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Summary 

Young people’s recruitment into criminal drugs networks is a complex, multilevel 
phenomenon driven by individual vulnerabilities (e.g. trauma or substance misuse), social 
dynamics (e.g. peer or family influence) and structural conditions (e.g. poverty, community 
violence and weak social control). This review identifies promising interventions from 
international literature to inform a conceptual framework to address the complex challenge of 
young people’s recruitment into criminal drugs networks. Using a rapid evidence review 
methodology, guided by Dobbins (2017), and the population, intervention, comparison and 
outcome (PICO) framework, searches were conducted across ProQuest, PsycINFO and 
grey literature, yielding 22 relevant evidence sources. 

Along with drivers of recruitment and implementation lessons, the following eight intervention 
approaches were identified. 

• Network-informed disruption. Methods such as social network analysis and agent-
based modelling to target recruiters and leaders. 

• Family-centred responses. Trauma-informed therapies (such as functional family 
therapy and multisystemic therapy) integrated with welfare and other appropriate 
services. 

• Rapid engagement and embedded support. Immediate, co-located relational 
interventions to overcome referral delays and disengagement. 

• Place-based strategies. Community mobilisation and collective efficacy to counter 
criminal influence in neighbourhoods over time. 

• Digital safety and counter-recruitment online. Partnerships with tech platforms, 
awareness campaigns and digital literacy. 

• School-based responses. Mentoring and relational models with culturally diverse 
approaches to strengthen attachment and resilience. 

• Justice-adjacent interventions. Capitalising on ‘reachable moments’ in services like 
youth diversion and care settings. 

• Economic opportunity and prosocial identity building. Programmes that enhance 
job prospects and focus on mentoring and prosocial identity development. 

Evidence on what works to prevent recruitment into and participation in criminal drugs 
networks remains fragmented, with few rigorous impact evaluations in high-risk contexts. 
However, while gaps in causal evidence exist, the current review identified literature that 
demonstrates progression and promise in both conceptual and applied practice. These 
developments indicate a maturing evidence base that is becoming increasingly capable of 
addressing this complex issue. 
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Introduction 

A new project led by the Research Evidence into Policy, Programmes and Practice Team at 
the University of Limerick (UL), Ireland, has brought together policymakers, researchers, law 
enforcement agencies and practitioners from partnering European Union (EU) Member 
States (1) to address the issue of young people’s (2) recruitment into and participation in 
criminal drugs networks in Europe. 

The Safe Futures project aims to develop a conceptual framework to guide future responses 
to the issue. Utilising relevant literature and practice wisdom, and building on current 
initiatives, the overall project seeks to inform and design effective strategies, focusing on 
both prevention and intervention, to reduce young people’s recruitment into and involvement 
in drug-related criminal activities. 

Responding to young people’s recruitment into and participation in criminal networks and 
drug markets is a complex challenge. Scientific evidence in this area is limited, despite 
numerous Member States identifying the growing involvement of young people in organised 
crime, and particularly the illicit drug trade, as a major concern (Luyten et al., 2025). 

Context 

The Safe Futures project is funded by the European Union Drugs Agency (EUDA) (3). The 
EUDA’s mandate is to strengthen the EU’s preparedness in relation to current and future 
drug problems and support Member States in addressing the illicit drug situation (European 
Union, 2024). As part of this mandate, the EUDA emphasises the need for evidence-
informed responses to the complex challenge of young people’s recruitment into criminal 
drug markets. 

In the fight against drug trafficking and organised crime, the 2021–2025 EU drug strategy 
and action plan (Council of the European Union, 2021), complemented by the EU roadmap 
to fight drug trafficking and organised crime (European Commission: Directorate-General for 
Migration and Home Affairs, 2023), identifies the prevention of young people’s recruitment 
into organised drug crime and illicit drug markets as a key priority. This focus will continue in 
the comprehensive new EU drug strategy and action plan against drug trafficking. In a recent 
Europol intelligence notification, the growing recruitment and exploitation of minors (typically 
aged 13–17 years) by criminal networks across Europe was highlighted as an increasingly 
concerning tactic (Europol, 2024). Drawing on contributions from national law enforcement 

 
(1) The core group of members are from Ireland, the Netherlands and Sweden, along with Northern Ireland and the European 
Union Drugs Agency. 
(2) For the purposes of the Safe Futures project, young people are defined as those under the age of 24, similar to the United 
Nations recording for statistical purposes. 
(3) On 2 July 2024, the European Union Drugs Agency (EUDA) was established, replacing the European Centre for Drugs and 
Drug Addiction (EMCDDA). 
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authorities, Europol reports that minors are now implicated in over 70% of criminal networks, 
including those involved in cybercrime, fraud, drug trafficking, migrant smuggling and 
property crime. Criminal actors increasingly use social media and encrypted messaging to 
identify, groom and instruct young people, leveraging anonymity, self-destructing messages, 
closed groups, tailored slang, emojis and euphemisms to obscure intent and reduce 
detection risk (Europol, 2024). 

In terms of drug trafficking, especially trafficking of cocaine and cannabis, minors undertake 
roles as local dealers, couriers, warehouse operators and drug extractors from shipping 
containers (Europol, 2024). Participation in ‘rip off’ activities, or stealing drugs from rival 
networks, now accounts for nearly 10 % of recorded incidents involving young people in 
some countries (Europol, 2024, p. 1). Violence is also outsourced to minors, with evidence 
suggesting that some are receiving substantial payments (up to EUR 20,000) for ‘hit like’ 
killings. These acts of ‘violence as a service’ are frequently arranged remotely by criminal 
service providers who coordinate tasks, supply weapons via ‘runners’ and transport 
perpetrators, limiting recruits’ knowledge of higher-level organisers and lowering evidential 
risk upon arrest. Recruitment tactics include ‘gamification’ – framing crimes as challenges or 
missions – and emotional grooming to foster belonging and loyalty (Europol, 2024, p. 3). 
Europol calls for targeted prevention and intervention to disrupt these recruitment pipelines 
and protect vulnerable young people. 

Existing systematic review evidence in the related area of organised crime has synthesised 
empirical studies on the risk and protective factors for entering or recruitment into organised 
crime (4) and suggests that entry into organised crime groups (OCGs) is a critical juncture in 
criminal careers, often associated with increased severity of offending and risk of 
victimisation (Adamse et al., 2024). Unlike general crime, OCG involvement requires trust, 
specialised skills and social capital, making entry pathways complex. The extant research as 
cited by Adamse et al. (2024) suggests three main mechanisms by which individuals can 
enter an OCG: (1) active recruitment, when a potential member is persuaded or forced by an 
OCG to join the group; (2) soliciting for membership, when individuals themselves request to 
join an OCG; and (3) growing into an OCG, when individuals gradually become part of an 
OCG without there being a clear initiator. The authors argue that understanding these 
pathways is essential for designing targeted prevention strategies. 

The review identifies significant methodological and conceptual gaps. Most studies rely 
heavily on retrospective designs, limiting causal inference. Protective factors remain 
underexplored, and dynamic variables, like those that change over time, are rarely 
examined, with the literature disproportionately focusing on active recruitment, neglecting 
mechanisms like growing into crime, which may be more prevalent (Peeck et al., 2021, cited 
in Adamse et al., 2024). The authors call for longitudinal, prospective research to examine 

 
(4) It must be acknowledged that gangs, criminal networks, criminal drugs networks and OCGs are conceptually different. For 
example, not all criminal networks sell drugs, and not all drug-selling networks are OCGs. There is much debate in the literature 
around how to define all of these; however, for the purposes of this review, and in order to identify a wider range of promising 
interventions, these terms have been consolidated.  
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temporal elements and causal pathways, incorporating diverse offender profiles and OCG 
types. Expanding the scope to include transnational crime contexts is also recommended. 

Evidence on interventions to prevent the recruitment of young people into organised crime 
and criminal drugs networks is fragmented and methodologically limited (see Boertien et al., 
2024). Boertien et al. conducted a systematic review to examine interventions aimed at 
preventing or reducing youth involvement in organised crime. The authors argue that 
organised crime is characterised by complexity, planning and collaboration, often with 
transnational dimensions (Kleemans, 2007, cited in Boertien et al., 2024). In their review, out 
of 20 310 potential sources, only two qualitative studies met the inclusion criteria, 
highlighting the scarcity of solid empirical evidence on the topic of intervention. Within the 
studies, two interventions were identified. Project Engage (United Kingdom) targeted high-
risk young people aged 13 to 18 years, identified using indicators such as prior criminal 
justice involvement, substance abuse and family ties to organised crime (Hurley et al., 
2021). The intervention provided six months of individualised mentorship, aiming to create 
positive role models and facilitate access to education and employment. Mentors offered 
practical support, monitored progress and built trust-based relationships. 

The second intervention, Pohna: Keepers of the Fire (Canada), focused on gang-involved 
indigenous young people aged 13 to 16 years (Erickson et al., 2011). Grounded in an 
Aboriginal-specific resilience framework, the intervention emphasised family and community 
connectedness. Participants set personal goals and received support from a ‘circle of 
support’, comprising coordinators and community agencies. The two interventions shared 
core elements: individualised approaches, trust building, family engagement and multi-
agency collaboration. However, the authors underscore a critical gap in the rigorous 
scientific evaluation of interventions targeting organised crime involvement. They call for 
longitudinal, mixed-methods research to establish causal effects and identify effective 
components. 

Reviews in related fields of research, for example the Youth Endowment Fund’s review on 
support available to young people to prevent serious violence (Clemmow et al., 2025), have 
found that preventing serious youth violence requires coordinated systems of support across 
education, health, social care, justice and community services. The authors also argue that 
there are gaps in evidence relating to criminal-network-oriented interventions and 
interventions that protect against child exploitation. Additionally, Walsh et al. (2023), in their 
review of public health approaches to youth violence prevention, found there to be significant 
gaps in knowledge of how to operationalise and implement evidence-based programmes in 
the area. 

