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Executive Summary 

This study investigates the relational risk factors linked to youth violence — including both 
suspected offending and victimisation. Moving beyond individual-level analysis, it places 
(social) relationships at the centre of inquiry by examining how network structures and a 
person’s position within those networks shape the risk of violence. This research focuses on 
the relational behaviour of an at-risk youth population, i.e., individuals already known to the 
police as suspects in any type of crime, rather than the population of all young people. 
Comparisons made in the study are mostly within a group identified and recorded by the police 
because of an alleged connection to crime. The one exception is the youth victimisation 
analysis where, in some cases, we also include individuals recorded exclusively as victims 
throughout the entire period. This group of young individuals at higher risk is central to efforts 
to develop targeted, network-informed interventions aimed at reducing youth serious violence.  
 
The study draws on administrative records provided by Cambridgeshire Constabulary covering 
the period from March 2018 to October 2021. It examines the characteristics, behaviours, and 
relational dynamics of individuals aged 18 or under who were involved in crime events as 
suspects, victims or both (in separate events). The records include 14,408 individuals classified 
as young people (aged 10–18), of whom 6,000 were suspected of committing at least one 
offence of any type. This latter group, considered to be at heightened risk, forms the primary 
focus of the analysis. It should be noted that our classification of youth includes individuals 
who had turned 18, as risk exposure, network involvement and their consequences do not 
always align neatly with the legal threshold that separates youth from adult justice; however, 
we recognise that the criminal justice system treats 18 as the point at which youth jurisdiction 
ends. 
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Key Findings 
Violent offending 

1. 42% of youth suspects were recorded alongside at least one other person in a 
crime event of any type (i.e. suspected co-participation in a crime event). These 
networked (connected) individuals are associated with considerably higher rates 
of knife involvement (2.5 times), and links to organised crime groups (7.5 times) 
compared to those who acted alone. 
 

2. The most connected youth (top 5% by number of co-suspects, i.e. degree 
centrality) are almost five times more likely to carry a knife and almost three times 
more likely to be involved in violent crime than the broader youth suspect 
population.  
 

3. Being connected to a suspect of any crime type increases the odds of violent 
behaviour. Each co-suspect increases the odds of violent behaviour by around 
30% and knife violence by 19%. 
 

4. Being close in the network to a suspect of any crime that is also a victim of 
violence increases the probability of committing violence — by about 9% for 
general violence and 15% for knife violence. 
 

5. Youth suspected of knife violence are 2.6 times more likely to be involved in 
drug-related crime and 8.2 times more likely to be linked to an organised crime 
group (OCG) than a youth suspect generally. 

Violent victimisation 

6. Being connected in the network to a suspect of any crime increases the odds 
of violent victimisation. Each co-suspect increases such odds by roughly 7% for 
general violence and 11% for knife-related violence.  
 

7. Being close in the network to a suspect of any crime that is also a victim of 
violence raises knife victimisation odds by nearly 17%. 
 

8. Among youth victims, the victim–suspect overlap grows sharply with crime 
severity: 22% of victims in entire youth victim population were also recorded as 
suspects in another crime event, the rises to 35% for victims of violence with 
injury; 41% for knife-related victims and nearly 60% for victims of knife violence.  
 

9. Victims of more severe violence are embedded in riskier networks. The share 
of individuals connected to at least one knife-flagged co-suspect rises from 23% 
among victims of non-violent crime, to 38% among violence victims, and to 64% 
among victims of knife-related violence.  
 

10. Violence between young people mostly occurs among individuals with a 
similar profile — same age group (68%), same gender (70%), and same ethnicity 
(83%). However, about a third of victim/offender pairs involve adults and youth, 
requiring distinct safeguarding responses. Same-gender patterns also mean 
female-on-female violence is a notable component, often overlooked in male-
focused prevention strategies. Organised crime members, though rare, are 3.5 
times more likely to be suspects than victims. 
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Youth Suspects  

1. Demographic and Offending Profiles 

Over the study period, 6,000 young individuals were identified as suspects of any crime (68% 
male), 1,461 of violence, and 139 of violence with a knife. The gender balance is relatively 
consistent across violent and non-violent suspects, though the subset involved in knife violence 
is overwhelmingly male (88.5%). Within the knife violence subset, Black individuals are over-
represented relative to the broader youth suspect population. No other significant demographic 
differences emerge for the remaining categories. 
Young people suspected of violence with a knife are 2.6 times more likely than the general 
youth suspect population to be involved in drug-related criminal activity, and 8.2 times more 
likely to be identified as members of an organised crime group (OCG) than the general youth 
suspect population. These patterns indicate that knife violence is associated with a distinct and 
heightened risk profile that includes drug involvement and membership in predominantly adult 
organised crime groups.  

