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Report of our in-depth research project with 
young people living in some of the areas 
worst affected by knife crime. We asked 
them to share with us their hopes and 
dreams for the future, and to tell us how we 
can help them to achieve their life goals.
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Our aim 
Our aim was to look beyond the statistics on knife and gun 
crime, and to stay away from the blame game.  We wanted to 
understand the hopes and dreams of London’s black youth, 
(which must surely not be to join a gang and risk prison or 
an early, violent death?) and come up with some ideas as to 
how we could help them fulfil their ambitions.  

Our respondents
We interviewed, in depth, 12 black teenagers from South 
East, South West, North and East London. 8 men and 4 
women. We also spoke informally to a drug dealer and 
grandfather of young boys living in North and East London. 

Our methodology
We used a deck of images to help the young people express 
their hopes and fears to us. They were asked to choose a 
“hope picture” and a “fear picture” and use this as the 
starting point for our conversation. This helps them to go 
beyond cliché and what they think we want to hear, and 
access more deeply felt emotions and beliefs. We 
interviewed 9 of the respondents 1 on 1, and 3 in a mini-focus 
group discussion. 

Yes, this is a small sample; the statistics of the problem are 
well known and we weren’t looking for percentages. We 
were looking for ideas and insight to help us to understand 
how to help. 
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Their hopes and the barriers 
to achievement

Entrepreneurs

This relatively small group of young people had a wealth of new business 
ideas; from starting a specialist mechanics business customising and 
personalising boring new cars, through creating a range of foods for 
people with allergies, to a skate-based health and fitness club for 
overweight young kids to improve their self-esteem as well as their 
health. 

The barriers to their success as entrepreneurs arise from the very limited 
circles they move in, their lack of presentation skills and, of course, 
relative poverty; how do you raise seed funding if you don’t know anyone 
with enough money to make it through the week, much less anyone in 
banking or investment? Neither do they know the kind of people who can 
provide guarantees for them for potential investors, references for 
potential clients or even the most basic know-how needed to start a 
business. They come from a world where people work for someone else, 
often in the public sector.

We think of this generation as tech savvy and, yes, they are social media 
fluent, but have no idea how to set up an online presence for a business. 
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Professionals
We talked to aspiring lawyers and investment 
bankers, all of whom had someone in the 
family who had taken that path. And just 
because your mum is a lawyer or your dad is a 
banker doesn’t mean that you don’t know 
someone who has been affected by gang 
violence or knife crime.   

In spite of their apparently more middle-class 
lives, these young people too are afraid of the 
one wrong step that could destroy their 
chances. Everyone can be in the wrong place 
at the wrong time in the wrong company. They 
see even their professional parents struggle 
for money sometimes, and their reluctance to 
ask for financial help leaves them vulnerable 
to people who will offer them cash if they do 
“just one” drug or money laundering deal.  

Creative
2 of our respondents were or had been 
studying drama and performance at college. 
Both wanted to use their influence, should 
they succeed, to keep those younger than 
them away from violence. 

Their hopes and the 
barriers to achievement
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Community and love
They were all united by wanting to take their 
close friends and family along with them as they 
made their way towards their goals. They also 
hoped to connect with new people and find new 
communities along the way. However, their 
ability to do this is becoming more and more 
restricted as their world becomes smaller, 
confined to a church group or a post code 
because of fear of what might happen if they step 
outside that group. 

Financial and personal security
They had all seen their parents and other family 
members struggle. They know that financial 
struggles take away from family life, and lead to 
insecurity in many forms. They don’t only want 
to get out of the postcodes that they’re currently 
living in, but many of them want to leave the 
country altogether. They don’t see people who 
look like them succeeding in their 
neighbourhoods, or in the country as a whole. If 
they do leave, they will be taking their ideas, 
their creativity and their desire to form 
communities away with them. 

Giving and giving back
They all expressed a desire to use their success 
to give back to their families (especially their 
mothers) and communities. 
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Their fears
Remember that we asked them to talk about the 
barriers to their success and their fears, but apart 
from this, we did not find that they were miserable; 
they enjoy the company of their friends, they were 
often funny and sharp-witted in the interviews. 

All of their fears are of things beyond their control. 
And, being young, black and (in their opinion) of no 
interest to the establishment, they don’t feel that they 
have much control over anything. 

Being trapped
The fear of being trapped is not only one of being 
imprisoned but of being trapped in the same social 
setting with the same problems as their parents. 