In the United Kingdom, ‘county lines’ is a term used to describe organised criminal networks 
involved in the trafficking of illegal drugs within England and Wales. The Home Office (2025) 
reports that this is facilitated by a growing business model that uses dedicated mobile phone 
lines or other forms of ‘deal lines’. The evidence from the United Kingdom suggests that 
gangs and organised criminal networks are likely to exploit children and vulnerable adults to 
move and store drugs and money, and they will often use coercion, intimidation, violence 
and weapons (Home Office, 2025). While the county lines programme, an initiative 
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established to address the issue, has recently shown efficacy in reducing serious violence, 
recent reviews suggest that its adaptation in the form of digital and localised models means 
that policing and safeguarding responses remain uneven (Marshall, 2024; Atkinson-
Sheppard et al., 2025; Home Office, 2025). 

It is within this policy and scientific context that the EUDA, following the completion of a 
tendering process, commissioned the Research Evidence into Policy, Programmes and 
Practice Team at UL to undertake the Safe Futures project. The aim is to address the 
knowledge gap and look to improve outcomes for young people through intervention 
development in this area. 

Scope and objectives of this review 

The initial objective of the Safe Futures project was to conduct a review of literature on 
promising approaches to address the recruitment of young people into and their participation 
in criminal drugs networks in Europe (the current review). In this instance, an exhaustive 
systematic evidence review was not feasible; therefore, a process for identifying intervention 
evidence in a timely fashion via a rapid evidence review (RER) was undertaken. An RER is 
‘a type of systematic review in which components of the systematic review process are 
simplified, omitted, or made more efficient in order to produce information in a shorter period 
of time, preferably with minimal impact on quality’ (Haby et al., 2016, p. 8). 

The RER aimed to provide initial evidence to inform a conceptual framework. Such a 
framework can be developed with the addition of qualitative data from predetermined partner 
jurisdictions where there is evidence of promising practice. 

Phase two of the project adopted a deliberative strategy using a non-probability purposive 
sample, research exchanges and semi-structured expert interviews across partner 
jurisdictions: Belgium, France, Ireland, the Netherlands, Northern Ireland and Sweden. 

It is important that policy and programme decisions be informed by the findings of a 
reasonably large body of literature that can form the basis  for  generalisable conclusions. 
With this in mind, the Rapid Review Guidebook (Dobbins, 2017) was used as a reference 
point. 

Research question 

The research question for this review was ‘From the extant literature, what interventions, 
approaches or initiatives can address the recruitment of young people into criminal drugs 
networks?’ 
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The next section of the report documents the methods used for developing a focused and 
answerable question, the search strategy applied, the data extraction approach and the 
analysis of the evidence sources. 
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Methods 

Defining the question 

Dobbins (2017) states that the research question for rapid reviews should be one that is 
relevant, focused, clearly articulated and answerable. To develop a focused and answerable 
question for this review, the PICO framework was used (Hoffman et al., 2017). PICO stands 
for population or problem, intervention, comparison (optional) and outcome. In the context of 
a rapid review, the PICO framework can be used to structure a research question that helps 
researchers clearly define the key elements of their review, making it more efficient and 
targeted (Hoffman et al., 2017). Hoffman et al. also note that PICO is primarily used for 
intervention-based questions. 

Question refinement was applied using the PICO framework, as outlined below. 

• P (population). Young people at risk of recruitment into criminal drugs networks. 

• I (intervention). Existing prevention initiatives or intervention approaches (e.g. 
community-based, law enforcement and educational). 

• C (comparison). Comparison group – not required for a rapid review but could be 
‘no comparator’, for example. 

• O (outcome). Evidence of reduced recruitment, disengagement from networks or 
improved protective factors. 

The result was the question ‘From the extant literature, what interventions, approaches or 
initiatives (I, C) can address the recruitment (O) of young people (P) into criminal drugs 
networks (P, O)?’. 

Searching for evidence 

Academic literature sources 

Microsoft Copilot, UL’s officially preferred generative AI platform for both students and 
staff (5), was used to aid the decision on which online academic databases to search for the 
review. 

 
(5) This preference is based on a contractual agreement with Microsoft, which ensures robust data protection and 

compliance with European data privacy standards. 
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The following prompt was used in June 2025: ‘What are the top online academic databases 
for interventions or initiatives that address the recruitment of young people into criminal 
drugs networks?’ 

This was cross-referenced with a recent systematic review in a related area (see Adamse et 
al., 2024), and the following top two corresponding databases were selected. 

1. ProQuest Criminal Justice Database (using ProQuest via UL Library searches 19 
different but related databases). This offers comprehensive coverage of peer-
reviewed criminal justice topics, including youth crime prevention, gang intervention 
programmes and drug trafficking, through a range of peer-reviewed journals, 
dissertations, policy papers and grey literature. 
 

2. PsycINFO (using the platform EBSCOhost via UL Library searches 14 different but 
related databases). This includes peer-reviewed studies on risk factors, intervention 
efficacy and youth behaviour change models. 

After selection and based on the literature, an initial brainstorming of terms, names, 
synonyms, alternate spellings and concepts was undertaken by the researcher, producing 
search terms including “intervention”, “initiative”, “program”, “programme”, “address”, 
“tackle”, “prevent”, “recruitment”, “exploit”, “young people”, “children”, “criminal gangs”, 
“drug”, “drugs gangs”, “criminal networks” and “drugs networks”. 

Combinations of Boolean operators, for example using ‘AND’, ‘OR’ and ‘NOT’, were then 
applied to enhance the search. 

After iterative testing of the search terms (based on knowledge of the literature and 
relevance to the research question) the following terms were used with sources in English 
only (see inclusion and exclusion criteria). 

(“intervention” OR “program”) 

AND 

(“drug network” OR “criminal network”) 

AND 

(“youth” OR “adolescent” OR “young people” OR “teen” OR “young adult”) 

The ProQuest (19 databases) search returned an initial 131 results. On initial review of the 
abstracts returned, the search was modified to include AND “Recruitment” AND “Gang”, with 
an inclusion date ranging from 2010 to the time of the search (July 2025). This modification 
returned more relevant results and reduced the number of related sources to 22. 

The PsycINFO/EBSCOhost (14 databases) search returned an initial 294 sources, which 
reduced to 13 when modified to include AND “Recruitment” AND “Gang” (as this returned 
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more relevant results on review) and an inclusion date ranging from 2010 to the time of the 
search (July 2025) (see Appendix 1). 

There were 2 duplicates identified at this stage among 35 sources (ProQuest – 22 and 
PsycINFO/EBSCOhost – 13), bringing the number to 33 academic sources in total. 

On screening (reading of abstracts, introductions and/or conclusions), the number of 
relevant sources reduced to 7 in ProQuest and 3 in PsycINFO/EBSCOhost. This was based 
on relevance to the research question. All final source citations were saved in the reference 
management system EndNote. 

Grey literature sources 

The search process established during the final academic literature search was repeated 
using two primary online search browsers/platforms – Google and Microsoft Edge. This 
enabled the finding of grey literature and materials produced outside traditional academic 
publishing channels but that had been published by a reliable source online. These 
documents are often not peer-reviewed or formally published but can be valuable sources of 
information, with context-specific information and reduced publication bias (Paez, 2017). 

After reviewing the top 50 results returned by both Google and Microsoft Edge, an additional 
13 sources (7 in Google and 6 in Microsoft Edge) were identified. Similarly to the academic 
source screening, the main focus was on relevance to the research question. There was 1 
additional duplicate identified between the Google/Microsoft and ProQuest/PsycINFO 
results, meaning that 12 grey literature sources were used in the final review. 

This resulted in 10 academic and 12 grey literature sources (or 22 overall) being used in the 
review. See Appendix 1 for snapshots of the searches completed using both academic 
databases and the initial return results. 

Figure 1 presents a breakdown of the process from source identification to final inclusion. 
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Figure 1. Breakdown of the search process to final inclusion 

  

Inclusion and exclusion criteria 

Inclusion criteria 

Sources were included in the review if they met the following criteria. 

Population: 

• focused on young people, including children, adolescents and young adults; 

• addressed young people at risk of recruitment into or involvement in gangs, criminal 
networks, criminal drugs networks and OCGs. 

Intervention/focus: 
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• examined interventions, initiatives, approaches or programmes designed to prevent 
recruitment, reduce involvement, promote disengagement or strengthen protective 
factors related to recruitment into criminal networks or organised drug crime; 

• included community-based, educational, law enforcement, public health, 
safeguarding or multi-agency approaches in related areas to widen the net of 
intervention approaches (due to limited existing interventions in the specific area). 

Outcomes: 

• reported evidence related to reduced recruitment into criminal networks, 
disengagement from gangs or drugs networks, strengthened protective or resilience 
factors and prevention of initial involvement. 

Study type: 

• empirical studies, systematic or narrative reviews, feasibility studies, protocols, 
implementation case studies and network or modelling studies; 

• relevant grey literature, including policy reports, government documents, needs 
assessments and evaluations from reputable organisations. 

Publication characteristics: 

• published between 2010 and July 2025; 

• available in the English language; 

• accessible as full texts. 

Source quality and relevance: 

• peer-reviewed academic sources; or 

• grey literature published by a reputable organisation (e.g. government bodies, 
recognised non-governmental organisations and research institutions); 

• demonstrated clear relevance to the review question, as determined through abstract 
and content screening. 

Exclusion criteria 

Sources were excluded if they met any of the following criteria. 

Topic relevance: 
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• did not address recruitment into or involvement in gangs, criminal networks, criminal 
drugs networks or OCGs; 

• focused solely on enforcement outcomes (e.g. arrests and sentencing) without 
relevance to prevention, safeguarding or disengagement. 

Intervention: 

• descriptive studies of gang or drug activity with no intervention, prevention or practice 
implications; 

• theoretical or opinion pieces lacking empirical, evaluative or policy-relevant content. 

Publication characteristics: 

• published before 2010; 

• not available in English; 

• conference abstracts, editorials, media articles and commentary pieces without 
substantive evidence. 

Quality and accessibility: 

• duplicate sources; 

• sources with insufficient methodological clarity or relevance after screening of 
abstracts, introductions and conclusions; 

• grey literature from sources without clear authorship, credibility or transparency. 

