desire for no SGYV, AD4 indicated realistically this will not 

happen. He reported too many individuals have lost their lives to this and as such in London, 

SGYV will remain an established problem. I was interested by the language used by AD4 

which resembled that used in combat or the war, “friends have been lost?...people have died 

for this”. AD4 demonstrates he is aware of the trauma experienced by those in SGYV 

(Beresford & Wood, 2016; Kassman & Minne, 2018) and provides his rationale as to why 

this will be an ongoing issue (Kuther & Wallace, 2003; Litz et al., 2009; Owens, 2020). I 

gained a sense AD4 had lost hope in believing the situation on SGYV would change which 

elicited sadness, guilt and disappoint for the lives of BMAs as I interpreted his message as 

BMAs will continue to be a victim or suspect of SGYV for years to come.  

Responding to ‘who I am not’ 

Each participant shared similarities and differences in their lived experiences of 

indirect exposure to SGYV. These experiences appear to have influenced the approach taken 

to address the stereotypes (Hall, 2000), adapt to their environment, and keep themselves safe:  
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“So, I know this may sound stupid but [Int: no such thing] (AD2 laughs), the way I 

dress like, usually the majority of people are, like people like me they’d just wear 

tracksuits [Int: mm], erm, hood up everything, they’re always loud as well but with 

me I tend to control myself, dress in a professional manner or way and erm be 

respectful to others and take others’ opinions on board, yeah.” (AD2, p.10) 

AD2 explained how he uses his knowledge of the stereotypes imposed on him to guide his 

behaviour and interaction with others (Schmader, 2010). I had the impression AD2 felt 

although the stereotype existed, he resisted it (Rogers & Way, 2016). AD3 also shared his 

views on how to address the negative stereotyping:   

“people will suddenly get that message that, I could be affiliated with a gang but I’m 

just an ordinary school child that’s just trying to get an education [Int: mmm] that’s 

trying to go to university, graduate, get a good job and not involve myself with the 

stereotype but that’s what most people don’t understand that they se-, all they think is 

every black boy that wears a tracksuit that they’re affiliated to the roads and, and that’s 

something that needs to be sorted out, that-, less of the stereotyping, of that sort and 

that range” (AD3, p.6) 

AD3’s comment is direct when he explains why he does not embody the negative stereotypes 

imposed on him. He also presents the perspective on not being threatened by the stereotype 

and why this may lead to confusion for others. To simplify AD3 acknowledges the stereotype 

yet he knows he is not the stereotype, thus the stereotype holds little value to influence his 

behaviour, a position explored in stereotype-threat theory (Steele, 1998). AD3 called for the 

negative stereotyping of BMAs to be challenged but did not provide recommendations how 

this could be done.   
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 Overall, participants demonstrated an ability to adapt to their complex environment 

whilst having an understanding of the world they interact with and their positioning within it. 

Although, participants discussed the psychological distress elicited from indirect exposure to 

SGYV they discussed their resilience to resist the impact of indirect exposure to SGYV and 

the secondary consequences of this exposure. The ecomap (Figure 3) suggest BMAs build their 

individual resilience from their family, community, college, and peers. These are the sources 

which provide emotional support and have the most interactions with the participants.   

 

Figure 3 

Ecomap for Black Male Adolescents, Study 1 
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General Discussion 

 The current study explored the question ‘What are the experiences of indirect 

exposure to SGYV on non-GMGA BMAs?’ Research conducted in the U.S.A suggested that 

African-American male adolescents exposed to gang violence experienced psychological 

distress. However, the impact of SGYV was unknown to non-GMGA BMAs in the U.K., 

particularly London. Eight BMAs who all attended the same 6th form college were 

interviewed to explore this. Using IPA three superordinate themes provided an insight into 

the experiences of non-GMGA BMAs indirectly exposed to SGYV in London; 

‘Understanding Gangs’, ‘We are the Stereotypes’, and ‘Building Resilience’. 

 The qualitative methodologies chosen for Study 1 enabled meaning to be made of the 

participants’ lived experiences. The process of interpersonal intersubjectivity can be observed 

throughout data collection and data analysis, as it is focused on reaching a shared 

understanding of one another’s experiences (Coelho & Figueiredo, 2003; Murakami, 2003). 

This suggests as subjects we independently interact with our environments and take meaning 

from our interactions. However, the findings suggest our sense-making of our interactions 

with the world are heavily influenced by others. This suggests context (historical, societal and 

cultural) plays a key role in how we interpret our lived experiences and reach a shared 

understanding. This is the context the participant and researcher have both been exposed to, 

as the researcher’s interpretation is included within IPA.  

 The shared understanding of the participants’ lived experiences have been visually 

represented through the use of an ecomap (Figure 3). Each subtheme provided an 

understanding of how particular interactions with the participants were understood by them. 

The findings illustrated how indirect exposure to SGYV elicited psychological responses and 

behavioural changes. For example, participants described how they adapted the way they 
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interacted with their environment, including avoiding parks to pursue hobbies due to fear and 

anxiety of gangs being present. The current study is a loose replication of Kelly’s study 

(2010; Kelly et al. 2012) and supports their qualitative findings. Kelly’s studies were 

conducted in the U.S.A with BMAs over nine years ago. This provides an understanding that 

the effects of exposure to gang violence are not culture-specific and not time-limited.   

The findings demonstrate that similar to Kelly’s studies semi-structured interviews 

were useful in exploring the lives of non-gang affiliated adolescents exposed to gang 

violence. The participants of the current study would have fallen in the older range of 

participants in Kelly’s studies, and it was felt that some of the experiences discussed by the 

Study 1 participants were reflective of this. This included visiting the local parks unattended, 

a lack of parental control over access to social media, and attending parties which were not 

supervised by parents. Also at this age, participants may be able to gather a deeper meaning 

from their experiences and articulate this. It is unknown whether in Kelly’s studies there were 

differences between the younger and older participants.  

One of the key differences between the current study and Kelly’s studies were the 

inclusion and exclusion criteria used. To maintain focus, the current study ensured 

participants had not been directly exposed to SGYV, whereas this was not overtly specified 

in Kelly’s studies, but did not exclude those who may have been exposed to other forms of 

violence. These differences in criteria, yet similar findings, between the current study and 

Kelly’s studies raise questions concerning how much of a difference such criteria made. 

In Kelly’s studies content analysis rather than IPA was used as a method of data 

analysis. The findings of Study 1 were similar to Kelly’s which indicates that the use of 

qualitative data analysis which sought meaning from data was the most suitable method. 

However, the use of IPA can add depth to understanding lived experiences. 
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Interestingly, the current study’s findings also identified how the participants 

positively responded to their exposure: building individual resilience, a concept implied 

within Kelly’s studies (2010; Kelly et al. 2012). The current study has identified this concept 

as a key-finding. This may be largely due to the older age group used in the current study. 

The various responses identified within the current study are similar to children exposed to 

war (Bragin, 2007) and the need for community resilience is discussed to buffer the effects. 

This provides a deeper understanding of how AD4 likened gang violence to being in a war.  

The discussions during the interview made clear how the participants had adapted to 

adversity. The adversity identified as indirect exposure to SGYV whilst constantly being 

exposed to the negative stereotypes of being a GMGA and the discrimination of this. 

‘Building Resilience’ as a superordinate theme illustrates its importance in the lives of BMAs 

(APA Task Force on Resilience and Strength in Black Children and Adolescence, 2008). 

They learnt ways to keep themselves safe in their community whilst attending the 6th form 

college to pursue their future goals.  

When individual resilience is explored the bi-directional relationship with community 

resilience is noticed. The exploration of community resilience, within this study poses an 

important question: which community is being referred to? The focus of race as a construct 

indicates it is the black community. Yet it has been suggested that the black community is an 

ideal concept which faces constant challenges externally and from within (Austin, 1992). 

Study 1’s findings illustrate the challenges the black community face from others, 

particularly with reference to negative stereotyping. However, the findings have also 

demonstrated that black males negatively stereotype other black males, as discussed by AD4 

and this appears more destructive to the black community and to non-GMGA BMAs.   
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Study 1’s findings provided support for PVEST and an understanding of how systems 

are interact with one another (Masten & Wright, 2010; Ungar, 2018). Study 1’s findings 

suggest that interactions between the ecological systems and BMAs can be harmful and have 

long-lasting effects (Seal et al., 2014). An overview of the relationship the participants have 

with their environment is presented in an ecomap (see Figure 3). This has been developed 

based on the interpretation of BMAs’ lived experiences. The ecomap illustrates that BMAs 

experience more ‘mixed’ relationships which demonstrates the complexities in making 

meaning from their lived experiences. 

Limitations  

A limitation often identified with a qualitative methodology is generalisability. 

Gathering richer data of participants’ experiences has led to sacrifices in applying the 

findings to other BMAs. However, the current study has illustrated similar findings with 

Kelly’s studies which took place in the U.S.A. Yet, caution remains on generalising these 

findings to the experiences of BMAs in the U.K.  

One of the differences between Study 1 and Kelly’s studies was the exclusion criteria, 

Study 1 did not ask or exclude participants who had been exposed to other forms of violence 

or were under the care of the Local Authority. Therefore, it is unknown whether any of the 

participants met this criterion and the impact this could have played in the findings, such as 

whether increased hypervigilance of interactions with others was due to being directly 

exposed to other forms of violence rather than indirect exposure to SGYV.  

 Another limitation can be identified with the process of respondent validation, where 

participants are given the opportunity to read through their transcripts and my analysis of the 

data. This absence removed the opportunity for any assumptions in my interpretations to be 
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challenged (Anderson, 2010) or misinterpretations of the participants’ interpretation to be 

explored further.  

 The interviews occurred during the college day when a participant had a ‘free period’. 

This limited the interviews to 45 minutes, although the average length was 28 minutes. This 

included escorting the participant to the room, introducing myself and the research, 

answering any questions the participant may have had. I met with the participant once for the 

interview, no follow-up interviews occurred, meaning a rapport needed to be built quickly to 

discuss a sensitive and emotionally provoking topic. These factors may have affected the type 

and degree of information the participants were willing to share.  

 The benefits and importance of interviewing adolescents regarding their experiences 

of gang violence have been identified previously; they hold more knowledge and access into 

this world in comparison to others. However, relying on adolescents’ self-report could be 

considered a limitation. Due to the nature of the topic, they may have a tendency to provide 

socially desirable responses. This was evident when AD2 nervously laughed in the interview. 

The researcher explored this and he explained “No, I, I wouldn’t say I’m uncomfortable it’s 

just my views could be wrong, it could be seen in a certain, in a wrong way that’s what I’m 

thinking about” (p.11). At this point the researcher could have explored to whom his views 

could have been seen in a wrong way. However, it felt more important to reassure the 

participant in that moment, to have a richer, open and honest discussion. The interviewer 

explained, “what I really want to do is capture your understanding, your opinion about your 

life. There can’t be any right or wrong to your understanding of your life and the experiences 

that you’ve had…” (p.12). This conversation made the interviewer aware of how participants 

may feel in the interview. Following this, at the start of the interviews the interviewer 

explained to the participant that there were no right or wrong answers and the purpose of the 
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interview was to explore their experiences. It is difficult to state whether this influenced how 

participants responded to questions.  

 Each participant was given £5 once the interview was completed. They were made 

aware of this incentive at the point of recruitment. This may have influenced their 

participation in the study or the responses which they provided during the interview. 

However, it was felt the incentive did not influence either. There were many potential 

participants who were aware of the money provided upon completion of the interview and 

still declined taking part in the study. Also, some participants had only remembered the 

incentive once it was given to them at the end of the interview, suggesting that their 

responses were not influenced by the money.  
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Study 2 

Using a Focus Group to Explore how College Professionals Understand and Manage 

Students’ Exposure to Gang Violence 
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Abstract  

Literature has highlighted the breach of safety that non-GMGA adolescent students 

feel when directly exposed to gangs and gang violence in and around educational 

establishments. Study 1’s findings highlighted the impact of exposure to street gang youth 

violence on non-gang affiliated black male adolescents. The 6th form college which they all 

attended was considered a safe space where hobbies could be pursued away from gangs and 

gang violence. In essence, the college became a protective factor against street gang youth 

violence for the participants and supported their path to future success. This was in spite of 

the fact that at the time the research was being conducted, some students had become victims 

of robbery by gang members. Aware of the role the college played in Study 1 participants’ 

world, it felt important to explore exposure to street gang youth violence with professionals 

of the college Study 1 participants attended. A focus group was held to explore ‘How does 

professionals’ understanding of street gang youth violence inform their management of their 

students’ exposure to it?’ The participants worked within the Support and Wellbeing Team 

(SWT). Thematic analysis of the data identified three overarching themes: ‘The Student’s 

Environment’, ‘Gang Culture’, and ‘Creating a Safe Space’. The college professionals 

understood their students’ exposure to street gang youth violence and the impact it could have 

on their future. The participants felt the key method to manage their students’ exposure to 

gang violence was through collaboration, thereby strengthening the positive interactions 

between the students and the ecological systems they interact with. This in turn fostered 

community resilience and a positive college culture.  

