
Towards the end of 2018 there was a flood of media stories about rising  
numbers of stab attacks and their connection with black youth gangs in London. 
John Williams explores the facts behind these headlines

London knife crime

2011 2012 2013 2014 2015 2016 2017 2018
0

5,000
10,000
15,000
20,000
25,000
30,000
35,000
40,000
45,000

N
um

be
r 

of
 o

ff
en

ce
s

YearSource: Home Office, year ending March

Figure 1 Total knife crime offences in England 
and Wales
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Knife crime did seem to be on the rise in England 
and Wales in 2018 (see Figure 1). US president 
Donald Trump weighed in by describing one 

London hospital as a ‘war zone,’ even though homicide 
rates in US cities easily outpaced those in London 
(see Figure 2). What exactly is going on here, and how 
should UK society respond?

Stop and search
One argument was that the police needed to become 
more pro-active. Stop-and-search powers had been 
reined in but now, it was argued, such approaches 
should be stepped up again, especially in the capital 
(see Figure 3). But not everyone agreed. Susan McVie, 
professor of quantitative criminology at the University 
of Edinburgh, pointed out that the police, working 
alone, have a limited capacity to prevent knife crime. 
In Scotland, she reported that fewer than 2% of stop-
and-searches resulted in the recovery of a knife and 
that prejudice was likely to overlook youths from more 
middle-class backgrounds who feel frightened, isolated 
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Source: USA Today/Police 
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Metropolitan police/BBC

Figure 2 London and selected US murder rates, 2017
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Questions
1 Do you think there is a ‘moral panic’ about the 

behaviour of young black men, gangs and knife 
crime? How and why do moral panics occur?

2 Thinking sociologically, assess and compare 
neighbourhood policing and the use of stop-
and-search powers to fight youth crime.

3 Critically assess ‘societal health’ approaches 
to knife crime prevention to those advocating 
stronger sentences for young offenders.

Weblinks

You can see some tabloid coverage of the knife 
crime issue here: www.tinyurl.com/ya4t7bty

You can read about the Glasgow 
approach to knife crime and gangs here: 
www.tinyurl.com/y9g5kk3q

You can read about Gary Younge’s analysis 
of the London knife crime problem here: 
www.tinyurl.com/y85mmold

and threatened in social situations and who end up 
carrying knives for protection.

Also discussing policing, ex-Metropolitan Police 
commissioner Lord Blair told the Observer that crime 
is clearly an indicator of societal health, particularly 
violent crime, but that resources to fight it might 
also be an issue. He pointed out that neighbourhood 
policing had been cut and that, ‘It does seem odd that 
the cut in budget for policing by 20% coincides with a 
significant rise in crimes of all sorts. Is it coincidence or 
is it causation?’

Success in Glasgow
In Glasgow, serious knife crime and gang rivalries 
had been addressed, with some success, as a societal 
heath issue. There, a new Violence Reduction Unit 
(VRU) showed that even at the height of gang violence, 
only a relatively small percentage of young men were 
involved. By working intensely with them, the VRU 
was able to offer alternatives to violence. It focused on 
basic life skills, including the ability of young people 
to communicate, negotiate and compromise with each 
other without resorting to violence.

Gary Younge, writing in the Guardian, took a 
rather different, more in-depth view. He argued that 
media coverage of knife crime bears little relation to 
its incidence. In a year-long series called ‘Beyond the 
Blade,’ he gained access to previously unavailable data 
on young people and knife crime over the past 40 
years, and calculated the number of children and teens 
killed by knives in 2017. He argued that roughly half of 
all teenage knife deaths, on average, take place outside 
London and the overwhelming majority of those killed 

by knives in Britain in the last 40 years are not black. 
Moreover, the majority of young people caught carrying 
knives today are not involved with gangs.

Is austerity to blame?
Younge concluded that poverty and austerity — the cuts 
in educational maintenance grants, youth services and 
local facilities — were the key issues here, but that our 
approach to knife crime today was rather like previous 
moral panics about black youth: ‘For the papers and 
politicians alike’, he argued, ‘hyperbole takes over 
where facts are absent — often mistaking London for 
all of Britain, and mistakenly assuming that race, not 
class, is the only common thread.’
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Figure 3 Falling use of stop and search
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