Data extraction 

The purpose of data extraction is to conclude what is known about the question in the 
literature (Dobbins, 2017). In the current review this involved: 

• extracting relevant information from the 22 sources under appropriate headings; 

• summarising the overall findings from the sources under the relevant headings; 

• analysing the results and forming conclusions. 

A data extraction table created in a Excel document, based on guidance in Dobbins (2017), 
was used to aid data extraction, summary and analysis. Table 1 presents the headings used 
for data extraction, covering population and setting, or type of study, and implementation 
barriers and facilitators – all categories deemed relevant to answering the research question 
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by the researcher. This table was populated for each source. The populated data extraction 
table for each source can be found in Appendix 2 (and is available electronically on request 
from the researcher). 

Table 1. Data extraction table categories  

Study 
ID: 
authors, 
year, 
title, 
DOI 

Population 
and setting 

Summary 
(of 
resource) 

Interventions/
initiatives 
(type and 
method) 

Comparator
: if any 

Outcomes: 
measured? 

Key 
themes/ 
results 

Barriers to 
implementa
tion  

Facilitators 
of 
implementa
tion 

 

Analysis: narrative synthesis 

Haby et al. (2016) suggest that an effective way to analyse rapid review data is to apply a 
narrative synthesis and summarise data using tables, for example. However, narrative 
synthesis goes beyond describing and summarising the evidence in the studies included to 
the exploration of relationships within the data to answer the specific review question (and 
then inform practice or policy) (Lisy et al., 2016). The narrative synthesis in the current 
review summarises cross-cutting patterns such as drivers of recruitment, promising 
approaches and implementation lessons. The evidence sources spanned feasibility studies, 
a protocol randomised controlled trial (RCT), network analyses studies, systematic reviews, 
local needs assessments, implementation case studies, empirical studies and an 
agent-based simulation. 

The narrative synthesis was implemented by doing the following. 

• Reading, summarising (with the aid of Microsoft Copilot) and highlighting sections of 
text in PDF documents for all sources. Highlighting was initially done with the 
available PDF highlighting tools in Adobe software, and summaries were checked for 
accuracy where Copilot was used. 

• Populating the data extraction table for each source with the highlighted and/or 
summarised data. 

• Concurrently, where patterns were recognised surrounding intervention approaches, 
grouping similar units of meaning together, firstly in the researcher’s handwritten 
notes, before transferring headings and sections of text to a Word document for 
further review. 

• Following a ‘look alike, feel alike’ approach to coding or grouping the intervention 
data, which led to the emergence of core messages or intervention categories (based 
on the constant comparative method in Maykut and Morehouse, 1994). 
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• In addition, actively looking for data to fit a priori or pre-established categories, such 
as drivers of recruitment or implementation lessons (6). 

• Triangulating emergent results across sources to enhance plausibility (see Chapter 3 
and Appendix 3). 

Use of generative artificial intelligence 

In addition to aiding in the targeting of relevant academic databases, generative AI was used 
to help summarise the 22 sources of evidence. For example, Microsoft Copilot aided in 
summarising sources and helped draw limited insights from the data as part of the research 
process. The technology was applied with human oversight and was reviewed and checked 
to ensure accuracy by going back to the original sources. 

Ethical AI use, according to UL guidelines, involves responsible integration that respects 
intellectual property, safeguards privacy and upholds academic standards. Overall, the 
integration of generative AI into research, administrative, teaching, learning and assessment 
activities must be transparent and involve human oversight (7). It is important to 
acknowledge that AI retrieves information based on the exact wording used in prompts, 
which can narrow findings and contribute to conceptual biases. The use of AI in this instance 
was minimal and involved the appropriate human oversight. 

Limitations 

In an ideal situation, or if undertaking a full systematic review, the researcher would conduct 
an exhaustive search for all available evidence, both quantitative and qualitative, and 
published and grey literature (Dobbins, 2017). In this instance, an exhaustive review was not 
feasible, mainly due to time constraints (8). Being time-bound meant that a process for 
identifying reliable evidence quickly, via a RER, was the most appropriate approach. 

There are limitations in the search strategy and terminology used. Relying on the top 50 
results for grey literature in both Google and Microsoft Edge introduces algorithmic bias and 
risks overlooking nationally relevant non-English reports and publications. Additionally, the 
prompts and terminology used can be inconsistent across domains such as health, social 
policy and criminology, creating the possibility of information being excluded. 

Critical appraisal is the process of assessing the quality of study methods to determine if 
findings are trustworthy and meaningful, with this helping to establish ‘Were the methods 
used good enough that I can be confident in the findings and apply these findings?’ 
(Dobbins, 2017, p. 17). In the current review a comprehensive critical appraisal was not 

 
(6) Because these are important categories to be considered for intervention design (see Adamse et al., 2024). 
(7) UL encourages innovation while ensuring that AI adoption remains secure, fair and aligned with professional and 

regulatory frameworks. For more information see the university’s generative AI principles 
(https://www.ul.ie/provost/functions-processes/academic-integrity-unit/generative-artificial-intelligence-principles).  

(8) The review was to take place within the first four months of the project, as per the funding agreement. 

https://www.ul.ie/provost/functions-processes/academic-integrity-unit/generative-artificial-intelligence-principles
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deemed appropriate by the researcher. This was mainly due to the expectant results, in 
particular that the existing literature suggests a gap in assessed intervention quality in this 
area, so applying a comprehensive appraisal framework with a focus on including evaluated 
approaches only would be problematic and severely limit the findings (see Boertien et al., 
2024) (9). Therefore, a decision was made by the researcher to prioritise relevance to the 
research question; to include, as well as peer-reviewed articles (in the English language), 
grey material that had been published in an accessible format via a reputable source online; 
and to expand into related fields, for example programmes to reduce drug use. Appraisal in 
this instance was thus focused on the inclusion and exclusion criteria, with a view to the 
relevance of promising approaches in advance of the empirical work in phase two of the 
project. 

Finally, there were no other reviewers or researchers involved in the overall process. This 
means there is the potential risk of researcher bias, mitigated in the current review by 
transparent and stepwise methods of data retrieval and analysis. 

The findings from the combined review sources are presented in the next chapter. 

  

 
(9) In their review, out of 20 310 potential sources, only two qualitative studies met the inclusion criteria. 
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Findings 

Study scope and landscape 

The findings section of this report begins with the drivers and contexts of recruitment 
identified from the analysis of the 22 sources, then addresses the most relevant category to 
the research question, approaches that can address the recruitment of young people 
into criminal drugs networks (see Appendix 3 for prevalence of intervention approaches 
across sources). Finally, implementation lessons, including key barriers and facilitators, are 
described. The evidence base spans academic research and policy / grey literature from 
across North America, Europe (especially the EU and the United Kingdom / Ireland) and low- 
and middle-income countries (10). 

Drivers and contexts of recruitment 

From the available evidence, recruitment into gangs and organised drug crime is shaped by 
intersecting individual, social and structural drivers. For example, individual vulnerabilities 
interact with peer dynamics, family structures, place-based disadvantage and an 
increasingly digitised criminal opportunity structure. Rather than being one ‘event’, entry 
unfolds through repeated contacts and escalating commitments within networks that 
normalise risk and provide perceived rewards (O’Meara Daly et al., 2020; Calderoni et al., 
2022). 

Individual-level risk factors 

At the individual level, risk factors include offending behaviour, substance use and low 
self-control, often coupled with trauma and mental health challenges (Higginson et al., 2018; 
Garbarino et al., 2020; Calderoni et al., 2022). Many young people experience poverty, family 
disruption and limited parental monitoring, creating vulnerability to coercion or grooming 
(Garbarino et al., 2020; CSJ et al., 2024). These risks are not always decisive, but they can 
form points of leverage that criminal networks exploit when other social and structural 
conditions make prosocial pathways more difficult and/or less attractive. 

Social context: peers, family and school 

Peer influence, social networks and the environment are critical contexts. In organised 
crime, proximity to area-based networks, family-oriented networks and peer-based networks 

 
(10) Low- and middle-income countries as classified by the World Bank. 
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facilitates recruitment, especially when criminal norms are accepted (O’Meara Daly et al., 
2020; Calderoni et al., 2022). Family systems shape exposure and intergenerational ties to 
criminal networks or actors increase recruitment risk (Higginson et al., 2018; Garbarino et 
al., 2020; O’Meara Daly, 2020). 

The socioeconomic environment, community violence and weak social control can create 
fertile ground for recruitment (Geiran, 2021; EUCPN, 2024). In some EU contexts, drug 
market expansion drives demand for low-level drug network roles, while in Mexico, cartel 
recruitment thrives on school disruption and the glamorisation of the drug culture 
(Hochstetler, 2023). In terms of school, exclusion can unintentionally push young people 
towards criminal groups by severing prosocial ties, while positive teacher and student 
relationships and structured activities can support network disengagement (Gallupe et al., 
2018; Maxwell et al., 2019). It is also evident that gang members are active in schools, 
creating recruitment potential (Gallupe et al., 2018). 

A defining contemporary shift is online recruitment. Digital platforms now serve as major 
recruitment channels. Criminal actors use social media, encrypted messaging and gaming 
environments to identify, groom and direct minors. This is done using gamification and 
influencer-style tactics to attract minors (Europol, 2024; Luyten et al., 2025). In the United 
Kingdom, this pattern is framed under child criminal exploitation, where grooming, debt 
bondage and coercion blur distinctions between victimisation and offending (Maxwell et al., 
2019; CSJ et al., 2024). 

Structural-level conditions 

Structural-level conditions such as poverty, housing, local drug markets, community violence 
and weak informal social control can create fertile ground for recruitment by reducing 
legitimate opportunities and increasing illicit opportunities (Geiran, 2021; O’Meara Daly, 
2023; EUCPN, 2024). Conversely, neighbourhoods with stronger informal social control, 
social cohesion, shared expectations for prosocial behaviour and mutual trust are better 
positioned to resist recruitment. Strong, resilient communities can protect young community 
members (Geiran, 2021; O’Meara Daly, 2023). Qualitative network mapping of family-based 
hierarchies, peer-based gangs and drug-focused networks (in which trust, intimidation and 
perceived benefits sustain youth participation) can aid better understanding of the complex 
drivers of recruitment, which in turn can increase intervention success (O’Meara Daly et al., 
2020). 