Keywords: college, professionals, street gang, youth violence.  
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Using a Focus Group to Explore how College Professionals Understand and Manage 

Students’ Exposure to Gang Violence 

The research question for Study 2 was developed during data collection for Study 1, 

when it was explained that students were being targeted by gang members as they travelled 

from college.  Whilst Study 1 focused on indirect exposure to SGYV, Study 2 focused on the 

professionals’ understanding and management of their students’ indirect and direct exposure 

to it. With a diverse student population of over 1,500 I used the research to explore the 

question ‘How does professionals’ understanding of street gang youth violence inform their 

management of their students’ exposure to it?’ 

 To explore this question a focus group was facilitated. The focus group encouraged 

exploration of a topic we know little about, where the gap in literature is evident: the 

professionals’ understanding of SGYV and how this directly influences how they manage 

their students’ indirect and direct exposure.  

 Inductive thematic analysis was used to analyse the data. The analysis is used to 

identify patterns in data, the patterns are interpreted to identify codes and construct themes to 

give the data meaning (Braun & Clarke, 2012). The meaning gathered is not as in depth in a 

personal sense as other qualitative data analysis such as IPA. However, the analysis does 

highlight commonalities and co-construction in a group situation, with reference to a 

collective context supporting the researchers’ position of constructivism (Kiger & Varipo, 

2020). For this reason, thematic analysis appeared appropriate to be used to analyse data 

collected from a focus group (Joffe, 2012).  
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Method 

Participants 

The focus group comprised thirteen participants (N=13), which is slightly above the 

optimum number recommended, eight to twelve (Bender & Ewbank, 1994).  

The majority of the participants were aged between 25 to 44 years old (n=11) and 

were female (n=11). Many of the participants were relatively new to their role, having started 

within the last 12 months (n=6). All self-identified their ethnicity as Black, Asian and 

Minority Ethnic (BAME). There was an equal divide between those who resided in the 

borough where the college was located (n=7) and those who did not (n=6). Many of the 

participants self-identified as belonging to the working class community (n=11) (see Table 

1). There was no prior relationship with any participant before the research began.  
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Table 1 

Demographics for Participants of Study 2 

Description of demographic Range used No. of participants 

Age (in years) 18 – 24  

25 – 34 

35 – 44 

45 – 54 

55 – 64 

0 

5 

6 

1 

1 

Ethnicity (self-reported) African 

Black 

Black British 

Black Caribbean  

Black Pakistani 

Indian 

Mixed (White/ Black) 

Other African 

2 

1 

2 

3 

1 

2 

1 

1 

Gender  Female 

Male 
11 

2 

Length in role (in months)  0 - 12 

13 - 24 

24 - 36 

No response 

6 

3 

2 

2 

Residence  

(Lives in borough research took 

place?)  

Yes 

No 

7 

6 

Role at the College Additional LSA 

Counsellor 

Personal Mentor 

Teaching Professional 

No response given 

2 

1 

5 

2 

3 

Socio-economic Status Lower Class 

Working Class 

Middle Class 

Upper Class 

0 

11 

2 

0 

Note. This table demonstrates the demographics of the participants for study. The information 

was captured from the informed consent forms.  

 

Inclusion Criteria 

The participants were required to be employees within the SWT at the London 6th 

form college where Study 1 participants were recruited. The team’s purpose is to focus on the 
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welfare and safety of their students. Students can approach the team at any time throughout 

their studies seeking support for their needs. The team includes personal mentors, a college 

counsellor, and learning support assistants (LSAs). Each student is allocated a personal 

mentor.  

Using members of the SWT as participants had a number of benefits. All participants 

(a) had access to all students, including the participants of Study 1, (b) were likely to be 

aware of the issues affecting the students including indirect and direct exposure to gang 

violence, and (c) were aware of the college’s policies and guidelines for safeguarding their 

students.   

Teaching professionals were invited to participate in the study. However, due to the 

circumstances at the time (COVID-19) and demand on their workload the vice-principal 

withdrew his authorisation of their participation.  

Exclusion Criteria  

Participants could not be a student of the college. An interpreter was not provided, 

thus all participants were required to feel confident and competent to have a complex group 

discussion in English. This was likely to be the case as all participants interacted with the 

students and their colleagues in English.  

Sampling 

 The participants were required to be recruited from the same college as the 

participants of Study 1 in an attempt to capture the college culture. At the time of the study 

the professionals were aware of gang activity towards their students and in the local area.  

Purposive and homogeneous sampling took place: all participants were recruited from 

the same college and department. This may have increased the likelihood of the focus group 
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being unrepresentative of other college professionals from other departments. However, in a 

focus group a sample which has established relationships is advantageous. The familiarity 

between participants increases the likelihood of open and honest accounts of their 

experiences being shared (Wibeck et al., 2007).  

Materials  

 WebEx a (video) conferencing tool was used to facilitate the focus group virtually. 

This tool’s use was supported by the University of Portsmouth’s guidelines for security. A 

reliable transcript was obtained as the tool provided an automatic recording and transcription 

of the discussion (Jack, 2020). SONY ICD-BX140 Digital Dictation Machine was used as a 

second recording device. This was in case of poor quality recording of Web-Ex which would 

lead to no transcript being recorded (Jack, 2020). 

WebEx ‘Personal Room’ via the researcher’s university student account was 

accessed. Experience and knowledge of using the ‘Personal Room’ was obtained through 

practice with university staff and peers. This allowed the researcher to explore the recording 

function, the quality of the recording, and the quality of the transcript. Any difficulties which 

could arise during the focus group using this tool were identified and addressed.  

To initiate group discussion two open-ended questions were used:  

 What is your understanding of your students’ exposure to gang violence?  

 In your opinion, how does the college and your role manage your students’ 

exposure to gang violence?  
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Research design  

Ethical Considerations 

  On March 17, 2020, due to COVID-19, in-person data collection was suspended by 

the University of Portsmouth. Therefore, the study’s research was conducted remotely and 

virtually. This was reflected throughout the ethics form where all sections described a ‘Plan 

b: coronavirus’ alternative. On April 29, 2020, ethical approval was obtained by The 

University of Portsmouth Science and Health Faculty Ethics Committee. 

 The decision to carry out research remotely led to an understanding of how easy 

participants’ ethical rights could be compromised (British Psychological Society, 2014; 

British Psychological Society, 2018). Due to remote data collection, the researcher heavily 

relied upon the manager of the SWT in the initial stages of the research, for example, 

distributing emails to recruit participants and informed consent forms. The informed consent 

forms were received by email from the participants’ work email address 1.  

Participant recruitment began with the researcher asking the SWT manager to 

distribute the information sheet to his team (Appendix F) The sheet included a brief summary 

                                                 
1 Unfortunately, some participants had attached their completed informed consent 

forms to the original email sent by the manager on my behalf. Sadly, this could not be 

rectified and led to a possible breach of confidentiality. The researcher’s supervisor was made 

aware of this breach as soon as it was identified by the researcher, after data collection had 

occurred. The chair of the university ethics board was notified. The researcher was instructed 

to inform affected participants of the breach and to ask whether they wished for their data to 

remain part of the research. No participants wished to withdraw their data. As an additional 

measure the pseudonyms provided by the participants were changed by the researcher.  
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of the study, its rationale, the prospective dates for the focus group, the deadline to express a 

willingness to participate and encouragement to contact the researcher with any questions. 

Prospective participants were given 10 days to respond. This took into consideration the re-

opening of the college during COVID-19 restrictions. 

 The manager explained the difficulties of being able to have access to the entire team 

on the dates suggested in the email. He suggested a date and time where most of the team 

would be available, July 9, 2020 at 1.30pm, as the personal mentors were required to attend 

training. With the agreed date, the Informed Consent Form (Appendix G) was sent to the 

manager to distribute to the team. All forms were returned prior to the start of the focus 

group. The researcher sent each participant who had returned their form the Web-Ex sign-in 

details.  

 Thirteen participants participated in the focus group. I was informed by a participant 

11 participants were in one room, signed into different computers. Due to the large number of 

participants and to encourage an equal opportunity to contribute, extra time at the end of the 

focus group was offered. One participant left the group within the time scheduled, one hour.   

Due to a number of technical difficulties not all participants were able to actively take 

part. These difficulties included the participant experiencing a broadband outage at the start 

of the group, microphone difficulties and technical interference. Those who experienced 

these difficulties were advised to post their comments in the ‘chat’ function. These comments 

were read out by the researcher to promote further discussion.   

Before the discussion started a presentation slide was shared on screen advising 

participants not to share personal identifiable information. This reduced the risk of a 

confidentiality breach. Once the discussion began another presentation slide with the two 

open ended-questions was shared on-screen and remained throughout the discussion (see 
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Materials section for the open-ended questions). The focus group started with an introduction 

of the research and the researcher, the purpose and rationale for the group and how discussion 

would be facilitated.  

 The focus group lasted 1 hour and 22 minutes. Participants’ questions or comments 

were answered at the end. The debrief process was explained to the participants at the end of 

the focus group. The following morning, the Debrief Sheet was sent to participants 

(Appendix H).  

 Due to the technical difficulties experienced during the focus group, with 

authorisation from the manager of the team, I offered those who were affected an opportunity 

to participate in another focus group. This ensured all participants were given the opportunity 

to contribute to the research. No participants took up this opportunity.   

 At the time of the focus group no incentives were provided due to restrictions of in-

person research. However, once the college opened for the autumn term with restrictions 

confectionary was given to the participants as a ‘thank you’ gesture.  

Data analysis 

Recording and Transcription 

 The group discussion was automatically recorded and transcribed verbatim using the 

WebEx recording function with the SONY device providing a second recording.  

 The transcription, the data created by WebEx was read and edited by the researcher. 

Editing occurred by comparing the transcript to both WebEx and SONY recordings and 

ensuring the transcript truly reflected the discussion, in terms of pace and pitch, indicated 

with the use of a transcription key (Appendix I). The participants were sent the transcripts to 
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review for inaccuracies. One participant responded within the timeframe and reported no 

changes were required.  

Thematic Analysis 

This study used thematic analysis (TA) following the phased framework suggested by 

Braun and Clarke (2006). Following transcription, the first phase is to become immersed with 

the data. They note that transcribing can be considered part of the process for immersion. 

This included listening to the focus group recording separately whilst reading the transcript, 

and reading the transcript separately. Listening to the recording whilst reading the transcript 

enabled subtleties in the participants’ voices to be identified, which was important as their 

non-verbal behaviour could not be observed during the focus group discussion.  

Data extracts were highlighted which were considered meaningful to explore the 

research question. These included differing opinions between participants, a shift in their own 

perspective, or when personal experiences were shared to construct meaning (Rabiee, 2004). 

Furthermore, the researcher’s initial notes recorded directly after the focus group was 

compared to those during the transcription process. Any differences were explored by 

identifying the data extract and making further notes.  

 Once the researcher felt immersed in the data, where key messages of the participants 

felt understood, the data were re-read and codes identified. These codes stemmed from the 

data extracts highlighted previously. This was considered the second phase. 

 The codes were identified and recorded on post-it notes. Codes were grouped if they 

covered a similar topic, regardless as to whether the extracts differed in their position on the 

topic. The groups coded became themes which reflected the third phase.  
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 The fourth and fifth phases involved the themes being labelled and these being 

reviewed. This was achieved through reviewing the data extracts and notes and considering 

whether the themes represented them accurately. The names of the themes (see Figure 4) and 

data extracts were presented to the research supervisor as a process of auditing to ensure the 

themes were credible (Elliott et al., 1999; Yardley, 2000).  