2. Co-Suspect Networks 

A central contribution of this study is the construction and analysis of co-suspect networks 
among at-risk youth in Cambridgeshire. Of the 6,000 youth suspects, 42.2% were recorded as 
having been involved in at least one crime event alongside another individual of any age, while 
57.8% appeared only as solo suspects. The broader co-suspect network comprises 9,043 
individuals (2,533 youth and 6,510 adults), with an average of 2.14 connections per individual 
(of any age). Within the network’s largest connected component, which includes 13% of all 
nodes (1,177 individuals), youth tend to cluster together. However, notable exceptions exist 
where young people are embedded within predominantly adult sub-networks. These youth–
adult network configurations raise important concerns about exposure to more developed 
criminal knowledge and social learning processes that may reinforce offending behaviour. 
Additionally, age differences create power imbalances that may leave young people vulnerable 
to manipulation, coercion, or exploitation by adult suspects, potentially shaping longer-term 
criminal pathways and reducing prospects for moving away from crime. 
 
The networked subset of young suspects differs substantially from solo suspects in ways that 
carry important implications. Networked individuals (i.e., individuals connected to at least 
another suspect) are 8.6 times more likely to have been involved in robbery, 3.1 times more 
likely to have been involved in theft or burglary, 1.23 times more likely to be connected to 
drug-related offences, 2.46 times more likely to be suspects in knife-flagged events, and 7.5 
times more likely to be associated with an organised crime group. These findings suggest that 
suspected co-participation in crime is a meaningful and distinct marker of elevated risk. 
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3. Spatial Patterns: The Locality of Youth Violence 

The geographic analysis shows that youth violence is predominantly local and urbanised in 
nature. Considering four macro-areas within Cambridgeshire (Peterborough, Cambridge, 
Huntingdonshire and Fenland), 91.7% of youth suspects committed violent offences in a single 
macro area, with just 6.8% active in two areas and only 1.5% in three or more. Even for knife-
related violence, which is somewhat more geographically spread out, 83.7% of suspects 
operated within a single area. The co-suspect network mirrors this spatial concentration, with 
suspects from Peterborough, Cambridge, and Fenland forming distinct clusters of suspected 
co-participation in violent events, and cross-area ties remaining limited.  

4. Network Position and Violence Risk 

The study reveals a clear and statistically significant association between an individual’s 
position within the co-suspect network and their involvement in violence. Degree centrality, 
which captures the number of co-suspect connections, shows that youth suspected of violence 
have significantly more connections than those suspected of other (non-violent) offence types 
(an average of 3.18 versus 2.26).  
 
An important finding is that among the top 5% most connected youth (208 individuals), 65% 
had been involved in a violent offence, 37.5% had been flagged for carrying a knife, and 42.8% 
were involved in drug-related offences — far exceeding the rates in the broader youth suspect 
population of 24%, 8%, and 17% respectively. These highly connected youth are also 
predominantly male (87.5% versus 68% overall) and more likely to be linked to organised 
crime groups. These differences are statistically significant. These findings show that network 
structure matters and point to the importance of identifying and prioritising highly connected 
and centrally positioned young people for interventions, as they represent a particularly high-
risk group within an already at-risk population. 

5. Relational Risk Factors 

The analysis goes beyond individual characteristics to examine how the attributes of co-suspect 
connections relate to violent behaviour. As the severity of violence increases, so does the 
proportion of individuals connected to individuals flagged for drug activity or acquisitive 
crime. Among youth involved in knife-related violence, 67% are connected to drug-involved 
individuals (versus 31% overall). Crucially, the study moves beyond direct co-suspect 
connection by introducing a network proximity measure based on shortest-path distances. This 
distance captures the minimum number of network steps linking a suspect to someone involved 
in a specific type of crime (i.e., both direct and indirect exposure to specific crime types). Each 
network step represents one person: for example, being two steps away means being connected 
to someone who is themselves directly connected to a person involved in that specific crime 
type (direct connections are one step away). 
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Crucially, whether a young person suspected of any crime was involved in a wider network of 
connections or not played a significant role in their risk of committing violence, with each co-
suspect increasing the odds of violent behaviour by around 30%. For young people embedded 
in networks of suspected criminal connections, being close to someone who is both a suspect 
of any crime and a victim of violence increases the odds of committing violence by around 9%. 
Proximity to individuals involved in robbery or organised crime further raises the risk of 
violence among young people embedded in networks. 
 