Overall, recruitment is rarely a single event; it reflects collective disadvantage, relational 
dynamics and adaptive criminal strategies. Effective prevention and intervention must 
therefore address root vulnerabilities, social influence pathways and emerging online 
systems. 
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Addressing the recruitment of young people into criminal 
drugs networks 

Intervention approaches 

The evidence suggests complementary interventions, approaches and initiatives that can 
address the recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks. Figure 2 presents the 
intervention approaches (in no predefined order) identified from a cross-sectional narrative 
analysis of the 22 sources. 

Figure 2. Intervention approaches identified across the 22 sources 

 

Network-informed disruption (11) 

Network-aware strategies are recurrent in the evidence sources. In terms of disruption, 
social network analysis (SNA) helps identify influential people, for example high-status 
connectors or recruiters, while agent-based modelling (ABM) (12) calibrated to real contexts 
suggests that targeting leaders yields the largest short-term reductions in recruitment and 
total membership of networks. This can be as much as 18 % (Calderoni et al., 2022). Police 
enforcement combined with socialisation policies, for example family and school support 

 
(11) Evidence sources from the review: Malm et al. (2011); Gallupe et al. (2018); Alderson et al. (2020); O’Meara Daly et al. 

(2020); Calderoni et al. (2022) and EUCPN (2024). 
(12) Agent-based models are computational simulations with three basic components: agents, rules and an environment. 

Agents represent individuals with heterogeneous characteristics and decision-making rules, interacting dynamically within 
a simulated environment. These models allow researchers to reproduce actions and interactions of numerous agents, 
observe emergent macro-level dynamics from micro-level behaviours, and test the impact of policies in complex social 
systems without real-world experimentation (Calderoni et al., 2022, p. 201). 
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measures, can strengthen the long-term resilience of those who may usually be recruited to 
criminal networks (Malm et al., 2011; Calderoni et al., 2022). Complementary criminological 
SNA work recommends niche-specific disruption, for example repeated disruption in niche 
areas like production or retail, or removal of bridges like transport, supply or finance. These 
targeted disruption tactics can be more effective strategies than a more uniform or traditional 
approach (Malm et al., 2011). 

In terms of gang membership and young people, evidence suggests that gang members in 
schools are not socially isolated; rather, some occupy central positions and maintain ties with 
non-gang peers, making them influential in terms of recruitment and normalisation of gang 
culture (Gallupe et al., 2018). Interventions targeting these influential young people, through 
mentoring, prosocial engagement or more relational approaches, can weaken recruitment 
dynamics without stigmatising entire peer groups. 

Network disruption is not limited to police enforcement. Community-level strategies can 
dilute criminal influence by strengthening prosocial ties and collective efficacy (13), reducing 
the structural advantages of criminal networks in the areas they operate (O’Meara Daly, 
2023). However, network-informed approaches, especially those that involve the community, 
require robust data governance, ethical safeguards and continuous adaptation to dynamic 
networks (O’Meara Daly, 2023; EUCPN, 2024). 

Table 2 (14) summarises examples of network-informed interventions relevant to addressing 
the recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks. 

Table 2. Examples of network-informed interventions 

Example Description Illustrative source(s) 
SNA in schools Use SNA to identify high-status gang 

members who act as bridges between 
gang and non-gang peers, enabling 
targeted prevention. 

Gallupe et al. (2018) 

ABM Simulate scenarios to target 
leaders/facilitators for short-term 
reductions; combine with socialisation and 
prosocial opportunities for long-term 
resilience. 

Calderoni et al. (2022) 

Niche- 
specific disruption 

Focus enforcement on specific drug 
market niches (production, retail) or 
bridging roles (transport, finance) rather 
than uniform disruption. 

Malm et al. (2011) 

Integrated policing and 
social supports 

Combine police intelligence on network 
structures with intensive, wrap-around 
supports at the individual, family and 
community levels to weaken recruitment 
pipelines. 

O’Meara Daly et al. 
(2020) 

 
(13) Collective efficacy in criminological terms relates to the building of social cohesion and trust within a community that in 

turn can lead to resilience, responsibility and positive responses to crime from its residents (Sampson et al., 1997; 
Morenoff et al., 2001). 

(14) Each of the following tables of examples (Tables 2 to 9) contain a combination of individual models and approach types. 
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Family-centred responses (15) 

The evidence consistently points to family-centred responses that are trauma-informed and 
relational. This includes therapeutic work with the young person and the family system using 
trauma-informed models and family-based interventions (functional family therapy (16) (FFT) 
and multisystemic therapy (17) (MST)) (Garbarino et al., 2020), with culturally relevant and 
context-specific adaptation where needed. Garbarino et al. uses examples from the 
reintegration of child soldiers and comparisons with gang-involved young people, 
emphasising evidence-based family therapies (like FFT) and their combination with 
educational opportunities as useful interventions (Garbarino et al., 2020). 

The literature also emphasises that family-centred strategies are most effective when 
integrated with broader systems, including child welfare, education, and mental health and 
substance misuse services. For example, the SOLID pilot trial (18) tested motivational 
enhancement therapy (MET) (19) and social behaviour and network therapy (SBNT) (20) for 
reduced substance misuse in looked-after children, or children in care, and care leavers, 
highlighting the importance of embedding supportive practitioners within social care teams to 
overcome engagement barriers (Alderson et al., 2020). Similarly, prevention frameworks for 
low- and middle-income countries stress parental monitoring and positive parenting and 
support as protective factors, recommending culturally adapted family interventions where 
appropriate (Higginson et al., 2018). 

Family-centred responses also intersect with socioeconomic factors and community 
engagement, as families in high-risk contexts often face structural disadvantages. 
Combining therapeutic work with material support, such as micro-grants or housing stability, 
can enhance opportunities for change and increase intervention sustainability (Garbarino et 
al., 2020; Geiran, 2021). 

Family support programmes such as the youth advocate programme (YAP) (21) and Souls 
Strong (22) adopt wrap-around models to keep young people in their communities while 
addressing risk factors through individualised, family-centred interventions. These initiatives 
integrate wrap-around models and the reclaiming youth at risk framework (23), which 

 
(15) Evidence sources from the review: Higginson et al. (2018); Alderson et al. (2020); Brisson et al. (2020); Garbarino et al. 

(2020); Geiran (2021); and O’Meara Daly (2023). 
(16) FFT is an evidence-based, short-term, family-focused intervention designed for young people (typically aged 11–

18 years) exhibiting behavioural or emotional problems, including delinquency, substance misuse and family conflict 
(Garbarino et al., 2020). 

(17) MST is an intensive, family- and community-based intervention for young people (typically aged 12–17 years) with severe 
behavioural problems such as violence and substance misuse (Garbarino et al., 2020). 

(18) The ‘Supporting looked after children and care leavers in decreasing drugs and alcohol’ (SOLID) study was a pilot 
feasibility RCT of two behaviour change interventions compared with usual care to reduce substance misuse in looked 
after children and care leavers aged 12–20 years. 

(19) MET is a brief, client-centred intervention designed to enhance intrinsic motivation for behaviour change, particularly 
reducing substance misuse (Alderson et al., 2020). 

(20) SBNT is a structured, social-network-based intervention that mobilises support from family, friends and significant others 
to encourage and sustain positive behaviour change (Alderson et al., 2020). 

(21) Brisson et al. describe YAP as a community-based, wrap-around intervention designed to keep young people with 
complex needs in their homes and communities rather than in institutional placements. 

(22) Souls Strong is a community-based intervention programme implemented in North Preston, Nova Scotia, aimed at 
reducing gang involvement and violent behaviour among young men aged 15–20 years (Brisson et al., 2020).  

(23) This framework integrates Native American child-rearing philosophies with western developmental theory and 
emphasises four universal growth needs for positive youth development (Brisson et al., 2020). 
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emphasises meeting four developmental needs: belonging, mastery, independence and 
generosity (Brisson et al., 2020). YAP provides intensive advocacy and resource linkage, 
while Souls Strong combines cultural identity work with mentorship to reduce gang 
involvement. Both approaches aim to strengthen family functioning and resilience, aligning 
with strengths-based, trauma-informed principles to promote positive youth development and 
reduce violence (Brisson et al., 2020). 

Table 3 summarises examples of family-centred responses relevant to addressing the 
recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks. 

Table 3. Examples of family-centred responses 

Example Description Illustrative source(s) 
Wrap-around models Includes family support through 

programmes like YAP and Souls Strong and 
incorporates reclaiming youth at risk 
principles. 

Brisson et al. (2020) 

Trauma-informed family-
based therapies 

Evidence-based approaches such as FFT 
and MST are shown to reduce delinquency 
and support reintegration.  

Garbarino et al. (2020); 
Alderson et al. (2020) 

Substance misuse 
therapies 

MET and SBNT, as per the SOLID study. Alderson et al. (2020) 

Greentown family 
support pillar 

Family-focused interventions embedded 
within a broader complementary 
programme of intervention. 

O’Meara Daly (2023) 

Intensive wrap-around 
with diversion links 

Combines wrap-around support with 
expanded diversion and probation 
pathways for high-risk young people. 

Geiran (2021) 

Rapid engagement and embedded support (24) 

Rapid engagement and support approaches aim to minimise delays between identification of 
network-involved young people and intervention, recognising that every ‘wrong door’ 
reduces uptake among high-risk individuals. Intervention should prioritise same-day or 
next-day contact, co-locating specialist practitioners within education, social care or 
diversion settings to support, build trust and reduce barriers (Alderson et al., 2020). 
Evidence from the SOLID pilot trial underscores this point, with uptake of substance misuse 
interventions among care-involved young people extremely low when delivered via complex 
referral pathways and multiple social workers (Alderson et al., 2020). The authors 
recommend enabling immediate engagement regardless of potential referrals or remit 
barriers. 