 

Figure 4 

Overarching Themes and Themes used in Study 2 
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Findings and Discussion 

Three overarching themes were identified from the focus group to explain how 

professionals of the SWT understood and managed their students’ exposure to SGYV. This 

referred to understanding the student’s environment holistically, exploring where the key 

influences of gang culture stem from and creating a space for students to feel safe. The focus 

group members described having a good understanding of the issues which could impact their 

students outside of the college may have an effect on their presentation within the college. 

The Student’s Environment 

Two themes were identified when exploring how students were exposed to SGYV and 

how this exposure was managed by the team: attending college and the wider community. 

The participants felt a better working relationship was built by having an awareness of the 

issues the student faced in both environments. 

Attending College  

The group members explained many of their students were not GMGA. However, 

there was acknowledgement students had been directly and indirectly exposed to SGYV:  

Joseph: In terms of their exposure to gang violence I think that we have had kind of 

some instances where we've had students who have been the direct victims of attacks, 

perpetrated by gang members, or those people affiliated with gangs. But I think a lot of 

the violence that we've kind of, we've seen has been has been perpetrated against the 

friends of those people who are involved and then the friends who are maybe less 

involved are seen as, or are targeted, because it's a way to get to somebody else. That 

sometimes you're unable to, to get to. 

Researcher: Alright, does anyone else have anything to add to that or disagree with?  
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Tyson: I would say a major majority of our students like Joseph just said they’re not 

directly involved in gang violence. Basically, I think everyone’s aware… definitely 

aware of gang violence. Some will even emulate as if to pretend that they’re involved 

in things, but they’re not really. 

(p.6, 18-24 – p.7, 1-7) 

Tyson and Joseph appear to know the student population well: many are not GMGA. This 

knowledge supports the argument that GMGA make up a small percentage of the student 

population (ONS, 2019), however, this knowledge may indicate that as professionals they do 

not hold an accurate picture of gang presence in the college (Butcher & Schraer, 2019).  

However, Tyson and Joseph acknowledged their students were exposed to SGYV 

through various means. Joseph’s explanation suggests some students’ exposure is direct. For 

example, Joseph explained the violence which occurs is likely to be as a “way to get to 

somebody else”. This suggests through association students are likely to become a victim of 

SGYV. Supporting the idea exposure to SGYV can occur through peers who are GMGA 

(Decker & Curry, 2000). It is unknown how many students have been victims of SGYV 

through association. Especially, as some students may be unwilling to discuss such incidents.  

 In society, GMGA seeking reprisals by targeting a loved one or peer appears 

common. An article in The Guardian newspaper made reference to a ‘reprisal stabbing which 

occurred outside a 6th form centre in north London’ (Quinn & Dodd, 2018). The article’s 

focus was on the murder of a female teenager who had been shot. The stabbing outside of a 

6th form college appeared associated with this. The publication of this article was also the 

year of unprecedented SGYV in London (Densley et al., 2020). The incident also brings the 

question of how many students would have been directly exposed to this and how did staff 

manage the incident and its aftermath (indirect exposure). Exposure was not limited to when 
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the incident occurred but the days, months and years following when the incident may have 

still been spoken of.    

The Wider Community  

Throughout the group discussion a topic was repeatedly introduced and centred on the 

student in society. Clare explored what resources were available for the students when they did 

not attend college:   

Clare: in terms of services … They’re dramatically reduced, there’s no, there’s hardly 

any youth centres. There’s no safe space for young people to go to and when colleges 

are closed when schools closed and the increase of young people that’s gathering on 

the streets is just ridiculous… we expect these kids to behave, go to school, live a 

normal life but then we’re cheating, the Government’s cheating them because they’re 

taking away services that they've identified already saying that these people need an 

outlet. The community are saying that, …but nothing's happening and the increase of 

gang violence and gang culture. It’s just an uproar and I just feel like it’s going to get 

worse… (p.30, 13-23) 

Clare identified the college as a safe space for the students, as Study 1 participants had done. 

She suggested no safe spaces exist in the community for the students which is a factor she 

identified as increasing participation in gang activity. Clare discusses the expectations placed 

on students to succeed without having the right resources and access to do this. She holds The 

Government responsible and suggested that they have not responded to what the community 

have asked for, which impacts students’ ability to succeed. This has left Clare feeling 

concerned about the students’ future. The future of the students may resonate with Clare as she 

discussed how being a mother to a son influenced her position.  
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 Clare explained how her position was also influenced by previously working in an area 

where gentrification occurred. She queried how gentrification may be viewed by the students 

and how they may feel. Sofia reinforces this point: 

Sofia: Maybe, there's a sense of young people feeling displaced maybe, feeling like 

they don't belong. They can't affor-. Obviously like we said gang members and gang 

cultures existed for a very long time but maybe there's a sense that now they feel even 

more hostile to a new influx of people or prices or areas, which might just lead to them 

thinking that they can't afford certain things, or they don't fit in so they might as well 

continue with the way that they are living, with the choices they make.  

(p.35, 1-6) 

Sofia’s comment includes two key thoughts of how gentrification may impact their students: 

displacement and affordability which could be associated with steps towards success. In 

reference to Bourdieu’s social theory (Maton, 2008), gentrification could be used as a tool to 

communicate to particular groups how they are viewed and their position in society. For the 

students, displacement may communicate they are not valuable enough to be invested in. This 

would have a significant impact on the student’s understanding of their social identity.  

The second point, affordability, could be explored through Merton’s strain theory 

(Marsh et al., 2006). The theory explains how individuals have a desire to be successful and 

meet societal goals. However, some do not have the resources to meet these needs legitimately 

and thus use alternative methods routes to meet these goals and attain success. Sofia wonders 

what the impact may be on students who wish to succeed but perceive their goals as 

unattainable. Tyson provided his understanding:  

Tyson: That would make sense so that you could imagine those kids who grown up in 

an area and then, as you say, an area becomes gentrified…You’re moved out into areas 

that you don’t know…they’re literally pushed out of the areas. As you said, their 
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families can’t afford new housing. So it’s down to The Government where they put 

them. And when they will, we'll put together in a particular area like I said what do you 

expect? You know, those, those people, how they're going to feel? I could imagine, you 

know, put yourself in their situation. (p.36, 5-14) 

Tyson discusses how the process of gentrification occurs in poorer areas. Those families living 

in poverty do not hold enough power or control to stop the process of gentrification. He suggest 

The Government holds the power and control and ultimately impacts a student’s life, an 

argument earlier presented by Clare.  

 Overall, the participants explored the issues which students may experience in and away 

from the college which may put them at risk of indirect and direct exposure to SGYV. Many 

of the factors the participants considered to be external to the student’s control.  

Gang Culture 

 Two themes were identified when exploring professionals’ understanding of how 

students were exposed to SGYV: ‘Media and Music’ and ‘Role Models’. These themes 

appeared linked to the ecological systems which the participants felt were influential on the 

student.  

Media and Music 

There was a consensus among the group that media and music were influential in 

indirectly exposing the glamour of gang culture to the students:  

Sofia: I also think music, the grime music influences [technical interference]  

Researcher: Can you tell me a bit more?  

... 
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Clare: Oh hiya, I also think the music also exposes the young people. So, for example, 

grime, rap it's been identified exposing students to that type of life because it’s glorified, 

isn't it to them? Plus money, on the block. 

Tyson: Yeah, I, I agree with what you say there Clare but you could say that about a 

lot of media.  

Clare: I agree with Tyson as well, the media doesn’t portray the young people in the 

best light as well.  (p.8, 4-14) 

Sofia and Clare appear to be specific with the genre of music which glamorises and exposes 

their students to gang culture. It is not the genre of music, drill, which The Government has 

associated with SGYV (HM Government, 2018) but they are genres which have been linked to 

gang violence historically (Dunbar, 2019). Tyson is in agreement but his argument is broader 

and places responsibility on more forms of media. As the discussion evolves Clare’s 

perspective broadens, whilst Tyson’s perspective narrows:  

Clare: Innocent people, I don’t think, because I think of the negativity, because of the 

negative press that the young people get it’s easy to put them all in one box. We need 

to remember that not all young people are in gangs, are associated with gangs. That’s 

just my opinion, sorry.  

… 

Tyson: What’s important for people to understand as well, that a lot of the music videos 

that you see that are negative as you just said there, in regards for example grime. You 

have to understand that the music companies are controlling all of that, okay? You do 

get the odd kids who just throw their own videos on YouTube and stuff like that, when 

they're having beef with other kids, but the majority of negative videos that you see, are 



  94

  

   

 

  UP872723 

actually they’re being paid to do those, that. Okay, you know I think it's important for 

people who don't understand anything about the music industry. I'm not going to go 

into it now (p.9, 5-18) 

Both Clare and Tyson discuss the effects the media and music companies may have on their 

students and the public’s perception of young people. Clare’s argument introduces stereotyping 

whereas Tyson’s argument introduces power, and where power lies. Both viewpoints support 

the idea that the media is used as a tool to convey messages about particular groups of in society 

to maintain the status quo, key points discussed in CRT (Lopez 2000; Warmington, 2020).  

Role Models  

The focus group explored the impact role models played in exposing students to SGYV: 

Joseph: So, in my experience very often it’s older siblings. Older siblings and family 

that have had that lifestyle and have encouraged their younger counterparts to get 

involved or have shown them some of the trappings of that lifestyle, and showed them 

some of the kind of financial gains and things like that and make it an appealing option 

for some of the kind of younger brothers or cousins to pursue.  

(p.7, 13-17) 

Joseph identified older siblings as individuals who are most likely to influence their students 

towards SGYV. Joseph explains how older siblings influence their younger family members 

by showing off the incentives of SGYV rather than the costs which would deter them. This is 

unsurprising given the positive correlation between offending and having pro-criminal family 

members is well-established (Bonta & Andrews, 2017; Farrington et al., 2001). This highlights 

that individuals who join gangs often lack positive role models, as discussed by Kadie: 
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Kadie: The young people themselves sometimes they don't have the mental capacity to 

make the right decisions. So we can only hope that they have the right people around 

them to guide them. Unfortunately, some of these young people don't have those 

positive role models.  

… 

Joseph: All I can say is that I definitely agree with the fact of the lack of positive role 

models, it's probably influential, cause I think, when you don't have a positive role 

model, then you look for them wherever you can find them. 

 (p. 17, 6-14) 

Kadie and Joseph have a shared understanding of the importance of positive role models 

in young people’s lives. Kadie suggests adolescents may not have developed a mature mind-

set for decision making and a positive role model fills this gap.  

Bronfenbrenner’s (1979) ecological systems theory can be explored to discuss the use 

of positive role models in a student’s life. Although the theory does not overtly identify the 

systems where positive role models may be present for a student, based on my understanding 

of the theory it is likely members of SWT are likely to fall within the same system as the 

student’s family: the microsystem. This would support Joseph’s comment on how influential 

negative and positive role models can be which informs how the SWT could safeguard their 

students from exposure to SGYV. The participants’ understanding of their interactions with 

the student and their families have been displayed visually with the use of an ecomap (Figure 

5). The SWT provides emotional support and information to their students which is considered 

a positive relationship. Even though the SWT provides similar support to the student’s family 

it is evident from Joseph and Kadie’s comments that the nature of the complex relationship is 
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influence by an understanding of the family dynamics. It is such understanding which informs 

participants of how to safeguard their students from indirect and direct exposure to SGYV.  

Creating a Safe Space 

Two key ways in which participants described managing their students’ exposure to 

SGYV was through collaborative working and providing a student-centred approach. They 

spoke with passion as they discussed how this created a safe space for their students and 

impacted their students’ direct exposure to SGYV.   