Knife-related violence presents a similar pattern with each co-suspect increasing the odds of 
knife violence by around 19%. Among young people embedded in networks of suspected 
criminal connections, being close in the network to a victim of violence with injury raises the 
odds of knife violence by 15%. Proximity to robbery-involved, drug-involved, or 
theft/burglary-involved co-suspects further raises risk. Unlike for general violence with injury, 
gender (being male) and ethnicity (being of Black ethnicity) emerge as significant predictors 
for knife-related violence.   
 
Crucially, for individuals without network ties, no individual or offending characteristics have 
the effect of increasing the risk of either form of violence, underscoring that network 
participation itself is a key driver of violence risk rather than the type of offence alone. 
 

Youth Victims 
 
The study also examines the characteristics, relational dynamics, and risk factors associated 
with violent victimisation among individuals aged 10 to 18. It distinguishes between two key 
groups: young people who have been recorded solely as victims (‘victim-only’) and those who 
have also been recorded as suspects in separate crime events (‘victim-suspect’). 

6. Prevalence and the Victim–Suspect Overlap 

Over the study period, 10,491 young individuals were recorded as victims of at least one crime. 
The majority (78%) were recorded solely as victims, while 22% were also identified as suspects 
in separate offences. Among the 1,968 youth victims of violence specifically, the victim–
suspect overlap rises to approximately one-third. This overlap grows further with crime 
seriousness: 41% of knife-related victims and nearly 60% of victims of knife-related violence 
with injury were also recorded as suspects.  
Gender differences widen as violence severity increases. While males make up 54.1% of all 
victims, their share reaches 87.4% among victims of knife-related violence. White victims 
remain the largest group across all categories; however, individuals from minority ethnic 
backgrounds become increasingly represented in knife-related categories. Youth with links to 
organised crime groups are rare among victims overall but disproportionately represented in 
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knife-related violence, being 6.5 times more likely to be victims of knife violence than of 
violence with injury generally, and 13 times more likely than to be victims of crime of any 
type. 

7. The Victimisation Network 

The youth violent victimisation network, linking youth victims to suspects of any age, 
comprises 2,285 individuals. Each suspect has victimised an average of 1.19 victims, while 
each victim has been victimised by an average of 1.38 suspects, with maximum values reaching 
8 and 10, respectively. When violence is repeated, it typically involves different suspects rather 
than the same individual, contrasting sharply with patterns typically observed in adult intimate 
partner violence. 

8. Victimisation and Offending Network Exposure   

The study examines the relational patterns of youth victims who have also been recorded as 
suspects, assessing whether exposure to risky networks differs systematically by type of 
victimisation. Relational patterns (networks) are built based on suspected co-participation in 
crime events. A clear pattern of escalation emerges: victims of more severe violence are 
disproportionately connected to co-suspects with elevated risk profiles, including higher 
probabilities of being male, being in possession of a knife, and being involved in violent or 
criminal activity. The proportion of individuals connected to at least one co-suspect flagged 
for knife possession increases from 23.1% among victims of non-violent crime, to 38.1% 
among victims of violence, and to 64.4% among victims of knife-related violence. These 
findings indicate that severe victimisation is associated with being embedded in networks 
characterised by concentrated risk. 
Proximity score analysis, based on shortest-path network distances, shows that individuals are 
on average more closely connected to victims of general violence than to victims of knife 
violence, suggesting that knife-related victimisation is concentrated within more tightly 
bounded, high-risk segments of the network. 

9. What Drives Victimisation? 

Regression models estimated on the entire at-risk youth population, which include both 
networked and non-networked individuals, reveal that violent victimisation is shaped by both 
individual offending behaviour and network embeddedness, i.e. the level of connections that a 
person possesses. Each co-suspect increases the odds of violent victimisation by roughly 7% 
and knife violent victimisation by 11%.  
 
Among young people embedded in networks of suspected criminal connections, being close in 
the network to a victim of violence with injury raises the odds of violent victimisation by 16% 
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and knife victimisation by nearly 17%, consistent with the idea that victimisation clusters 
among at-risk populations exposed to similar risky environments. 
Among the same networked individuals, proximity to organised crime members and to 
individuals involved in drug-related activities and robbery further increases risk of violent 
victimisation by 2.5%, 3% and 5%, respectively. For knife-related victimisation, these patterns 
are even more pronounced, with effects rising to 11.5% for proximity to drug-related activities 
and 14% to robbery.  
Among non-networked individuals, most predictors are not statistically significant, further 
underscoring the central role of network embeddedness. 