 
(24) Evidence sources from the review: Maxwell et al. (2019); Alderson et al. (2020); Geiran (2021); Villalobos et al. (2023); 

and Moody et al. (2024). 
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Moody et al. (2024) present an RCT protocol in the United Kingdom evaluating solution-
focused brief therapy (SFBT) (25) for 10- to 17-year-olds presenting in police custody. The 
young people are at the police station following an arrest or a similar encounter with law 
enforcement, where they are then referred to liaison and diversion teams for assessment. 
The intervention, delivered by the liaison and diversion teams, consists of six manualised 
sessions over 12 weeks, emphasising solution building rather than problem analysis. 
Importantly, the SFBT sessions take place in the community after the initial assessment, not 
within long-term police custody. The design aims to provide rapid support and connection to 
community services before disengagement occurs (Moody et al., 2024). The intervention is 
designed to be brief, flexible and relationship-led, reducing the burden on young people with 
complex needs. 

Rapid engagement and embedded support strategies can incorporate a risk-tiered focus to 
prioritise those with higher vulnerability. Integration with mental health and social care 
services is important, as young people can frequently perceive substance use or offending 
as secondary to broader psychosocial stressors or mental health difficulties (Alderson et al., 
2020). 

In summary, rapid engagement and embedded support with ‘no wrong door’ shift the 
emphasis from service availability to service immediacy and accessibility, reducing 
disengagement and improving accessibility for high-risk young people. 

Table 4 summarises examples of rapid engagement and embedded support responses 
relevant to addressing the recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks. 

Table 4. Examples of rapid engagement and embedded support responses 

Example Description Illustrative source(s) 
SFBT  Brief, strengths-based intervention 

delivered promptly within liaison and 
diversion services for criminal justice-
involved youth. 

Moody et al. (2024) 

Specialist practitioners 
embedded in response 
teams 

Recommendation from the SOLID trial to 
co-locate substance misuse specialists 
within social care teams for rapid 
engagement. 

Alderson et al. (2020) 

Integrated wrap-around 
delivery in community 
safety plans 

Combines multi-agency wrap-around 
support with diversion and probation 
pathways to address complex needs and 
reduce recruitment risk. 

Geiran (2021) 

 

 
(25) SFBT is a goal-oriented, strengths-based therapeutic approach that emphasises building solutions rather than analysing 

problems. Developed by Steve de Shazer and Insoo Kim Berg in the 1980s, SFBT focuses on clients’ existing resources 
and preferred future rather than past difficulties (Moody et al., 2024). 
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Place-based responses: community mobilisation and collective 
efficacy (26) 

Community mobilisation and collective efficacy approaches aim to strengthen informal social 
control, social cohesion and trust within neighbourhoods affected by organised crime and 
gang activity. Grounded in collective efficacy theory (Sampson et al., 1997), these strategies 
assume that communities with strong internal networks and shared norms are better 
equipped to resist criminal influence and protect vulnerable young people (O’Meara Daly, 
2023). Rather than focusing solely on individual risks, these interventions target structural 
and relational conditions that enable recruitment, such as fear, intimidation and lack of safe 
spaces or safe social networks. 

Evidence from the Greentown programme in Ireland illustrates how resident-led initiatives, 
supported by inter-agency partnerships, can incrementally build capacity for collective 
efficacy (O’Meara Daly, 2023). Key actions include ‘quick wins’ that help to reclaim public 
spaces (for example environmental improvements), local messaging campaigns to counter 
the normalisation of crime and flexible engagement to empower and promote community 
champions (O’Meara Daly, 2023). Geiran’s (2021) scoping review in Drogheda, Ireland, also 
recommends multilevel governance structures, community hubs and additional youth 
services as part of a holistic response to organised crime. 

Internationally, prevention frameworks emphasise whole-of-community involvement, 
leveraging schools, non-governmental organisations, and local businesses to create 
prosocial opportunities and reduce the appeal of criminal networks in communities (EUCPN, 
2024). These strategies often integrate situational measures, such as improving public 
amenities, with developmental supports, ensuring that interventions against criminal 
networks are balanced with community resilience building. 

The Duarte Area Resource Team (DART) programme is a community-based youth 
development initiative in Duarte, California, designed to reduce delinquency risk by 
promoting community responsibility and career development. The programme emphasises 
community engagement, prosocial development, life skills and positive identity formation, 
aiming to strengthen protective factors and reduce vulnerability to gang involvement. Its 
holistic approach aligns with prevention strategies that integrate community engagement and 
personal empowerment (Villalobos and Torres, 2023). 

Collective efficacy interventions are most effective when iterative and context-sensitive, 
allowing adaptation to local dynamics and sustained investment in trust building (O’Meara 
Daly, 2023; Villalobos and Torres, 2023). By mobilising communities as active partners rather 
than passive recipients, these approaches address the root causes of sustained organised 
crime in marginalised neighbourhoods. 

 
(26) Evidence sources from the review: Geiran (2021); Lawlor et al. (2021); O’Meara Daly (2023); Villalobos and Torres, 

(2023); CSJ et al. (2024); and EUCPN (2024). 
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Table 5 summarises examples of place-based responses relevant to addressing the 
recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks. 

Table 5. Examples of place-based responses  

Example Description Illustrative source(s) 
Greentown programme 
(community efficacy pillar) 

One of four pillars in the Greentown 
intervention model, focusing on 
building community efficacy through 
resident engagement, quick wins and 
inter-agency collaboration. 

O’Meara Daly (2023) 

DART Programme incorporating group 
mentoring, counselling, community 
service, job skills and strong 
school/police/city partnerships to 
reduce youth violence and gang 
involvement. 

Villalobos and Torres, 
(2023) 

Systemic, place-based 
responses 

Recommendations for integrated, 
multi-agency, place-based strategies 
to address organised crime 
recruitment and community safety. 

Geiran (2021); EUCPN 
(2024) 

Digital safety and counter-recruitment online (27) 

Digital safety strategies can address the growing role of online platforms in young people’s 
recruitment into organised crime and drugs networks. Criminal networks increasingly exploit 
social media, encrypted messaging apps and gaming environments to groom minors, using 
influencer-style language, gamification and promises of quick financial gain (Europol, 2024). 
These tactics blur the line between friendship and exploitation, making early detection and 
prevention critical. 

Research highlights that online recruitment is not incidental but systematic, leveraging 
algorithms and peer-to-peer dynamics to normalise criminal behaviour (Luyten et al., 2025). 
Prevention frameworks therefore advocate for multilayered responses: (1) digital monitoring 
and takedown mechanisms in partnership with tech companies; (2) awareness campaigns 
targeting young people and parents to explain recruitment tactics; and (3) digital literacy 
education embedded in schools and community programmes (EUCPN, 2024). These 
measures aim to counteract the glamorisation of crime and equip young people with critical-
thinking skills to resist manipulation. 

Educational interventions can also play a protective role by combining self-regulation training 
and anti-propaganda with psychosocial support. For example, programmes like The Truth 
About Drugs and Catalyst emphasise media literacy and resilience against cartel narratives 

 
(27) Evidence sources from the review: Hochstetler (2023); EUCPN (2024); Europol (2024); and Luyten et al. (2025). 
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(Hochstetler, 2023). However, there are implementation challenges, including privacy 
concerns, the rapid evolution of platforms and the need for culturally relevant messaging. 

Ultimately, digital safety approaches must integrate technological solutions with 
human-centred strategies, ensuring that online counter-recruitment efforts are reinforced by 
offline supports such as mentoring, education and community engagement. 

Table 6 summarises examples of digital safety responses relevant to addressing the 
recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks. 

Table 6. Examples of digital safety responses 

Example Description Illustrative source(s) 
Platform partnerships 
and monitoring 

Collaboration with social media and 
gaming platforms for monitoring, 
detection and youth/parent 
awareness campaigns to prevent 
online grooming and recruitment. 

EUCPN (2024); Europol 
(2024)  

Educational counter-
propaganda programmes 

Initiatives such as Truth About Drugs 
and Catalyst designed to counter the 
glamorisation of drug culture and 
criminal involvement through 
education and awareness. 

Hochstetler (2023) 

Cross-border 
cooperation and privacy-
aware data practices 

International collaboration and data-
sharing protocols that respect 
privacy while enabling detection of 
organised crime recruitment online. 

EUCPN (2024); Europol 
(2024); Luyten et al. (2025)  

School-based responses (28) 

Schools are critical environments for both risk and protection in relation to youth gang 
involvement and organised crime recruitment. Evidence shows that gang-involved young 
people are often integrated into school social networks, with some occupying high-status 
positions that enable them to act as bridges between network-involved and prosocial peers 
(Gallupe et al., 2018). This challenges the assumption that gang members are socially 
isolated and reinforces the need for interventions within educational settings. 

Effective school-based strategies have focused on strengthening attachment to school, 
promoting positive peer relationships and reducing exposure to violence. Research 
highlights that low school engagement, and negative school climates are significant 
predictors of gang membership, while strong teacher–student relationships and structured 
external activities serve as protective factors (Higginson et al., 2018). Interventions such as 
those using relational-cultural approaches, which emphasise empathy and authentic 

 
(28) Evidence sources from the review: Randell et al. (2015); Gallupe et al. (2018); Higginson et al. (2018); Maxwell et al. 

(2019); Hochstetler (2023); Moody et al. (2024); and Muir et al. (2024). 
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adult/youth connection, have demonstrated improvements in attendance, behaviour and 
prosocial outlook among at-risk students (Randell et al., 2015). 

Preventive efforts also include mentoring programmes, social-emotional learning 
programmes, and after-school activities, which provide safe spaces and prosocial identity 
opportunities. However, punitive measures like zero-tolerance policies can exacerbate 
disconnection and increase vulnerability to gang recruitment (Randell et al., 2015). Instead, 
schools should adopt inclusive discipline practices and integrate contextual safeguarding 
principles to address risks within peer networks (Maxwell et al., 2019). 

After-school mentoring and relational-cultural programmes, for example Project YES (29), 
suggest benefits for engagement, empathy and future aspirations (Randell et al., 2015). In 
addition, summer education programmes show modest academic gains like improved 
higher-education engagement, while summer employment tends to have limited employment 
effects but may reduce criminal justice involvement during programme months (Muir et al., 
2024). 