Collaborative Working 

There were two approaches to collaborative working: with the teachers at the college 

and with external agencies, for example the police. Joseph discusses the collaborative 

working which takes place inside the college: 

Joseph: … if there is a specific concern about a student, we can document that and flag 

it for this for the specific attention of a member of staff. Because we know that, that 

member of staff manages the pathway that student studies. So, that member of staff can 

then do their own kind of due diligence, so a little bit of a kind of observation and risk 

assessment of if need be of how we're going to support the student long term. (p.28, 4-

9) 

This suggests collaborative working is tailored to the student rather than a generic approach 

being adopted, which supports the other concept of a student-centred approach. Joseph goes on 

to discuss how the team also support the teachers: 

I've kind of had to support some members of staff who haven’t known how to deal with 

receiving that information…when students are kind of being forthcoming with some of 

this information, because they're so desensitized to a lot of it I have been seeing … 
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teachers and staff kind of feeling a little bit helpless to support these students and not 

perhaps knowing the best way of going about it. (p.25, 16-22) 

The desensitisation of SGYV by the students is identified by Joseph which appears to affect 

how teachers feel they can support their students. The previous themes discussed would 

indicate that frequent indirect exposure by music, media and role models and possible direct 

exposure to SGYV increased the students’ risk of desensitisation. It is difficult to understand 

how the students’ desensitisation impacts their presentation in college but Joseph has made us 

aware of how it could impact the resilience of the college and the college community.  

Joseph describes how he consults with teachers and other staff members to ensure 

students receive the appropriate support they need. The impression given is this consultation 

offered by Joseph also strengthens the teachers’ resilience when exploring the experiences of 

SGYV with their students. This indicates a positive relationship between the SWT and other 

members of the college, where the SWT provide emotional support and information (Figure 

5).  

Joseph discusses how collaborative working takes place outside of the college:  

Joseph: … We then have quite a close working relationship with our kind of our local 

community police officers. So, they can sometimes access information on individuals 

if there are specific concerns that have been raised, that may either kind of validate or 

disprove our, our causes for concern.  

Researcher: Yeah. Okay. 

Tyson: And that last week, as Joseph said there. That one occurred to actually in the 

college and say an incident happens and we have reasons to contact the authorities. 

Then that will come to light because they’ll have what’s called The Gang Matrix. 
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Researcher: Yeah.  

Tyson: It's very closely guarded. We’re not allowed, we don't, we can’t have access to 

that.  

The participants use their local community resources to obtain information which they could 

use to further safeguard their students from exposure to SGYV. However, even with the best 

efforts this appears difficult, as Tyson suggested with the most recent incident.  

 Tyson explained if there are concerns about a student’s involvement in SGYV they seek 

additional support from the authorities, who have access to tools such as The Gang Matrix. The 

matrix has been a topic of controversy due to the disproportionate numbers of BMAs on the 

list (stopwatchuk 18, 2020). None of the participants indicated whether they had more concerns 

for BMAs, and this question was not asked. If this question was asked further discussion around 

negative stereotyping of BMAs may have presented itself. However, the information from 

authorities appears to be used in addition to other information the SWT have access to, such as 

observations and collateral information from teachers. This would minimise the associated 

risks when the matrix is used solely.  

Student-centred Approach 

The core of any educational establishment is the students. Understanding the students 

and their experiences ensures the student can be safeguarded as best as possible. This is 

achieved through a student-centred approach:  

I think the mentors particularly, but all of this, all of the kind of staff that joined into 

this call, and all of the staff in the college try to adopt that same persona with students 

to give them that confidence in approaching us for conversations. We do kind of have 

a student-centred approach so we understand when students come to the college, for 
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example, that they'll be coming from different walks of life and with different kind of 

accompanying circumstances. And we state very clear during induction and during 

enrolment, and key points throughout the academic year that we understand this, and 

that we want to be a supportive influence in their lives. (Joseph, p.22, 1-8) 

Joseph identified the characteristics of a student-centred approach to include understanding 

students’ individual differences, being non-judgmental, consistent and supportive. This takes 

place from the first day the student attends college and confirms the message to the student 

that college is a safe space. It is likely for some students, college will never be considered a 

safe space, as their sense of safety has been breached from previous exposure to SGYV 

(Shaw & Meaney, 2015).  

The participants do not appear to discuss the actions they follow in an attempt to 

repair breaches in safety the students may experience, particularly as some students had been 

targeted by gangs as they travelled from college. In these circumstances it is likely that an 

approach targeted at all levels is used, one where the positive relationships with the 

ecological systems the student and SWT engage with are strengthened to rebuild individual 

and community resilience (Figure 5). This supports Masten’s (2016) work which explains 

how interactions within and between systems, and interactions with the student or SWT with 

the system builds resilience; essentially the complexity of these non-linear interactions 

develop resilience (Pycroft, 2014).  

 Overall, the team use their resources, skills and knowledge to manage and safeguard 

the students from direct and indirect exposure to SGYV however this is not always achieved. 

The participants’ approach to safeguarding their students has developed a strong support 

network where the participants of Study 1 and Study 2 identify the college as a safe space.    
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Figure 5 

Ecomap for Support and Wellbeing Team  
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General Discussion 

The study aimed to explore how professionals of a London 6th form college 

understood and managed their students’ exposure to SGYV. A focus group was held with 

members of the SWT. This team is part of the college and closely work with the students and 

their families, providing support where necessary to protect their well-being. The use of 

thematic analysis identified three overarching themes: ‘The Student’s Environment’, ‘Gang 

Culture’, and ‘Creating a Safe Space’. The themes demonstrated members of the SWT 

understood their students’ direct and indirect exposure to SGYV through their own personal 

experiences and working with their students. The direct exposure largely came from family 

members and peers. Peers increased a student’s risk of exposure to SGYV in the form of 

retaliation. The participants safeguarded their students from indirect and direct exposure to 

SGYV by working collaboratively with the students and other resources available to them 

inside and outside of the college.  

Indirect and less so direct exposure to SGYV for the students appear usual and the 

SWT are faced with a common challenge in safeguarding these students from the indirect and 

direct exposure. It is likely that the focus group has not been the only occasion where 

members of the SWT have come together to develop a shared understanding and make sense 

of this challenge with each other. The focus group discussion provided information of how 

the participants of Study 2 perceived their relationships with these support systems to 

safeguard their students (see Figure 5). The participants provided emotional support and 

information in their interaction with their students, the students’ families and the college, 

with the student families being considered a mixed relationship as discussed earlier. 

Although, the discussion indicated that the participants felt the other systems which they 

interacted with provided information only. They felt that the other positive relationships they 
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had were with the police who investigated their concerns about their students and myself who 

was exploring a current issue impacting their students indirectly and directly.  

As discussed earlier, the participants emphasised the importance of positive 

relationships with others to build individual and community resilience, providing support for 

Bronfenbrenner’s ecological systems theory and Masten’s work on resilience (Masten, 2016). 

The interactions the participants have with their students, between themselves and other 

college professionals builds the resilience needed to buffer the effect of exposure to SGYV. 

The participants’ understanding of their students’ environment may inform their approach to 

safeguarding their students, they are able to tolerate the students’ responses to exposure to 

SGYV, validate their students’ feelings, and provide guidance to reaffirm the students’ sense 

of self and perceived control over their life (Thoits, 2011); all of which were discussed by the 

participants. These are the behaviours which a student internalises to build their emotional 

competence, and in turn their own resilience to buffer the effects of the impact of exposure to 

SGYV (Lenzi et al., 2018). In the focus group, Joseph explained that from the student’s first 

day at the college they are made aware of the SWT and the support that can be offered. Thus, 

the students are aware that this support is readily available and ongoing bolstering their 

support network which increases their psychological well-being (Lakey et al., 2016). This 

understanding provides an additional layer as to how professionals safeguard their students 

from direct and indirect exposure to SGYV. This is the first study to explore the 

understanding and management of student’s exposure in a London 6th form college from the 

professionals’ lens.  

The participants’ approach to safeguarding their students includes the guidance 

provided by The Home Office (2013). The guidance did not explicitly discuss collaboration 

with others to safeguard the students as a key aspect, which the participants did. The 
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guidance focuses on SGYV and GMGA rather than the short and long-term consequences of 

indirect and direct exposure to SGYV for non-GMGA college users. The participants in the 

present study discussed how exposure to SGYV affects all users of the college community 

and the views and experiences of the members of the SWT and their students deepen our 

understanding of how indirect and direct exposure to SGYV can disrupt the college 

community (Mncube & Steinmann, 2014; Shaw & Meaney, 2015).  

Limitations 

The focus group consisted of thirteen participants. Although the discussion was rich a 

few participants appeared to have greater input than others, including the manager of the 

team. This may have been due to the technical difficulties experienced by some or his 

presence in the group. Therefore, a richer discussion may have been lost due to these factors.  

COVID-19 led to holding the focus group remotely and virtually, which partly 

explained the technical difficulties. Conducting the focus group in this way removed the 

opportunity to make notes on participants’ non-verbal body language which also would 

indicate how other participants’ comments are responded to.  

Another limitation presented itself at the start of the research when teachers were 

withdrawn from the study. This may have had an impact on the varying perspectives gathered 

of how student’s exposure to SGYV was understood and managed within the college. Yet, 

professionals who work closely with the teachers were used as participants, which enabled 

the college approach to safeguarding students to still be captured.  
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Conclusion 

This research thesis consists of two studies, each with a research question. Study 1 

explored the question ‘What are the experiences of indirect exposure to SGYV on non-

GMGA BMAs?’ and Study 2 asked ‘How does professionals’ understanding of SGYV 

inform their management of their students’ exposure to it?’ These questions were explored to 

answer the overarching research question: ‘How does indirect exposure to SGYV impact a 

college community?’ 

 Black male adolescents indirectly exposed to SGYV expressed fear and anxiety for 

possibly becoming a victim to SGYV. Although, the participants highlighted the secondary 

consequences to being indirectly exposed to SGYV, such as negative stereotyping which 

impacted how others viewed and interacted with them and how they perceived their world. 

These interactions were multi-faceted and suggested the lives of non-GMGA BMAs were 

complex. However, within this they developed a resilience to continue to succeed in a world 

which had ‘othered’ them.  

 The participants of Study 1 attended the same college. At the time Study 1 data 

collection was taking place I was informed that some students had been targeted by gang 

members as they travelled home. To explore the overarching research question, it felt 

important to understand the professionals’ perspective on SGYV and how they were 

safeguarding their students from imminent exposure to SGYV. Study 2’s findings suggested 

that professionals understood SGYV and how their students were directly and indirectly 

exposed to it and the impact this had. They used their knowledge to build and strengthen 

relationships within and outside of the college. This collaborative approach maintained a 

student-centred approach whilst also building community resilience to safeguard their 

students, and other users of the college.  
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 These findings enable us to explore the overarching question: ‘How does indirect 

exposure to SGYV impact a college community?’ Exposure to SGYV can breach a sense of 

safety within the college community. This is the largest impact exposure to SGYV has on the 

college community. The feeling of not being safe will impact students attending college and 

their relationships with others, including professionals which ultimately, will change the 

college culture and break down a community. Also, and as importantly it will impact the 

students’ academic performance (Benbenishty et al., 2016) which may affect their pursuit of 

success.  

In both studies the importance of individual and community resilience was felt and its 

reliance on building strong positive relationships with the ecological systems being interacted 

with. An ecomap was developed for each study to recognise how this relates to non-GMGA 

adolescents and non-GMGA professionals indirectly exposed to SGYV in a college 

community (Figures 3 & 5). The clear difference between the two studies was the nature of 

the relationships BMAs described in comparison to the SWT. Black male adolescents 

inferred mostly mixed relationships illustrating the complexities of their lived experiences in 

an unpredictable world, yet had the ability to develop resilience within this. Study 2 

participants, the members of SWT appeared to have more positive relationships in their 

interactions which was expected. The SWT’s development and use of positive relationships 

fostered a stable and safe environment for their students which was acknowledged with the 

participants of both studies. This demonstrates the positive effect the SWT’s positive support 

networks can have on the wellbeing of their students (Thoits, 2011), stability and sense of 

safety of the environment encourages students to follow their pursuit of success and reduces 

the appeal of gang affiliation (Lenzi et al., 2018). 
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Implications of Research 

Overall, the research findings highlight how impactful systems can be for those 

indirectly exposed to SGYV. This suggests that there is a necessity to approach the changes 

needed from a bottom-up and top-down approach simultaneously. There are three key 

implications of the research as a whole.  

 Study 1 highlighted secondary effects from the exposure to SGYV on non-

GMGA BMAs, one being stereotypes. Discussions are needed to explore this 

further with non-GMGA BMAs and to spark action to challenge stereotypes 

and unconscious biases which may be present at the college, which would 

reinforce the identification of the college as a safe space. These discussions 

would enable further co-construction of meaning in non-GMGA BMAs 

experiences.  