10. The Shared Profile of Suspects and Victims in Violent Events 

Analysis of suspect–victim pairs reveals strong similarity (homophily) across multiple 
dimensions. Age similarity is pronounced, with 68.2% of pairs involving individuals in the 
same age group. Gender similarity is also strong, with 70% of violent pairs occurring between 
individuals of the same gender, rising to approximately 80% among youth-only suspects. 
Ethnic similarity is particularly marked, with 83% of pairs involving suspects and victims of 
the same ethnicity. Although organised crime members are rare in the violence network, when 
present, they are 3.5 times more likely to occupy the suspect rather than victim role, suggesting 
that targeting organised crime members may have an outsized impact on violence dynamics. 

11. Limitations 

The cross-sectional design cannot establish the direction of effects, and police event data only 
partially capture young individuals' daily experiences. Additionally, the dataset is limited to 
individuals who have come to police attention, meaning it does not capture the full universe of 
victims and offenders — and the composition of the network to some extent also reflects police 
activity.  
Further work should be carried out to understand the motivations underpinning the use of 
violence, and to ascertain whether more violence-inclined young people are more likely to 
become embedded in networks of offending or at-risk subcultures (thus exploring the potential 
reverse causality mechanism) through longitudinal quantitative designs and qualitative 
interviews with affected individuals and practitioners.  
Finally, this study covers a single force area, and caution should be exercised when generalising 
findings. It remains an open question whether network dynamics would differ in larger urban 
settings such as London or Birmingham, and future work should replicate our analysis in other 
settings. Nonetheless, we remain confident that the core mechanisms and key conclusions are 
not specific to Cambridgeshire, and there is nothing to suggest the area is atypical in this 
respect. The exception concerns findings related to ethnicity, which tend to be highly context-
specific and should not be generalised beyond the local setting. 
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Implications for policy and practice 
The following network-informed strategies are relevant to both the prevention of youth 
violent offending and the reduction of youth violent victimisation: 
 
1. Intervening at the first signs of network embeddedness, regardless of offence 
seriousness.  

2. Adding network-based factors to risk scoring tools based on either direct connections 
(degree centrality) or network proximity to high-risk individuals.  

3. Prioritising high-degree 'super-connected' youth for intervention programs.  

4. Targeting proximity to specific suspects within networks (e.g. organised crime or 
robberies) to disrupt particularly harmful exposure. 

5. Identifying young people connected to suspects who have also been victims of 
violence, whether peers or adults, offers opportunities for early intervention. 

6. Special attention should be paid to age gaps in co-suspects relationships, as these may 
expose young people to more serious criminal activity and violence. 

7. Importance of focusing on the drug-knife-violence nexus.  

 

For youth violent victimisation, the study additionally suggests: 

8. Breaking down institutional separations between 'victim' and ‘suspect’ within at-risk 
youth with an integrated case management approach, as victim-offender overlap grows 
sharply with crime severity. 

9. Recognising that proximity to a victim of violence is a strong risk factor for knife 
victimisation among youth who have also been a suspect in an unrelated event.  

10. Adopting network-aware knife violence strategies, as knife violence victimisation is 
disproportionately concentrated among youth suspects embedded in co-suspect 
networks. 

11. Peer-group interventions should be designed reflecting same-gender dynamics. Male-
focused programmes are certainly crucial, but the substantial level of female-on-female 
violence should not be overlooked. 

12. Developing a distinct response for adult-on-youth violence. One-third of violent pairs 
involving adult suspects victimising youth likely reflects different dynamics compared to 
youth-on-youth violence — potentially including exploitation.  

13. Targeting OCG members as drivers of violence. Although OCG-linked individuals 
are a small group, they are disproportionately in the perpetrator role.  

14. Tracking changes in network position as an outcome measure to assess whether 
interventions successfully reduce an individual's network embeddedness (level of 
connectivity) as a way to decrease the risk of future victimisation.  
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Finally, it is suggested to build capacity around: 

15. Systematic data collection and network mapping capabilities not only within police 
but also within youth services to inform proactive intervention before violence occurs. 

16. Develop safe, proportionate, and ethical procedures to share network intelligence 
across criminal justice agencies, youth services, the education sector, and community 
organisations. Multi-agency responses should draw on multiple sources of information 
about individuals' network exposure and position. 

 

While the analysis is limited to police-recorded crime events, the network-informed 
approach discussed in this study can also be applied by youth services and other agencies 
beyond the police to support the prevention of youth involvement in violence.  

 