Overall, school-based responses are most effective when multi-component, combining 
academic support and relational mentoring with network-informed targeting and strong 
partnerships between schools, families and community organisations. 

Table 7 summarises examples of school-based responses relevant to addressing the 
recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks. 

Table 7. Examples of school-based responses 

Example Description Illustrative source(s) 
Summer education 
programmes 

Programmes designed to reduce 
learning loss, raise aspirations and 
support educational transitions while 
reducing opportunities for anti-social or 
criminal activity. 

Muir et al. (2024) 

Self-regulation / cognitive 
behavioural therapy-
informed programmes and 
counter-propaganda 
education 

Interventions incorporating cognitive 
behavioural strategies and educational 
content to counter cartel propaganda 
and strengthen self-regulation skills. 

Hochstetler (2023) 

Relational-cultural theory 
in after-school settings 
(Project YES) 

After-school programmes based on 
relational-cultural theory to foster 
connection, agency and resilience 
among at-risk young people. 

Randell et al. (2015) 

 

 
(29) Project YES (‘YES’ stands for ‘youth empowerment support’) is an after-school gang prevention programme grounded in 

relational-cultural theory (or relationships as core), designed to foster positive adult–youth relationships and reduce risk 
factors for gang involvement among low-income black young people (Randell et al., 2015). 
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Justice-adjacent contexts and reachable moments (30) 

Some contexts can provide ‘reachable moments’ when young people encounter services 
connected to the criminal justice system, such as diversion programmes or state residential 
or social care. Even brief contact can interrupt offending trajectories, address underlying 
needs and reduce the risk of deeper system involvement (Moody et al., 2024). Reachable 
moments can refer to critical time points when individuals are particularly receptive to 
intervention, often following a significant event or crisis. For example, SFBT delivered by 
liaison and diversion teams in police custody suites (31) refers to a ‘critical intervention 
window’ when young people can be more receptive to change (Moody et al., 2024). Largely, 
the six-session intervention focuses on building solutions using techniques to enhance 
agency and goal setting by embedding psychological support. 

Broader justice-adjacent strategies include wrap-around and multi-agency programmes at 
critical times, which combine case management, family engagement and community 
supports. For example, the Drogheda safety and well-being plan recommends implementing 
a joint agency response to crime model to provide immediate and intensive, coordinated 
support for high-risk young people (Geiran, 2021). These approaches emphasise 
relationship-based practice, procedural fairness and integration with prosocial opportunities 
and mental health services. 

Evidence suggests that justice-adjacent interventions are part of a whole-system response 
and are most effective when timely or early, voluntary and strengths-based, avoiding 
stigmatisation and criminalisation of vulnerable young people (particularly in terms of child 
criminal exploitation) (Maxwell et al., 2019). Multi-agency operations like Operation Cougar 
in Greater Manchester, United Kingdom, that combine police intelligence with social care to 
intervene early have been highlighted in the literature. However, while the operations 
practice suggests early intervention is key, there are no outcome data or evidence of 
effectiveness available (Maxwell et al., 2019). 

Overall, embedding therapeutic and interventional responses, at the right time, within justice-
adjacent pathways is a potentially effective approach, provided that they are adequately 
resourced and culturally responsive. 

Table 8 summarises examples of justice-adjacent contexts and reachable moments relevant 
to addressing the recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks. 

 

 

 
(30) Evidence sources from the review: Maxwell et al. (2019); Geiran (2021); and Moody et al. (2024). 
(31) This is in reference to research in three police custody suites in Lancashire and South Cumbria through the NHS 

Foundation Trust (United Kingdom). 
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Table 8. Examples of justice-adjacent responses 

Example Description Illustrative source(s) 
SFBT in custody Brief, strengths-based intervention 

delivered within critical intervention 
windows (in custody or diversion) 
when young people may be more 
receptive to change. 

Moody et al. (2024) 

Timely youth diversion 
approaches and joint 
agency response to crime 

Diversionary models and joint agency 
frameworks designed to provide 
rapid, coordinated responses to youth 
offending and reduce escalation. 

Geiran (2021) 

Multi-agency operations Operation Cougar in Greater 
Manchester – combining police 
intelligence with social care to 
intervene early and address child 
criminal exploitation risks. 

Maxwell et al. (2019) 

Economic opportunity and prosocial identity building (32) 

Economic opportunity and identity-building interventions aim to reduce the structural drivers 
of criminal recruitment by providing young people with viable alternatives to illicit economies 
and fostering a sense of belonging in prosocial networks. Research consistently links 
poverty, unemployment and social marginalisation to increased vulnerability to gang and 
organised crime involvement (Higginson et al., 2018; Garbarino et al., 2020). These 
conditions create a context where criminal groups can offer a status, income and identity that 
legitimate systems cannot provide. 

Interventions in this area combine material supports, such as paid work placements and 
vocational training, with mentoring and social-emotional development to strengthen 
resilience and future orientation. Systematic reviews of summer employment programmes, 
for example, suggest that, while short-term job outcomes are limited, these initiatives can 
reduce criminal justice involvement during programme periods and improve educational 
engagement when paired with structured mentoring (Muir et al., 2024). Similarly, 
community-based programmes like DART integrate job skills training to reinforcing prosocial 
identity and civic responsibility (Villalobos and Torres, 2023). 

Identity-focused approaches also feature in programmes grounded in relational-cultural 
theory, which works to foster relationships between adult mentors and young people, 
replacing the sense of belonging that gangs often provide (Randell et al., 2015). These 
strategies counteract the pull of criminal networks by offering alternative narratives of 
success and belonging. 

 
(32) Evidence sources from the review: Randell et al. (2015); Hager et al. (2017); Higginson et al. (2018); Garbarino et al. 

(2020); Geiran (2021); Muir et al. (2024); and Villalobos and Torres, (2023). 
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Overall, economic opportunity interventions are most effective when they combine financial 
incentives with relational supports and community engagement to sustain behavioural 
change and social integration. 

Table 9 summarises examples of economic opportunity and prosocial identity-building 
approaches relevant to addressing the recruitment of young people into criminal drugs 
networks. 

Table 9. Examples of economic opportunity and prosocial identity-building 
approaches 

Example Description Illustrative source(s) 
Job skills components 
within DART 

Incorporates job skills training as part 
of a multi-component programme to 
reduce youth violence and gang 
involvement. 

Villalobos and Torres, 
(2023) 

Integrated employment 
pathways and housing 
support in Cornwall, United 
Kingdom 

Combines employment support with 
housing stability and harm reduction 
to address structural vulnerabilities. 

Hager et al. (2017) 

Summer employment 
support programmes 

Provides temporary employment 
opportunities aimed at reducing anti-
social behaviour and supporting 
youth transitions. 

Muir et al. (2024) 

Relational-cultural theory 
(Project YES) 

Programme fostering connection, 
agency and resilience through 
relational-cultural principles. 

Randell et al. (2015) 

Community hubs and 
apprenticeship pathways 

Establishes local hubs and structured 
apprenticeship routes to create 
sustainable alternatives to illicit 
economies. 

Geiran (2021) 

 

Implementation lessons 

Preventing youth recruitment into criminal drugs networks requires more than well-designed 
interventions; it depends on how well those interventions are implemented in complex, 
real-world contexts. Evidence from the sources in the current review highlights several 
cross-cutting lessons that can shape success or failure. 

Cross-cutting barriers (what gets in the way) 

Across the literature, several recurring barriers undermine the implementation and impact of 
the prevention and harm-reduction initiatives. 
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Engagement and retention. Low uptake and high attrition are common, particularly when 
interventions rely on multi-step referral pathways or social worker gatekeeping. Delays 
between screening and first contact significantly reduce participation (Alderson et al., 2020). 
Incentives for engagement often fail to offset the pull of illicit opportunities, especially among 
high-risk young people (Brisson et al., 2020). 

Stigma, criminalisation and fear/intimidation. Community intimidation, fear of retaliation 
and stigma deter both young people and families from engaging with services. 
Criminalisation of drug use and punitive responses to exploited young people further 
discourage disclosure and help seeking (Lawlor et al., 2021; CSJ et al., 2024). 
Fear/intimidation impedes disclosure and community participation, and this is particularly 
evident in drug network-controlled areas (O’Meara Daly et al., 2020; Lawlor et al., 2021; 
O’Meara Daly, 2023). 

Data and privacy constraints. Fragmented data systems, inconsistent definitions and 
General Data Protection Regulation-related sharing hurdles delay early identification and 
coordinated responses. Under-reporting of offences and siloed agency practices widen 
these gaps (O’Meara Daly, 2023; EUCPN, 2024; Luyten et al., 2025). 

Resource and workforce constraints. Austerity measures, staff shortages and varying 
levels of training among staff compromise fidelity and sustainability. For example, the 
specialist skills required for trauma-informed care or the technology needed for digital 
monitoring can be lacking, and resource-intensive network analysis can be constrained. This 
can be coupled with structural issues such as limited housing or availability of mental health 
services (Hager et al., 2017; Moody et al., 2024; Muir et al., 2024). 

Network adaptability. Recruiters can change tactics quickly and criminal networks can 
adapt rapidly, using encrypted apps and gamified recruitment, outpacing the authorities that 
are trying to restrict illicit use. Similarly, shifting drug markets with new and emerging 
substances challenge harm-reduction and public health strategies (Lawlor et al., 2021; 
Europol, 2024). 

Contextual transferability. Cultural differences complicate direct programme importation 
(Higginson et al., 2018). Additionally, evaluation tools may not match adapted practice in a 
changing and complex environment (Alderson et al., 2020; Brisson et al., 2020). 

Cross-cutting facilitators (what helps) 

Several enabling factors consistently appear across interventions in the sources identified. 