 

I was asked to present my research findings to two classes of students. 

Although my research focused on the negative stereotypes of BMAs and 

gangs, students who were not BMAs highlighted the negative stereotypes 

which they faced daily. We identified the similarities of how the media 

broadcast stereotypes of BMAs and stereotypes of other racial or cultural 

groups. This included those associated to religion (particularly being Muslim), 

gender (being female), and sexuality (homosexuality). The discussion 

reminded me of the experiences of the Study 1 participants I interviewed and 

the need for deeper, richer and thought-provoking discussions on stereotypes.    

  The themes identified in both studies encourage the college to consider 

additional ways they can manage their students’ risk and impact of indirect 

exposure to SGYV.  
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 Resilience was a key finding within both studies. This finding encourages the 

college to explore ways to sustain and build upon individual and community 

resilience.  

I shared my submitted research thesis with the vice-principal of the college and the manager 

of the SWT, also a participant of Study 2. In May 2021, the vice-principal requested ways in 

which the research findings could be used within the college. We met in person to explore the 

seven recommendations I had proposed and how they could be implemented within the 

college.   

 The recommendations expanded on the above points and discussed areas of future 

research (see Appendix J). They acknowledged that participants of both studies identified the 

college as a safe space and the college was encouraged to continue to use their approaches to 

maintain this sense of safety. Other recommendations followed from the importance of 

dialogue and the findings of the impact indirect exposure to SGYV had on BMAs and the 

professionals safeguarding their students from it. I encouraged the college to provide safe 

spaces for more dialogue between BMAs and their peers and teachers, for shared 

understanding of the lived experiences of BMAs to be developed. I suggested that the 

psychological distress which BMAs experience could be explored and channelled into other 

avenues, with the support the college already have available, such as the SWT. Additionally, 

I identified that the SWT could be used more within the college by offering training to 

teachers on how to discuss SGYV with their students.  

Implications in Clinical Practice  

My career has been rooted in forensic psychology and I have worked with clients in 

various settings (community, prisons, and secure forensic settings) at different stages of their 

journey through the criminal justice and mental health systems. Currently, I work with clients 



  108

  

   

 

  UP872723 

who have an offending history and many have a mental health diagnosis. I reflected on how 

the research I facilitated would impact my clinical practice with the client group. The 

research methodologies have highlighted the benefits of developing a shared understanding 

through dialogue. I have adopted this approach in my interactions with clients, particularly 

assessments and interventions. I am more aware of how I ask questions to provide a safe 

space for the clients to share an interpretation of their lived experiences, and for a co-

construction of the meaning of these experiences to be met. As a result, I am becoming a 

more conscious trainee forensic psychologist.  

 In addition to my direct work with clients, the research has encouraged me to think 

about my clients’ experiences at a deeper level, particularly my clients who are black and 

male. I explore any indirect exposure to SGYV growing up and the impact this may have had 

and continues to have, particularly with clients who are black and male. This not only enables 

me to build a better understanding of the client, it permits me to communicate these 

experiences and their impact in a formulation to be shared with other professionals.  

Working in forensic settings I have become more aware of the impact interactions 

with ecological systems have had on my clients and on me, as a clinician. I have and continue 

to explore how I may be perceived by clients, particularly black males, as a black female 

clinician employed in systems disproportionately representing black males (Lammy, 2017), 

and as a black female what experiences I have had which impact the way in which I connect 

with my clients (Totsuka, 2014). Throughout this research process I have identified the 

connections between my clinical work, my research topic and my identity within the 

profession. 
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Future Research Implications 

 There were three areas which could be studied to build upon the research topic 

explored. First, teachers were not included in Study 2. It would be important to explore 

teachers’ understanding of SGYV and how their understanding informs the way they 

safeguard their students. I feel the relationship between the students and teachers may differ 

compared to the relationship between the students and the members of the SWT. Also, I 

noted that all the participants of the SWT identified as non-White. I wondered whether this 

may have played a role in how they understood SGYV to inform their approaches in 

safeguarding their students. I do not know the ethnic make-up of the teachers at the college. 

However, the possible impact of this could be explored within the findings.   

 Second, there is an increased presence of female gang members and their roles in 

gangs can differ to males (Sutton, 2017). Currently there does not appear to be any concrete 

stereotypes of female gang members. However, there may be importance in gaining an 

understanding of non-GMGA female students’ experiences of exposure to SGYV, and the 

secondary consequences of this exposure. This will provide a fuller picture of the impact 

indirect exposure to SGYV has on non-GMGA adolescents.  

 Lastly, moving away from those negatively stereotyped it would be important to 

explore the experiences of exposure to SGYV on non-GMGA who are not BMAs. This 

recommendation follows from AD4’s experience when he explained the most harmful form 

of stereotyping comes from his peer group. I feel we will begin to truly understand the 

environment non-GMGA BMAs take meaning from, if we gather an understanding of how 

they are perceived by others who do not have a duty to safeguard them but are potentially 

exposed to SGYV.   
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Reflective Epilogue 

I use this epilogue to reflect on aspects of the research process, from the development 

of the research topic to submission. First, I provide a summary of both studies and briefly 

touch upon the findings in relation to all three research questions. I explore the challenges 

which arose in each study in more depth and explore the impact this may have had on the 

research and its findings. I go on to discuss my identity as a researcher and whether I felt my 

research has met my own expectations, and if so, how.   

 Street Gang Youth Violence has become an established socio-political issue in the 

U.K., particularly London. I have witnessed the prevalence of SGYV and the negative 

consequences of SGYV on the communities affected as I have become older. I have observed 

the possible impact it has had on my siblings and family members, particularly my brother 

who meets the definition of a BMA used in this study. I have felt frustration, sadness, 

disappointment and guilt in the experiences he has shared and my perceived lack of power to 

make a difference to his experiences. 

Summary  

My research is the first to explore the impact of indirect exposure to SGYV on a 

college community in London. This was achieved by being the first U.K. study to explore the 

impact of indirect exposure to SGYV on non-GMGA BMAs in London and by being the first 

U.K. study to explore professionals’ understanding of SGYV and how this informs their 

approach in managing their students’ exposure to it. Thus, the research has provided further 

understanding of the effects of exposure to SGYV on non-GMGA BMAs. In my opinion, the 

largest contribution the research has made to literature has been the focus on indirect 

exposure to SGYV on non-GMGA adolescents rather than exploring GMGA’s experiences.  

I used the research to explore three questions: What are the experiences of indirect 

exposure to SGYV on non-GMGA BMAs? How does professionals’ understanding of SGYV 
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inform their management of their students’ indirect and direct exposure to it?  How does 

indirect exposure to SGYV impact a college community? Using qualitative research 

methodologies which supported my research position of phenomenology and constructivism 

the findings suggested that although indirect exposure to SGYV had a negative impact on the 

users of a college community, ultimately their response built upon their individual and 

community resilience. The resilience largely came through how users of the college 

interacted with the ecological systems in their environment (see Figures 3 & 5.).    

Study 1 

Data Collection  

In the research process, Study 1 brought about the steepest learning curve and deepest 

points of reflection. Data collection for Study 1 took place in the form of interviews. I was 

moved by the willingness of participants to share their experiences with me; these were 

experiences which I felt may have elicited feelings of being vulnerable. However, I felt the 

participants acknowledged the value and importance of having their narratives shared. 

One of the most difficult decisions was choosing whether to include further 

demographic data for the participants of Study 1 other than their race. At this stage of write-up 

I would not be able to obtain this data as I hold no personal information to identify the 

participants to ask for their data. Also, not all participants provided an email address to have a 

final version of the thesis sent to them. Upon reflection I observed how my subconscious 

preconceptions may have played a role in this decision. I strongly felt that the addition of 

further demographic data would shift the reader’s focus. I believed as a result attempts would 

be made to explain the participants’ experiences through the additional demographic data. This 

would shift the purpose of my research away from making meaning from the participants’ lived 

experiences to possibly reinforcing existing stereotypes. For example, how many of the 

participants were African/ Caribbean or of African/ Caribbean heritage, how many lived in a 
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single-parent household, or how many participants identified as growing up in a lower socio-

economic area?  

I felt if participants considered these factors important to interpret and make meaning 

of their experiences, they would introduce them in the interviews themselves, without 

prompting. One participant made comparisons of gang violence in the U.K. and his country in 

Africa, where he grew up (AD8), and four participants mentioned their families playing a role 

in understanding the impact of their exposure to SGYV (AD1, AD3, AD4, AD5). This would 

indicate not all participants viewed other demographics as playing a key role in their 

experiences of indirect exposure to SGYV. However, I noted that I did not ask any structured 

questions to explore whether they felt any other factors played a role in how they experienced 

exposure to SGYV. This in itself may have indicated to the participant that the research was 

not interested in this. 

Data Analysis 

For anonymity and to increase participation based on the research topic I did not 

gather any personal information which would link the participants back to their interview. 

This resulted in a missed opportunity to ask that they check their transcripts, the chosen data 

extracts and the themes identified to explore whether my interpretation of their experiences 

were similar to their interpretation, simply how much of a shared understanding we reach? 

During supervision, I explored my chosen data extracts and the themes I identified to explore 

whether I felt they effectively communicated the participants’ lived experiences. I considered 

this an audit. I felt this was a suitable method to explore the credibility of my research 

methodology. I reached a conclusion that the extracts did. However, my supervisor suggested 

I reduce the number of themes presented based partly on the word count of the thesis but 

largely to capture overarching aspects. Based on the data extracts I had chosen I was able to 

identify further connections between the extracts which did not deviate from the lived 
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experiences of the participants. This process encouraged me to review the data extracts and 

themes a few more times to identify whether the themes could be reduced further.  

Scholars have argued that auditing is not compatible with a phenomenological 

approach because, if the data extracts/ themes identified through a transparent and systematic 

approach truly capture the lived experiences being explored, auditing is not required (Webb 

& Kevern, 2000). However, they also explained that although another researcher’s 

perspective on data extracts/ themes adds another perspective, it does not invalidate the 

primary researcher’s findings. Thus, an audit is suitable within a phenomenological 

framework if the approach is clear and does not deviate from the primary researcher’s 

findings. During the audit, my research supervisor did not interpret my extracts or themes. I 

found the process encouraged me to reflect on the extracts and themes and be able to justify 

the extracts/ themes when needed. I understand how this stage of my analysis may be 

considered another form of interpretation, which could potentially have moved away from the 

double hermeneutic, which is the core principle of IPA. Essentially, my interpretation could 

have been contaminated by not only by my biases and experiences but by my research 

supervisor’s perceptions. However, as indicated, the undue influence of what would have 

been a ‘treble hermeneutic’ arguably was avoided. 

This understanding of double hermeneutics in IPA led to another area to explore 

associated with the chosen research methodologies, that of bracketing. Within qualitative 

research bracketing is a process encouraged to build awareness of the researcher’s 

interpretation (Tufford & Newman, 2012). The researcher must be able to openly identify and 

explore their preconceptions and have an understanding of the experiences which may have 

led to the development of these, thereby allowing the researcher to identify aspects of 

interpretation of the data which belong to them.  
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The use of bracketing in research within a phenomenological framework has been 

explored (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2008) and I have understood the use of bracketing is heavily 

dependent on the phenomenological stance adopted as a researcher. I agree, being aware of 

my preconceptions and experiences was important for my research. However, I considered it 

impossible to explore and gather meaning from others’ lived experiences by bracketing my 

own, an argument provided by Heidegger (Wojnar & Swanson, 2007) who highlighted the 

importance of context in lived experiences (Laverty, 2003).  

With this understanding, I explored my preconceptions and experiences in four ways. 

Prior to the start of formal research I wrote entries in my reflective journal. The initial entries 

explored the topic I wished to research and my reasons. My reflections evolved as the 

research progressed; this focused on my thoughts and feelings following each interview and 

beliefs I felt were challenged from the interviews. These entries were explored in both my 

research and clinical supervision. Also, whilst reading literature on my research topic I 

explored whether I agreed with the paper’s positioning and why. Lastly, throughout my 

course I had sessions with a counsellor who did not read my themes of the studies or any part 

of my research thesis. I was able to explore experiences which impacted on my 

preconceptions.  