The lack of financial and social support and cultural 
understanding that often comes with being the first in 
your family or one of very few black people in a college 
or university can lead to them being “trapped on the 
outside”. Some of them have had the experience of 
having been the “token” on a 3rd level course, and not 
being able to fit in – a problem compounded by the 
fact that their teenage years have been spent with a 
smaller and smaller social group (in their postcode, 
their church) because of the fear of stepping outside 
that group. Unsurprisingly, they can find it difficult to 
forge relationships with people “not like me”. 
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One wrong move
They know that society is less likely to 
forgive one mistake on the part of a young 
black male than a litany of corruption on 
the part of someone already in the 
establishment. 
They fear ending up in jail, hospital or the 
grave because they were in the wrong place 
at the wrong time, or said the wrong thing. 
They know people that this has happened 
to. 

Poverty and debt
They are put off going on to 3rd level 
education or investing in their future by 
their fear of debt. One of our interviewees 
had started a course, but then lost his 
passport with its ILR stamp and as a result 
had his fees increased to overseas student 
rate. He left, being unable to afford the fees. 

Mercurial changes in the law 
– the Windrush effect
They have a fear of becoming refugees in the 
country that they have always thought of as 
home. 
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What can we do?

We can help them to get over the barriers to their hopes 
and dreams, but this will require sustained commitment 
over months or years. One-off speeches and visits to 
schools from inspiring individuals are all very well, but 
they don’t give these young people the ongoing support 
they need. 

They need to learn and believe from a very young age that 
people who look like them have succeeded and can 
succeed in business, the professions, government and the 
arts, and that those people will share the knowledge, skills 
and struggles that it takes to get there. 

They need places to go to spend time with these “aunties 
and uncles”.  

They need to know that hard work now will pay off in the 
future, even if in a completely different field. Sports clubs 
do great work in this – it’s not about becoming a star 
footballer but about showing that if you want to improve, 
you have to work at it. 

They need to be helped to communicate with people 
outside their immediate family.
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Knife Crime breakfast presentation at Theatre Royal Stratford East
4th May 2018



They believe that the establishment doesn’t care about 
them, doesn’t communicate with them, and doesn’t 
understand them. 

One of the questions that we asked was “Who can help you 
to achieve your goals?”. A question to which the answer, all 
too often, was a long silence followed by the answer, “I 
don’t know.” 

What do we need to ask from 
national and local 
government, the educational 
establishment, the Home 
Office, Social Services, the 
police and prison service?
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Tuition fees 
Disproportionately exclude black youth from 3rd level 
education – they are afraid of debt. Once there, black kids in 
college and university need support especially if they are the 
first in their family, or in a small minority away from home. 
Once in 3rd level education, they need to be supported to stay 
there. 

Right to remain
Windrush has had a huge impact on their sense of security. If 
you arrived here as a child without the correct paperwork it 
wasn’t your choice. You should not be made to feel insecure 
about your future. The costs associated with ILR paperwork 
are also placing a huge financial burden on families.

Support single parents
Parents working 2 or 3 jobs just to pay the bills cannot give 
time to their children.
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Support the police
Yes, we need more police in the community, and those officers need a better understanding of the many different 
cultures and sub cultures that they are there to help and keep safe. 

Leaders need to get to know real people
They believe that the powers that be have no interest in them (often citing Teresa May’s failure to speak to any of the 
Grenfell survivors as evidence). That those in authority don’t understand their culture. They don’t see any evidence that 
anyone wants them to get out of their increasingly small circles. 



What is contributing to this 
trapped feeling? I’m affraid.

My mum has less time for me.

My close, postcode or church friends are 

my ONLY rock.

Social mobility is 
declining.

It’s though to be a token.

One mistake and you’re out. 

The system state doesn’t see 

the individual.

“The black box”. 

No appreciation of the diversity 

of black communities.

Inspiring speakers are all very well 

but where’s my day to day business coach?

My world is getting smaller. 

It can seem more like a cage 

than a cradle.

I need to see that people like me can do it.

Good practices and bad 

habbits start young.

Entreprencurial spirits die without practical business support.
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Possible solutions
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Effective communication 
using an agency that 
understands black ethnic 
community culture.

Using community leaders 
and relatives to form a 
bridge between the police 
and the community for 
positive cohesion.

Youth centres with practical tools 
and skills offered to the youth. 
Faith centres & football clubs can be 
drafted in, empowered and equipped to 
run effective youth programmes in the 
communities.

Creating a central hub where all 
resource providers can be linked 
and information about the various 
projects disseminated properly to 
the youth who need the 
services/resources.

Aunties & Uncles project.
A mentoring scheme working with 
ethnic minority adults who have 
achieved in their various fields  to 
serve as positive role models for the 
youth.
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Greater support for 
single parents and 
minority families.
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