Rapid and accessible engagement. Programmes that offer same-day or immediate 
contact after identification achieve higher uptake but are scarce or limited. Co-location of 
intervention practitioners, for example, can reduce referral delays and build relationships and 
trust (Alderson et al., 2020; Villalobos and Torres, 2023; Moody et al., 2024). 
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Strong multi-agency partnerships. Effective initiatives rely on integrated structures, clear 
roles and shared accountability. Examples include inter-agency boards, risk panels and 
school/police/community collaborations that align resources and messaging (Geiran, 2021; 
O’Meara Daly, 2023; EUCPN, 2024). 

Trauma-informed and culturally competent practice. Interventions that acknowledge 
trauma histories and adapt to cultural contexts foster engagement and reduce resistance. 
This includes family-centred approaches, relational models and flexible delivery (Randell 
et al., 2015; Garbarino et al., 2020). 

Peer-led and community-driven strategies. Peer networks and respected practitioners 
can enhance reach to hidden populations, while community involvement and mobilisation 
can be key to sustained success. Visible improvements can build trust in community 
services, enhance collective efficacy and counter the normalisation of crime (Lawlor et al., 
2021; O’Meara Daly, 2023). 

Data-informed approaches and evaluation. Use of SNA, ABM and real-time monitoring 
enables targeted interventions and rapid response to evolving network-oriented risks. Ethical 
safeguards and iterative evaluation can strengthen sustainability (Gallupe et al., 2018; 
Calderoni et al., 2022). 

Conclusion 

The findings of the review aim to provide initial evidence to inform a prototype conceptual 
model that can be further developed using qualitative data from partner jurisdictions in 
Ireland, France, the Netherlands and Sweden. 

It is evident that any conceptual model should address short-term disruption, targeting key 
network nodes like recruiters and leaders while protecting young people who are ‘peripheral’ 
participants (and avoiding further criminalisation). In the medium term, intervention should 
embed rapid, relationship-led supports that are family-centred and trauma-informed and 
have a multi-agency perspective. In the longer term, resilience building, collective efficacy, 
youth opportunity and digital safety, underpinned by prosocial identity building, can also play 
an important role. 

In the next section, the findings are discussed in terms of implementation, implications and 
limitations. 
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Discussion 

The findings 

The review consolidates evidence on the recruitment of young people into criminal drugs 
networks and identifies emerging intervention approaches from 22 academic and grey 
literature sources. Recruitment into criminal drugs networks is driven by a complex interplay 
of individual, social and structural factors. At the individual level, risk factors include 
delinquency, substance misuse, trauma and mental health challenges. Social risk factors 
include peer influence, school networks and family influence, which can create vulnerability 
to recruitment. Structural drivers such as poverty, community violence and weak social 
control amplify the risks. Digital platforms now play a major role, with criminal networks using 
influencer-style tactics and gamification to groom minors. Recruitment is cumulative rather 
than a single event, requiring multilayered prevention and intervention strategies. 

Eight broad approaches were identified to address the recruitment of young people into 
criminal drugs networks, as follows. 

• Network-informed disruption. SNA and ABM can be used to identify and disrupt 
key nodes such as recruiters and leaders. Evidence suggests that targeting these 
actors can reduce recruitment by up to 18 %. Combining enforcement with 
socialisation (e.g. family and school supports) strengthens resilience. Community-
level strategies that build prosocial ties and collective efficacy also dilute criminal 
influence. 

• Family-centred responses. Trauma-informed, relational approaches such as FFT 
and MST are effective when integrated with child welfare and mental health systems. 
Wrap-around models that combine therapeutic work with material supports (e.g. 
housing stability and micro-grants) enhance sustainability. 

• Rapid engagement and embedded support. Immediate, co-located interventions 
reduce referral delays and improve service uptake. Evidence suggests that complex 
referral pathways significantly reduce participation. Rapid engagement models can 
prioritise same-day or next-day contact and embed supportive practitioners in 
schools, social care and diversion settings. 

• Place-based responses. Community mobilisation and collective efficacy 
approaches strengthen informal social control and resilience. Programmes like 
Greentown in Ireland demonstrate the value of resident-led initiatives and inter-
agency partnerships. 

• Digital safety and counter-recruitment online. Criminal networks exploit social 
media and gaming platforms for recruitment. Countermeasures include partnerships 
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with tech companies for monitoring, awareness campaigns for young people and 
parents, and digital literacy education in schools. These strategies must balance 
privacy concerns with proactive prevention. 

• School-based responses. Schools are critical for prevention, as gang-involved 
young people often occupy central social positions. Effective strategies include 
mentoring, social-emotional learning and relational-cultural approaches. Punitive 
zero-tolerance policies are often counterproductive, with inclusive discipline and 
contextual safeguarding recommended. 

• Justice-adjacent interventions. Reachable moments in care or diversion settings 
offer opportunities for brief, strengths-based interventions such as SFBT. Multi-
agency wrap-around models can provide intensive, coordinated support. 

• Economic opportunity and prosocial identity building. Poverty and 
marginalisation drive recruitment. Interventions that combine vocational training, 
mentoring and relational supports offer alternatives to illicit income. Programmes that 
integrate job skills with community connection and mentoring to foster prosocial 
identity are recommended. 

Overall, it can be argued that multifaceted interventions are more effective than singular 
approaches. The strongest overall approach seems to be a combined strategy, with short-, 
medium- and long-term intervention types, for example targeted disruption of key criminal 
network nodes, school/family/community socialisation that builds skills and belonging, 
trauma-informed wrap-around and harm-reduction programmes for high-risk cohorts, and 
diversion pathways with rapid engagement during reachable moments (Malm et al., 2011; 
Hager et al., 2017; Gallupe et al., 2018; Maxwell et al., 2019; Calderoni et al., 2022; O’Meara 
Daly, 2023; EUCPN, 2024). 

Why implementation matters 

It is evident that adaptability is important. Rigid fidelity to original models can clash with local 
realities. Interventions that adopt flexible, developmental frameworks or are updated to 
reflect changing circumstances, for example, maintain relevance without losing their core 
principles (Brisson et al., 2020). Multi-agency governance, strong intersectoral partnerships 
and visible community quick wins can help counter fear and normalisation of crime, but the 
level of success can differ across community contexts (Geiran, 2021; O’Meara Daly, 2023). 

Data-driven approaches, such as SNA, can target high-impact nodes and anticipate 
emerging risks, provided ethical safeguards are in place (Gallupe et al., 2018; Calderoni et 
al., 2022). These implementation lessons converge on core principles of speed, trust, 
relationships and flexibility, with their combination seeming to matter as much as programme 
content. Trauma-informed and culturally competent practice can also foster better 
engagement and address underlying vulnerabilities among the most at risk (Garbarino et al., 
2020). 
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Implementation refers to the process of integrating evidence-based practices into real-world 
settings, ensuring that interventions are delivered as intended and adapted appropriately to 
context (Fixsen et al., 2005). Implementation science has emerged to address the potential 
gap between the ‘ought to’ and the ‘actual’ by studying the methods and strategies that 
promote adoption, sustainability and scale-up of interventions (Eccles et al., 2006). 
Interventions that ignore cultural and contextual factors risk reinforcing inequalities rather 
than reducing them. Effective implementation requires adapting strategies to community 
needs, building trust and dismantling systemic barriers (Metz et al., 2021). Overall, any 
conceptual model to address the issue of young people’s recruitment into and participation in 
criminal drugs networks would need to balance fidelity and adaptation to varying local 
contexts. 

Limitations, gaps and implications 

Evidence on what works to prevent recruitment into and participation in criminal drugs 
networks remains fragmented, with few rigorous impact evaluations in high-risk contexts and 
limited longitudinal data outside high-income countries (Higginson et al., 2018; Boertien et 
al., 2024). Causal evidence is patchy, with few large or definitive effectiveness trials in this 
exact space capable of dealing comprehensively with these problems as they present in real 
life. Many studies in this review are cross-sectional or descriptive, offering correlational 
insights rather than robust causal inference (Higginson et al., 2018; Maxwell et al., 2019). 
While some interventions have been tested in RCTs, such as motivational therapies for care-
experienced young people, feasibility challenges, like low uptake, have constrained definitive 
trials (Alderson et al., 2020). This restricts confidence in generalising findings. In addition, 
areas like digital online recruitment represent an emerging blind spot. Criminal networks 
increasingly exploit social media and gaming platforms, as exemplified in the findings, yet 
empirical evaluations of digital counter-recruitment strategies are scarce, leaving 
practitioners without evidence-based guidance (Europol, 2024; Luyten et al., 2025). 

However, while gaps in causal evidence and digital prevention research are acknowledged, 
the identified evidence demonstrates that promising approaches exist in both conceptual and 
applied practice. Methodological innovation is evident in studies such as Brisson et al. 
(2020) and Calderoni et al. (2022), which advance the science by recommending adaptive 
frameworks that move beyond traditional RCT constraints. Similarly, Gallupe et al. (2018) 
illustrate the utility of SNA for identifying recruitment dynamics, offering actionable insights 
for targeted interventions. Observational and community case studies (Project YES and 
Greentown) also show promising real-world signals that prioritise practice wisdom in a 
complex and under-evaluated space (Randell et al., 2015; O’Meara Daly, 2023; Villalobos 
and Torres, 2023). 

Not all available interventions or approaches have been documented in the review. There 
are existing programmes and initiatives operating in EU jurisdictions that are known to be 
effectively intervening in this space, for example ‘focused deterrence’ initiatives in Sweden, 
projects such as EPIC (Explaining, Preventing, and Intervening in Organised Crime 



39 
 

involvement), Prevention with Authority in the Netherlands and the programme limiter 
l’implication des mineurs dans les trafics de stupéfiants (LIMITS) in France. The Greentown 
programme (Naughton et al., 2022), mentioned in part in the current review, is also the 
culmination of over a decade of research into young people’s involvement in criminal 
networks in Ireland. It was the first ‘deep dive’ into these networks in Ireland using a mixed-
methods approach called Twinsight. 

The findings reveal that young people are often recruited through family ties, peer influence 
and exposure to pro-criminal norms, especially in areas marked by poverty, trauma and 
school exclusion. High-status crime families play a central role in network stability and 
recruitment, often grooming children for succession. In contrast, lower-status networks are 
more fragmented but still exploit vulnerable young people. The research and subsequent 
Greentown programme response highlights the importance of understanding network 
structure and dynamics to design effective interventions. It concludes that disrupting these 
networks is essential to prevent further exploitation and offending, and that interventions 
must be tailored to the specific context and structure of each network and the community it 
operates in (Naughton et al., 2022). 