One of the possible risks of not exploring my preconceptions was stopping the 

research before it had time to evolve fully, and prematurely believing data saturation was 

reached. Eight participants were considered a suitable number to meet data saturation (Guest 

et al., 2006). Transcribing following each interview enabled codes to be identified as the 

research progressed. Thus, data saturation was more easily identifiable. By the fifth interview 

some codes identified were similar to those in the previous interviews. The following three 

interviews confirmed this. These codes aided in building the subordinate themes.  
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Preconceptions Held 

 I reflected on the values I brought to my research which aided in exploring and 

identifying the preconceptions I held. I believed I had a good understanding of the lives of 

BMAs, that I understood their plight and the impact of stereotyping. The foundations of these 

beliefs were rooted in being a black female growing up in London, and having many family 

members and peers who identified as BMAs or a black male. Each interview forced me to 

unlearn my own perspective; I did not understand the lives of BMAs. I was unaware of their 

complexities, the impact on self-identity and the discrimination which occurs within the black 

community towards other black members. My ability to be self-aware, curious, open-minded 

and passionate throughout my research also elicited feelings of embarrassment, 

disappointment and guilt. However, I understood the true value of my research was to the 

participants to share their narrative.      

Study 2 

In Study 2, a focus group was facilitated to collect qualitative data which was analysed using 

thematic analysis. I explored whether the use of thematic analysis could explore the 

phenomenon of exposure to SGYV as effectively as IPA.  

It was recognised that for participants to understand SGYV they would have had 

some experience of this; their understanding is based in their lived experiences. This 

suggested the focus group was conducted within a phenomenological framework, which 

some scholars have debated. Some argue that the construction of the participants’ experiences 

is likely to be contaminated by other group members (Webb & Kevern, 2000), which would 

move away from the lived experiences of the participant, which individual interviews and 

IPA remove the risk of. Others argued that an individual’s perspective could still be captured 

within a group context (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2008) and the use of a focus group encourages 

cross-checking and clarification between the researcher and participants, and between the 
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participants in the moment. They highlighted how important the group dialogue is in shaping 

the way in which an individual presents their experiences, rather than contaminating the 

individual’s interpretation of their experience. Thus, through group discussion participants 

can explore the sometimes shared experiences which enabled them to understand gang 

violence, which in turn influenced their largely collective approaches to safeguarding their 

students from SGYV. The difficulties which they face in a 6th form college located in a 

London borough prevalent in gang presence and gang violence appear common. The 

experiences which some of the Study 2 participants have faced with their students indicate 

that the focus group is not the first occasion where they have attempted to co-construct 

meaning of exposure to SGYV and this may have positively impacted their degree of 

participation in the focus group. 

Change of Participants in Study 2 

My initial plans for my research were to interview BMAs as Study 1 and to interview 

mothers of those BMAs for Study 2. During study 1 I explored the difficulties in recruiting 

mothers for my research and the level of harm or distress my research may cause. Also, I was 

informed students were being targeted by gangs as they made their way home from college. 

This shifted my focus to exploring the college community as a whole.  

British Psychological Society (BPS) Research Day 

My aim as a researcher is to continue to strengthen my skills which can be achieved 

through attending events. I benefitted most from the individual advice clinics provided at the 

BPS Research Day. Experts within the field were present and were willing to discuss research 

topics and issues identified during the research process. At the time of this event, I was 

struggling in identifying the most suitable age-group for Study 1 participants. I was aware if I 

asked BMAs under the age of 16 to participate I needed to obtain parental consent. I hesitated 
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to do this as this would take time from the research. Following a conversation with Mr John 

Oates on understanding research ethics I was more clear in the age group of participants I 

wished to recruit, the rationale for this and how to ensure I recruited the participants ethically.  

Mr Oates presented an ethical dilemma I may have faced during my research which I had 

not considered. He discussed breaches of confidentiality, as a participant may disclose 

information which they haven’t shared with the police and could have an impact on a case. He 

suggested I make breaches of confidentiality clear to the participants and develop a protocol 

for disclosure. In the ethics application form this may be stated as ‘at the beginning of the 

interview I will state clearly to the participant “do not tell me anything that will make me feel 

that I need to speak to someone else about it – especially the police. I want you to feel that you 

can be open in this confidential space however, do not tell me anything that could incriminate 

you or someone else as I will have to report it” ’. With this information I ensured this was 

recorded in the ethics form and presented to the participants at the start of their interviews. This 

discussion was influential in my research and how I started to explore ethics in my research to 

safeguard the participants.  

Global Events 

Between the completion of data collection for Study 1 and the start of Study 2 the 

world came to a standstill due to COVID-19. With global lockdowns and restrictions of 

movement, events were paid more attention to. One of these events was the murder of George 

Floyd, a black male who died whilst a police officer knelt on his neck for more than nine 

minutes. This killing led to protests, riots and the re-emergence of the Black Lives Matter 

movement in the U.S.A and the U.K.  

Conversations on social media and conventional news explored indiscriminate 

policing in a way not discussed before and the negative stereotyping of black males. These 
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are the same issues which have been part of the lived experiences of Study 1 participants. 

Individuals were explicitly stating their positions within this argument, and discussion on the 

need to be anti-racist rather than not racist became prevalent. I was saddened to understand 

that it took a black male being killed by a police officer during a worldwide pandemic for the 

complex lives of black males to be seriously discussed on a much-needed scale. For me, the 

significance of these events played a role in how relevant and current my research felt in 

exploring the narratives of BMAs.  

Conclusion 

I started this research journey with the intention of sharing the lived experiences of 

non-GMGA BMAs impacted by indirect exposure to SGYV. As the research journey evolved 

so did my intentions. I began to appreciate non-GMGA BMAs’ lived experiences were 

impacted by their interactions with systems, and between systems. I acknowledged that for 

the lived experiences of non-GMGA BMAs to be effectively understood there was a need to 

explore their environment, the college which they attended. The key finding of the research is 

how impactful complex interactions with systems are, to develop shared understandings of 

lived experiences and to co-create community resilience in the face of a daily threat: indirect 

exposure to SGYV.    
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Appendix 

 

Appendix A. Information Sheet, Study 1 

Participant No: AD________________________ 

Date: ____________________________________ 

 

Information Sheet for Adolescent Participants 

 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in this study. Below is information to help you further 

understand how you and your data are protected in the research project. You can take this sheet 

home with you.  

 

My research is exploring the effects of exposure of gang violence in the Black and minority 

ethnic (BME) community. 

 

I confirm that: 

― I am part of the black and minority ethnic (BME) community 

― I have not been a direct victim of gang violence  

― I am not a gang member or gang-affiliated 

― I am 16 – 18 years old 

― I am male 

 

I understand that:  

― The University of Portsmouth Faculty of Science Ethics Committee has approved this 

research 

― Before and during the interview I can withdraw my consent at any time and my data 

will be destroyed.  

― I will be debriefed if I finish or do not finish the interview.  

― I will not be compensated for travelling to take part in the research project. 

― By taking part in the research project I will receive £5  

― The e-mail address I wrote on the blank piece of paper will be used by the researcher 

to send a summary of the final report. 
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The interview: 

― The research will gather data through a number of prepared questions 

― Will be audio-recorded 

― Will last about 1 hour (60 minutes)  

― Due to the length of the interview I can ask for a break or stand up during the interview. 

― The topic discussed may be emotional and if I feel distressed/ harmed I will inform the 

researcher and the interview will be stopped. If the interview is stopped my data will 

be destroyed and not be included in the research data. 

― I should not experience any physical harm/ pain. No equipment will be used on/ with 

me. I will not be asked to do anything physical. 

― I can decline to answer any questions 

― Is confidential, unless I share information which is about a crime that I haven’t shared 

with the Police and could have an impact on a case. Therefore, I will not say anything 

that will make the researcher feel that she will need to speak to someone else about it – 

especially the Police. The researcher wants you to feel that you can be open and honest. 

However, do not tell her anything that could incriminate you or someone else or she 

will have to report it. 

 

After the interview the data (including the audio-recording and the interview 

transcript): 

― Belongs to the researcher. 

― Will be anonymised. This means I cannot withdraw my consent, after the interview.  

― Will be safely and securely stored. 

― Will be retained for 10 years and may be used for further research with the researcher’s 

consent and with ethical approval. Once research is published the data may be held for 

longer than 10 years. 

― No personal data will be shared with other parties other than the University of 

Portsmouth.  

― Will be handled and stored in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR) (2018) and the University of Portsmouth policies/ guidelines.  
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― Any quotes the researcher uses of me will be anonymised in the final report.   

 

Ms. Leoni Mitchell 

Student on the Professional Doctorate in Forensic Psychology 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology 

UP872723@myport.ac.uk 

 

 

I confirm that: 

I have read and understood the above and I give permission to be contacted after the interview 

for the reasons stated above.  

 

Signature of participant ______________________________________________ 

Name of participant _________________________________________________ 

Date __________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:UP872723@myport.ac.uk


  144

  

   

 

  UP872723 

Appendix B. Informed Consent Form, Study 1 

 

Participant No: AD________________________ 

Date: ___________________________________ 

Start time/ Finish time: ___________/__________ 

Length of interview (mins): _________________ 

 

 

Dear participant 

 

Re: Requesting your permission to participate in research 

I contacted Mr name of vice-principal, Vice- Principal of (name of college). They gave me 

permission to ask students if they wanted to be involved in my research. I am writing to you to 

ask your permission for you to take part in my research.  My research topic explores “The 

effects of exposure to gang violence in the black and minority ethnic (BME) community”.  

In (London Borough) where I also live, gang violence has become a major issue. I belong to 

the BME community and sadly I have witnessed the impact. I know that the local council has 

projects to tackle gang violence, for example The Violence Reduction Partnership. I hope that 

my research can help these projects by including a focus on protecting our friends and family 

who are (may be) affected by seeing this violence.   

I understand that you may have worries about being included in my research. The university’s 

Faculty of Science Ethics Committee approved my research to make sure that I am keeping 

you safe. Below, you will find further information about the interview: 

What will the interview involve? 

― I will ask you to attend an interview to discuss my research topic. During the interview 

I will ask questions to discuss the topic in more depth.  

― The interview will last up to 90 minutes and your voice will be recorded. I will type 

up the interview, word-for-word. This is called a transcript.  

― You will be the only person in the room during the interview. The use of interpreters 

is not allowed. You should be able to discuss this topic without difficulty using the 

English language.  
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Will anyone know that it is me? 

― I may use quotes from your interview in my final report. However, no-one will know 

your  identity because after the interview I will remove an personal information that 

could identify you.  

― All the information you share with me is confidential unless you share information 

which is about a crime that you have not shared with the police and could have an 

impact on a case. Therefore, you should not say anything to me that would make me 

feel that I would need to speak to someone else about it – especially the Police.  

 

Can my I say “no”? 

― You have the right not to participate in my research. To do this, please e-mail me 

stating that you longer wish to participate. 

― You can say that he no longer want to be a part of my research, before and during the 

interview.  

― You will not need to provide any reason as to why you are withdrawing from my 

research. 

― You cannot withdraw your participation after the interview is finished as your data 

(audio-recording and transcript) would be anonymous at this point.  

 

How will my data be stored? 

― After the interview your data belongs to me. 

― Your data will be stored safely and securely. This will be through password-protected 

documents/ files. The audio-recordings will be stored and will be destroyed six months 

after the research project is published.  

― The interview transcript will be kept for 10 years and may be used for further research 

with the researcher’s consent and with ethical approval. 

― Once the research is published the data may be kept for longer than 10 years in case 

anyone wishes to use the data. At no point will your personal data be shared.  

 

Are there any risks? 

― Yes, you may experience distress during the interview because of the topic being 

discussed. After the interview I will give you information of where you can find 

support. 
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― If the interview becomes too distressing, the interview will be stopped. If the interview 

is stopped your recording of the interview will be destroyed in front of you. The forms 

you completed will be destroyed with a cross-shredder.  

― There are no physical risks as you will not be asked to do anything physical or be asked 

to use any equipment. 

― The interview lasts for 90 minutes during this time you can ask for a break or stand up 

during the interview.  

 

What are the possible benefits of participating? 

― You will receive £5 as a “thank you” for your time and participation   

― You will help in understanding the effects of exposure to gang crime which may have 

an impact on the local authority decision making process.  

― On the interview day you will be asked to write his e-mail address on a separate piece 

of blank paper to provide further informed consent to be contacted about the outcome 

of the prize draw and to be sent a summary of the findings of the research project.  

 

Is there anything else I should know? 

― You have a week from receiving this form to contact me to state that you wished to 

participate and to book a date, time and location for the interview.  

― You will be thanked but you will not be financially compensated for your time, travel 

or participation.  

― I would like to interview mothers who have a son between the ages of 16 -18 years old 

who self-identify with the BME community. Please let me know if your mother would 

be interested to participate in my study. 

 

Please email me to arrange an interview. At the interview please give the completed and signed 

forms to me. I cannot interview you if you do not bring the signed forms. 

Yours sincerely, 

Ms. Leoni Mitchell 

Researcher and Student on the Professional Doctorate in Forensic Psychology 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology 
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UP872723@myport.ac.uk 

Dr Adrian Needs 

Research Supervisor  

Chartered Forensic Psychologist 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology 

Adrian.needs@port.ac.uk 

 

Dr Dominic Pearson 

Co-ordinating Supervisor 

Chartered and Registered Forensic Psychologist 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology 

dominic.pearson@port.ac.uk 

 

 

I have read and understood the above and I am willing to participate in your doctoral research.  

 

I confirm that: 

I am between the ages of 16 – 18 years old 

I self-identify with the BME community 

I have not been a direct victim of gang violence 

I am not/ was not a gang member nor am I gang affiliated 

 

Signature of student ______________________________________________ 

Name of student _________________________________________________ 

Date __________________________________________________________ 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:UP872723@myport.ac.uk
mailto:Adrian.needs@port.ac.uk
mailto:dominic.pearson@port.ac.uk
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Appendix C. Poster for Recruitment, Study 1 

“Want to participate in 
current and thought-provoking 
social science doctoral research 

which explores 
community dynamics and 

stereotyping?”

• £5 for your time
• One hour interview
• Audio-recorded interview

• Inclusion criteria applies
• Exclusion criteria applies
• Signatures required

…Do something different for “Talent Lab”
Speak to me (Leoni) to find out more…

Developed by Leoni Mitchell, Trainee Forensic Psychologist. Professional Doctorate in Forensic Psychology programme. November 2019.
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Appendix D. Debrief Sheet, Study 1 

 

Participant No: AD________________________ 

Date: ___________________________________ 

Start time/ Finish time: ______________________ 

Length of interview (in minutes)_______________ 

 

Debrief for participants 

 

Thank you for taking part in the study. Below is information to help you understand the 

research you have taken part in. 

 

The researcher is exploring the impact of exposure to gang violence in the black and minority 

ethnic (BME) community. In England, especially London, there is no research exploring this 

topic. The researcher hopes that the research, including your interviews, will help the local 

council and the Government understand how you have been affected by gang violence. This 

may help inform them of where resources are needed.   

 

I still understand that:  

― The University of Portsmouth’s Faculty of Science Ethics Committee approved this 

research. 

― The researcher will now give me £5  

― The researcher will send me a summary of the findings.  

― I should tell the researcher now if I do not want my interview to be used in the study 

and my data will be destroyed and not used in the research data. 

The data (including the audio-recording and the interview transcript): 

― Belongs to the researcher. 

― Will be anonymised after the interview. This means that I cannot withdraw my consent 

after I have left the interview room.  

― Will be anonymised in the final report. This includes any quotes from my interview. 

― Will be safely and securely stored. 

― Six months after the researcher’s final report is published the audio-recordings will be 

destroyed.  
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― The data will be retained for 10 years and may be used for further research with the 

researcher’s consent and with ethical approval. Following publication the data may be 

kept for longer than 10 years.  

Questions: 

― The researcher will briefly discuss my experience of the interview. If I have any 

questions I will ask. 

― If I have any questions after I have left the interview room, I should contact the 

researcher on the contact details below.  

 

Distress/ Harm: 

― Before I leave the room, the researcher will give me information where I can find and 

be offered support if I am distressed from the topics discussed in the interview.  

 

Concerns or complaints: 

― If I have any concerns or complaints about the study or how I was interviewed:  

The first step is to contact the researcher’s supervisor using the contact information 

below. If my concerns are not dealt with then I will contact the Chair of the Science 

Faculty Ethics Committee in confidence by writing to:  

Chair of the Science Faculty Ethics Committee, University of Portsmouth, James 

Watson Building, 2 King Richard 1st Road, Portsmouth, PO1 2FR. 

 

Completion of research: 

― The researcher will use my email address to send me a summary of their final report. If 

I am willing to give my email address to the researcher. 

 

Thank you for your time. 

Please take this sheet with you. 

 

Ms. Leoni Mitchell 

Student on the Professional Doctorate in Forensic Psychology 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology 

UP872723@myport.ac.uk 

mailto:UP872723@myport.ac.uk
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Appendix E. Transcript Key, Study 1  

 

Symbol Meaning  

Int: Indicates interviewer speaking 

ADX: Indicates participant speaking 

[  ] Text inside these symbols indicates word(s) said at the same time as the 

speaker.  

This is located following the text which was said at the same time. 

< > Text inside these symbols indicate speed of word(s) slowed down 

> < Text inside these symbols indicate speed of word(s) increased 

*  * Text inside these symbols indicate whispered word(s)  

- Indicates word cut off when speaking 

________ Indicates word has been emphasised  

… Indicates a pause in speech 

italics Indicates change of tone 

UPPERCASE Indicates raised/ voice shouting 

(  ) Indicates an event happening  
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Appendix F. Information sheet, Study 2 

 

 

 

Information Sheet  

‘Using thematic analysis to explore a sixth form college’s understanding and management of 

their students’ exposure to gang violence’ 

 

Thank you for expressing an interest to participate in the study. Below you will find 

information to help you further understand how you and your data are protected in the research 

project if you choose to take part. This sheet can be kept.   

 

The researcher has completed research at the college, earlier this year and last year, with the 

students. The researcher carried out eight semi-structured interviews with black male students 

to explore the effect exposure to gang violence and its stereotyping had on them.  

The data (the transcripts) analysed so far has indicated that the participants were exposed to 

gang violence in numerous ways. A key theme identified how the college made the 

participants aware of current gang issues which could affect them and how the college played 

a protective role to prevent the participants from being exposed to further gang violence 

(n=3). This is extremely positive. This led to requesting further research to be carried out at 

the college to explore this theme from the perspective of staff. The aim of the current 

research project is to explore how staff understand, manage and address the effects of 

exposure of gang violence on their students. 

I understand that:  

― The University of Portsmouth Faculty of Science Ethics Committee has approved this 

research 

― Due to coronavirus this focus group will not take place in person and will take place 

using a video conferencing app e.g., Zoom, WebEx 

― I will not use the video function during the video conferencing, only the audio. 

― A link will be sent to me, inviting me to the focus group 

― The focus group will be audio-recorded 
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― I can withdraw my consent up to one week after the date focus group. 

― I will be debriefed if I finish or do not finish the focus group 

― I will not be financially compensated for time, travel or taking part in the research 

project.  

― The college will be sent the final thesis which will be shared with the staff at the college 

 

What will the focus group involve? 

― A discussion with colleagues on your perception of how students are exposed to gang 

violence and how the college safeguards their students from this violence. There are 

no right or wrong answers and the information you provide is your viewpoint and not 

a representation of the college or any other organisation.  

― There will be up to seven other participants and the researcher in the virtual focus 

group 

 

Will anyone know that it is me? 

― You have been asked to provide a pseudonym which you will be addressed as 

throughout the focus group. You will be prompted for your name when entering the 

focus group, enter your pseudonym at this stage.  

― Quotes may be used in the thesis, although the quotes will be referenced by your 

pseudonym.  

― You will not use the video function whilst in the focus group. 

 

Can I say “no”? 

― You have the right to not participate in this research.  

― You can withdraw your participation one week after the focus group.  

 

How will my data be stored? 

― Your data belongs to the researcher and the university. 

― Your data will be stored safely and securely. This will be through password-protected 

documents/ files. The audio-recording will be stored and will be destroyed six months 

after the thesis is published. 

― The focus group transcript will be kept for 10 years and may be used for further research 

with the researcher’s consent and with ethical approval. 
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― Once the research is published the data may be kept for longer than 10 years in case 

others wish to use the data. At no point will your personal data be shared (forms you 

complete).  

 

Are there any risks? 

― You may experience distress during the focus group due to the topic being discussed. 

After the focus group the researcher will send information of where you can seek 

support. 

― If the focus group becomes distressing for you, you have the option to: (a) leave the 

discussion and re-join at a later time (if you choose to), and (b) no longer verbally 

participate but remain in the group. All participants will receive a debrief sheet whether 

they left the focus group or not.  

― The focus group will last for up to 90 minutes  

 

What are the possible benefits of participating? 

― You will help in understanding how you feel a college is safeguarding and protecting 

their students from exposure to gang violence in the community/ college which may 

have an impact on the local authority decision making processes or college decision 

making processes. This may have a positive direct impact for the students who you 

work with 

 

Ms. Leoni Mitchell 

Student on the Professional Doctorate in Forensic Psychology 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology 

UP872723@myport.ac.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:UP872723@myport.ac.uk
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Appendix G. Informed Consent Form, Study 2 

 

Informed Consent Form 

 

Dear Personal Mentor, 

 

Thank you for agreeing to take part in the research which aims to explore how staff 

understand, manage and address the effects of gang violence on sixth form students. I 

understand that you have read the information sheet which provides a more detailed 

description of the study. If not, please let me know now and a copy will be sent to you. The 

information sheet must be read before you complete this form. This form must be 

completed before you take part in the focus group.  

Below you will find information which is required about you for research purposes. This 

ensures confidentiality and anonymity is maintained.  

The focus group: 

― The research will gather data through a number of prepared questions 

― Will take place through WebEx (details will be sent on a separate email) 

― Will be audio-recorded 

― Will last up to 1 ½ hours (90 minutes) 

― Once the recording has started I cannot leave the focus group unless there is an 

emergency or if I become distressed. 

― If I become distressed I will inform the researcher and will have the option to leave the 

focus group or have a break and re-join at a later stage. Once the focus group has ended 

I will be debriefed. My input in the recording up to this point will not be destroyed.   

― I can decline to answer any questions.  

― There are no right or wrong answers to the questions discussed during the focus group. 

― To maintain confidentiality, all participants will be asked to tick the confidentiality 

agreement sentence at the bottom of this form. This ensures that everything discussed 

in the room is not shared outside of the room by any participant and the researcher 

(outside of research purposes).  
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After the focus group the data (including the audio-recording and the focus group transcript): 

― Will be transcribed verbatim 

― Belongs to the researcher and the university of Portsmouth 

― Will be anonymised. I will be asked to choose a pseudonym which I will be 

addressed as throughout the focus group and will address others by theirs.  

― Will be safely and securely stored. 

― Will be retained for 10 years and may be used for further research with the researcher’s 

consent and with ethical approval. Once research is published the data may be held for 

longer than 10 years. 

― No personal data will be shared with other parties other than the University of 

Portsmouth.  

― Will be handled and stored in accordance with the General Data Protection Regulation 

(GDPR) (2018) and the University of Portsmouth policies/ guidelines.  

― Any quotes the researcher uses of me will be anonymised in the final report, by using 

my pseudonym.   

 

Please complete the below information and send to the researcher before the start of the focus 

group. Please tick the boxes if you agree with the statements.  

 I am a teaching professional or personal mentor at (name of college) 

 I have read the information sheet and informed consent form  

 I consent to participating in the research 

 I am aware that I am bound to confidentiality. Anything discussed during the focus 

group will not be discussed/ shared with others after the focus group has ended.  

 Any questions I had have been discussed with the researcher.  

 The opinions I provide are my own and not the College or any other organisation 

This information is to gather demographic data.  

Age (please circle) 18-24      25-34      35-44      45-54      55-64 
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Gender (please write)  

Ethnicity (please write)  

Socio-economic status  

(please circle) 

Upper-class      Middle-class      Working-class     Lower-

class 

Role (please circle) Teaching staff      Personal Mentor 

Months in role (please 

write) 

 

Do you live in the London 

Borough of Waltham 

Forest? 