Overall, developments indicate a maturing evidence base that is becoming more capable of 
informing nuanced, context-sensitive responses to this complex issue. 

Certainly, there is enough to build on in the literature to aid in the development of a 
conceptual framework, which is to be established in phase two of the Safe Futures project, 
following research exchanges and semi-structured expert interviews across the partner 
jurisdictions of Belgium, Ireland, France, the Netherlands and Sweden. 
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Conclusion 

This review set out to identify and synthesise promising approaches and interventions to 
address the recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks in Europe. Established 
rapid review guidance (Haby et al., 2016; Dobbins, 2017) and a PICO-informed question 
formulation (Hoffmann et al., 2017) were applied to search for evidence with transparency. 
Searches across multidisciplinary academic databases (ProQuest and 
PsycINFO/EBSCOhost) and targeted grey literature platforms (Google and Microsoft Edge) 
produced 22 sources spanning feasibility and protocol RCTs, cross-sectional and network 
analyses, simulation modelling, systematic reviews, needs assessments, implementation 
case studies and policy syntheses. Data were extracted using a structured template and 
synthesised to identify cross-study patterns, drawing on guidance for narrative synthesis 
(Lisy et al., 2016). 

Overall, key messages emerge. Recruitment is typically a multi-level process, influenced by 
various factors, rather than a single event. Individual vulnerabilities (delinquency, substance 
use and trauma) intersect with social-level drivers (peer networks and school/educational 
contexts) and are amplified by structural conditions (poverty, community violence and weak 
social control) (Malm et al., 2011; Hager et al., 2017; Gallupe et al., 2018; Maxwell et al., 
2019; Calderoni et al., 2022; O’Meara Daly, 2023; EUCPN, 2024). The contemporary 
recruitment landscape in the EU is increasingly digital, with social media, encrypted 
messaging and gamified tasks normalising involvement in some jurisdictions (Europol, 2024; 
Luyten et al., 2025). These dynamics mean that interventions focused solely on individual 
behaviour change are unlikely to succeed without attention to social-level influence 
pathways and structural-level changes. 

The most credible prevention and intervention approaches are multi-component and 
complementary. Eight intervention approaches emerge across the evidence, as follows. 

• Network-informed disruption. Methods such as SNA and ABM to target recruiters 
and leaders (Malm et al., 2011; Calderoni et al., 2022). 

• Family-centred responses. Trauma-informed therapies (FFT and MST) integrated 
with welfare and other appropriate services (Higginson et al., 2018; Garbarino et al., 
2020). 

• Rapid engagement and embedded delivery. Immediate, co-located relational 
interventions to overcome referral delays and disengagement (Alderson et al., 2020; 
Moody et al., 2024). 

• Place-based strategies. Community mobilisation and collective efficacy to counter 
criminal influence in neighbourhoods over time (Geiran, 2021; O’Meara Daly, 2023). 
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• Digital safety and counter-recruitment online. Partnerships with tech platforms, 
awareness campaigns and digital literacy (EUCPN, 2024; Europol, 2024). 

• School-based responses. Mentoring and relational models with culturally diverse 
approaches to strengthen attachment and resilience (Randell et al., 2015; Gallupe et 
al., 2018). 

• Justice-adjacent interventions. Capitalising on reachable moments in services like 
youth diversion and care settings (Maxwell et al., 2019; Moody et al., 2024). 

• Economic opportunity and prosocial identity building. Programmes that enhance 
job prospects and focus on mentoring and prosocial identity development (Villalobos 
and Torres, 2023; Muir et al., 2024). 

Notably, modelling suggests short-term gains from the targeted disruption of leaders, 
facilitators and recruiters, while durable reductions depend on simultaneous investment in 
family, school and community socialisation (Malm et al., 2011; Calderoni et al., 2022). Across 
studies, the primary failure mode is not the underlying theory of an intervention itself but 
effective engagement. This highlights that multi-step referrals, gatekeeping and delays 
negatively affect uptake among those most at risk (Alderson et al., 2020; Brisson et al., 
2020). To counter this, the evidence suggests immediate or next-day contact and co-located 
practitioners to reduce disengagement (Alderson et al., 2020; Moody et al., 2024). Across 
studies, trauma-informed, relational and contextually adapted practice is advised (Randell et 
al., 2015; Garbarino et al., 2020). Stable, multi-agency governance and shared 
accountability that can consolidate the effort is encouraged (Geiran, 2021; EUCPN, 2024), 
and adaptation or flexibility that can account for local contexts is preferred (Fixsen et al., 
2005; Brisson et al., 2020). Overall, how programmes are implemented matters as much as 
what is implemented (Eccles et al., 2006; Metz et al., 2021). 

The review’s limitations are typical of rapid reviews and of the field’s evidence base. 
Time-bound scoping and relevance precluded exhaustive searching and evaluation-focused 
critical appraisal. Available evaluations were few, and many designs were cross-sectional or 
descriptive (Higginson et al., 2018; Maxwell et al., 2019). Feasibility issues also constrained 
definitive trials with high-risk cohorts of young people (Alderson et al., 2020). Digital 
counter-recruitment remains under-evaluated (Europol, 2024; Luyten et al., 2025), and these 
constraints challenge causal claims. However, the current literature demonstrates progress 
in both conceptual and applied practice. These developments indicate a maturing evidence 
base that is becoming more capable of addressing the complex issue of young people’s 
recruitment into criminal drugs networks. 
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Appendices 



Appendix 1. Snapshots of searches on academic databases 

Original search on ProQuest (131 results) 
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Search with AND “Recruitment” AND “Gang” with a date range of 2010 to present (22 results) 

 

Final search on PsycINFO/EBSCOhost with AND “Recruitment” AND “Gang” and a date range of 2010 to present (from 294 to 13 results) 
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Appendix 2. Populated data extraction table (available electronically on request from the researcher) 
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Appendix 3. Prevalence of intervention approaches across sources 
 

Source Network-
informed 
disruption 

Family-
centred 
responses 

Rapid 
engagemen
t and 
embedded 
delivery 

Place-
based 
responses 
and 
collective 
efficacy 

Digital 
safety and 
counter-
recruitment 
online 

School-
based 
responses 

Justice-
adjacent 
contexts and 
reachable 
moments 

Economic 
opportunity 
and 
prosocial 
identity 
building 

Alderson et 
al. (2020) 

✓ ✓ ✓      

Brisson et al. 
(2020) 

 ✓       

Calderoni et 
al. (2022) 

✓        

CSJ et al. 
(2024) 

   ✓     

EUCPN 
(2024) 

✓   ✓ ✓    
 

Europol 
(2024) 

    ✓    
 

Gallupe et al. 
(2018) 

✓     ✓   

Garbarino et 
al. (2020) 

 ✓      ✓ 

Geiran (2021)  ✓ ✓ ✓   ✓ ✓ 
Hager et al. 
(2017) 

       ✓ 

Higginson et 
al. (2018) 

 ✓    ✓  ✓ 

Hochstetler 
(2023) 

    ✓ ✓   

Lawlor et al. 
(2021) 

   ✓     

Luyten et al. 
(2025) 

    ✓    

Malm et al. 
(2011) 

✓        

Maxwell et al. 
(2019) 

  ✓   ✓ ✓  

Moody et al. 
(2024) 

  ✓   ✓ ✓  

Muir et al. 
(2024) 

    
 

 ✓  ✓ 

O’Meara Daly 
(2023) 

✓ ✓  ✓     

O’Meara Daly 
et al. (2020) 

✓        

Randell et al. 
(2015) 

     ✓  ✓ 

Villalobos and 
Torres, (2023) 

  ✓ ✓    ✓ 



 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

Recommended citation: European Union Drugs Agency (2026), Addressing the recruitment of 
young people into criminal drugs networks, Publications Office of the European Union, Luxembourg. 
 
Legal notice: Neither the EUDA nor any person acting on behalf of the EUDA is responsible for the 
use that might be made of the information contained in this publication. 
 
Luxembourg: Publications Office of the European Union, 2026 
ISBN 978-92-9408-142-1 I TD-01-26-011-EN-N 
 
© European Union Drugs Agency, 2026 
Reproduction is authorised provided the source is acknowledged. 
 
This publication is available only in electronic format. 
 
EUDA, Praça Europa 1, Cais do Sodré, 1249-289 Lisbon, Portugal 
Tel. (351) 211 21 02 00 I info@euda.europa.eu I euda.europa.eu  
 


	Contents
	Acknowledgements
	Summary
	Introduction
	Context
	Scope and objectives of this review
	Research question


	Methods
	Defining the question
	Searching for evidence
	Academic literature sources
	Grey literature sources

	Inclusion and exclusion criteria
	Inclusion criteria
	Exclusion criteria

	Data extraction
	Analysis: narrative synthesis
	Use of generative artificial intelligence
	Limitations


	Findings
	Study scope and landscape
	Drivers and contexts of recruitment
	Individual-level risk factors
	Social context: peers, family and school
	Structural-level conditions

	Addressing the recruitment of young people into criminal drugs networks
	Intervention approaches
	Network-informed disruption (10F )
	Family-centred responses (14F )
	Rapid engagement and embedded support (23F )
	Place-based responses: community mobilisation and collective efficacy (25F )
	Digital safety and counter-recruitment online (26F )
	School-based responses (27F )
	Justice‑adjacent contexts and reachable moments (29F )
	Economic opportunity and prosocial identity building (31F )


	Implementation lessons
	Cross‑cutting barriers (what gets in the way)
	Cross‑cutting facilitators (what helps)

	Conclusion

	Discussion
	The findings
	Why implementation matters
	Limitations, gaps and implications

	Conclusion
	References
	Appendices
	Appendix 1. Snapshots of searches on academic databases
	Appendix 2. Populated data extraction table (available electronically on request from the researcher)
	Appendix 3. Prevalence of intervention approaches across sources