(please circle) 

Yes      No 

 

What is your pseudonym?  

(Please introduce yourself using your pseudonym at the start of the focus group. Please 

refer to others by their pseudonym during the focus group) 

 

___________________________________________________________________________ 

Plan B: COVID-19 

Due to the coronavirus outbreak and the University of Portsmouth stopping face to face 

research as of 19.03.2020, this focus group will take place as a conference call using WebEx. 

You have been invited to this conference call. Please log-in using the details below: 

Link to conference call: (on a separate email) 

Date: 09th July 2020 

Time: 13:30-14:30 

Password: (on a separate email) 
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___________________________________________________________________________

_ 

Yours sincerely, 

Ms. Leoni Mitchell 

Student on the Professional Doctorate in Forensic Psychology 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology 

UP872723@myport.ac.uk 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

mailto:UP872723@myport.ac.uk
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Appendix H. Debrief Sheet, Study 2 

Debrief Sheet 

 

Thank you for taking part in the focus group. Below is information to help you understand the 

research you have taken part in. 

 

The researcher completed research at X College earlier this year and late last year with the 

students. The researcher carried out eight semi-structured interviews with black male students 

to explore the impact of exposure to gang violence and its stereotyping. Based on data 

analysed, the researcher felt that research with staff who work with the students would be 

beneficial. The aim of the focus group you participated in was to explore your perspective of 

how the college and your role understands and manages the effects of gang violence on your 

students. 

I still understand that:  

― The University of Portsmouth’s Faculty of Science Ethics Committee approved this 

research. 

― The researcher will send me their thesis to the college which will be shared with staff 

of the college.  

― I will be offered the opportunity to review the transcript to approve the content. 

Inaccuracies in wording will be made if necessary but not changes to full sentences/ 

paragraphs. 

 

The data (including the audio-recording and the focus group transcript): 

― Belongs to the researcher and the university. 

― Will be anonymised after the focus group.   

― Will be anonymised in the final report. This includes any quotes from the focus group. 

― Will be safely and securely stored. 

― Six months after the researcher’s final report is published the audio-recording will be 

destroyed.  

― The data will be retained for 10 years and may be used for further research with the 

researcher’s consent and with ethical approval. Following publication the data may be 

kept for longer than 10 years.  
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Questions: 

― If I have any questions after the end of the focus group, I will contact the researcher on 

the contact details below.  

 

Distress/ Harm: 

― The researcher has given me information of where I can find and be offered support if 

I am distressed from the topics discussed in the focus group.  

 

― Speak to my manager 

― https://www.nspcc.org.uk/what-is-child-abuse/types-of-abuse/gangs-criminal-

exploitation/ 

― http://www.samaritans.org/ 

― https://www.supportline.org.uk/ 

 

Concerns or complaints: 

― If I have any concerns or complaints about the study or the focus group 

The first step is to contact the research supervisor (see below). If my concerns are not 

dealt with then I will contact Adrian Parry (adrian.parry@port.ac.uk), the University's 

Director of Corporate Governance in confidence. 

 

Ms. Leoni Mitchell 

Student on the Professional Doctorate in Forensic Psychology 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology 

UP872723@myport.ac.uk 

 

Dr Adrian Needs 

Research Supervisor  

Chartered Forensic Psychologist 

University of Portsmouth, Department of Psychology 

Adrian.needs@port.ac.uk 

 

 

Thank you for your time. 

https://www.nspcc.org.uk/what-is-child-abuse/types-of-abuse/gangs-criminal-exploitation/
https://www.nspcc.org.uk/what-is-child-abuse/types-of-abuse/gangs-criminal-exploitation/
http://www.samaritans.org/
https://www.supportline.org.uk/
mailto:adrian.parry@port.ac.uk
mailto:UP872723@myport.ac.uk
mailto:Adrian.needs@port.ac.uk
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Appendix I. Transcript Key, Study 2   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Transcription Key 

[technical interference] Technical interference experienced during discussion 

(event occurs) An action is being performed 

(name of college) Name of college removed to maintain confidentiality 

word Speech intentionally at a lower tone 

- Speech interrupted  

XX Word omitted to maintain confidentiality  
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Appendix J. Seven recommendations shared with the college 

27/05/2021 

Re: Recommendations  

Dear [name removed for confidentiality] and [name removed for confidentiality],  

I would like to thank you once again for providing authorisation to conduct research at the 

college. Following on from sharing my submitted thesis with you, you wished to explore 

recommendations for the college informed by my research. Whilst developing these 

recommendations I have thought about the ethical and moral implications, whilst keeping in 

mind I do not know much about the college to know which recommendations could be 

practically implemented. These recommendations have been drawn from the findings of both 

studies. It is likely some of these recommendations are in practice already.  

Recommendation 1 

Continue current approach when an incident occurs 

During the research, I was made aware of students becoming victims of gang-related crime 

whilst they travelled to/ from college. My understanding was the college informed students of 

these incidents to keep students alert and encourage students to stay safe during their journey. 

This approach appeared beneficial. I believe students may also benefit from being made 

aware of the actions staff/ college are taking to keep students safe during their journey. This 

promotes the sense of a community between the staff and the students and cohesive action.  

Recommendation 2 

Monthly discussions to share lived experiences 

The findings highlighted the importance of individual and community resilience when 

exploring exposure to street gang youth violence (SGYV). To build on the college 

community resilience, college users including staff and students may benefit from having 

discussions to share their lived experiences. Topics could include the impact of negative 

stereotyping of SGYV, experiences of using public transport as a black male adolescent 

(BMA), the influences of drill music, and the impact of gentrification on self-identity. These 

were topics introduced by the participants in the two studies.  

I am unsure of the college’s guidelines and protocols. However, study 1 was focused on 

BMAs as they are most likely to be negatively stereotyped in relation to SGYV. These 

monthly discussions could be held for BMAs. This would provide a safe space for those who 

share similar experiences to discuss their experiences and validate one another’s feelings. If 

this would be considered inappropriate the focus of these meetings could be for BMAs, with 

the wider student population and teachers invited. One participant explained he felt the 

majority of the stereotyping came from his peers. Having a space where BMAs’ experiences 

are shared with others may alleviate this feeling and enable others to gain a deeper 
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understanding of the lived experiences of BMAs. This is likely to build on the community 

and individual resilience.  

I am mindful the presence of teachers may discourage BMAs from sharing their experiences, 

possibly due to the power dynamics taking place. All attendees at the beginning of the 

discussion should be informed that there is ‘no right or wrong to their lived experiences, and 

the discussions are being used to develop understanding’.  

A common disadvantage to group activities is the decreased enthusiasm over time. A 

discussion of how to maintain the momentum of the group would be required. A suggestion 

may be to incorporate the discussions with activities away from the college, such as attending 

a sports match, visiting the Black Cultural Archives in Brixton, or having a guest speaker 

attend and share their experiences of growing up in London or a former student who can 

discuss their experiences of SGYV whilst attending the college.   

Recommendation 3 

Addressing BMAs’ psychological distress 

The findings suggested BMAs experienced psychological distress when exposed to SGYV. 

I’m unsure of the most suitable approach to adopt to explore and address this with BMAs. I 

am mindful this distress is likely to have an impact on cognitive load which may lead to 

difficulties concentrating on their studying. This is likely to lead to additional stress which 

could negatively impact academic performance. I’m wondering if we could discuss your 

views on this to identify any recommendations you may have.  

In psychology when clients experience psychological distress we often explore the events 

which are eliciting this distress and how the events may impact a client’s thoughts and 

feelings towards themselves, others and the world. Following this we explore how these 

thoughts and feelings may impact a client’s behaviour. This is commonly referred to as 

Cognitive Behavioural Therapy (CBT). Additionally, the research has shown some of the 

distress originates from the stereotyping and this is likely to impact how BMAs feel about 

themselves. Compassion-Focused Therapy may be of benefit to explore. Compassion-

Focused Therapy (CFT) explains how the three systems of threat, drive and soothing become 

imbalanced once a threat is perceived. Often the threat system becomes activated when we 

experience a traumatising event or a breach in psychological safety. We are less able to elicit 

our soothing system for this reason and for some they may have fewer skills accessible to 

them to activate the soothing system. As a consequence our ability to remain motivated on 

tasks and succeed is negatively impacted.  

Thinking of the age range of the students and to make their experience relevant to the courses 

they may be studying, BMAs could be encouraged to present their experiences of exposure to 

SGYV in visual format. Some of these activities would be considered a collective piece of 

work and build upon the community and individual resilience the college and BMAs possess 

already. This could be creatively achieved through; 

 Art: Drawings to symbolise their experiences of exposure to SGYV 
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 Music: In the form of lyrics or a piece of instrumental music 

 Drama: Developing a short monologue/ play to communicate their experiences. If 

attendance included family members, other pupils and teachers this would spread the 

message/ experiences of BMAs. Although, I am aware [name removed for 

confidentiality] College have adopted this approach. 

 The development of a booklet to hand out to students who identify as BMAs which 

discuss exposure to SGYV and how the college is safeguarding their students. The 

most benefit would come from the students in different courses working together to 

develop the booklet.  

Recommendation 4 

Continuation of research at the college  

My research provides topics which could be explored further by the college and their 

students. I am unsure whether your psychology and sociology students conduct research as 

part of their studies. If they do, the teachers could propose research which follows on from 

my own. For example, a survey exploring students’ confidence in college professionals 

keeping them safe could be an option. Questions could include asking students to rate how 

confident they feel, interventions they are aware are taking place in the college to keep them 

safe, and describing what interventions they consider useful in keeping them safe from 

SGYV.  This is likely to enable the professionals to have an understanding of college 

students’ perspective on the issue.  

However, the continuation of the research does not have to be led by the students only. 

Psychology staff members who wish to conduct research could carry out research with family 

members of the students exploring the issue of SGYV. This would be useful particularly as 

the family play a key role for students and has been identified within the ecological systems 

theory. Research may explore family members’ understanding of SGYV, their understanding 

of the student’s exposure to SGYV or family members’ confidence in the college to manage 

and address SGYV and safeguard the students.  

The research should be collected every six months this regular monitoring would initially 

provide a baseline and alert staff to worsenings or improvements of the situation, including in 

response to the impact of any specific events, policies or intervention.  

Recommendation 5 

Highlight the role of the Support and Wellbeing team  

The findings of Study 1 with BMAs suggested they view college as a safe space to pursue 

their hobbies and their life goals, which was also reflected in Study 2 with the Support and 

Wellbeing team (SWT). The research was focused on structures within systems, which 

referenced the Bronfenbrenner ecological systems theory. The SWT (and the college) 

appeared integral to participants of Study 1. I recommend the role of the SWT continue to be 

highlighted to students and their families. This can be in the form of members of the SWT 
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being present during open days for families to understand the support available to their 

children. If there is a family pack for potential students, the role of the SWT could be 

introduced and described in this pack.  

Recommendation 6 

Support and Wellbeing Team to provide training to other college staff 

The focus group of Study 2 highlighted on occasions teaching staff experienced difficulties in 

speaking with students about SGYV. The SWT suggested they consulted with teachers on 

how to overcome this difficulty. College staff whom interact with students may benefit from 

receiving training from the SWT on such difficulties. It is likely students may speak with 

staff first about their difficulties prior to engaging with the SWT. A positive initial interaction 

between the staff member and the student is likely to build trust and encourage the student to 

continue to be open about their experiences of SGYV. The SWT possess these skills and 

training from this team is likely to ensure a consistent approach is being provided.  

Recommendation 7 

Developing a network of colleges  

The borough in which the college falls has a high rate of SGYV in comparison to some other 

boroughs. A number of colleges are located within this borough. There may be advantages to 

discussing your approaches to SGYV with other colleges in the local area to share best 

practice. These discussions are likely to build community resilience in a wider sense, than 

community resilience in the college alone.  

I do hope you have not found these recommendations exhaustive. My intention is to build on 

the work and resources which you already have in place which is enabling students to view 

the college as a safe space.  

If you have further questions, please do not hesitate to ask.  

 

Best wishes,  

Leoni Mitchell 

Trainee Forensic Psychologist, University of Portsmouth 

Dr Adrian Needs 

Research Supervisor, University of Portsmouth 

 

 

  

 


