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Introduction

Twenty years ago, a group of researchers founded the “Eurogang Program of 
Research,” a loosely knit network of researchers and policymakers concerned with 
gangs and troublesome youth groups across the globe1. It evolved out of attempts 
from American researchers to determine and document the existence of gangs in 
Europe (Klein, 1996; see for a short overview of the history of this group, Maxson 
& Esbensen, 2016). It includes not only European but also American researchers as 
well as several researchers from other parts of the world. The Eurogang Program of 
Research is now an official working group of the European Society of Criminology, 
with a primary goal of fostering collaborative efforts to conduct multisite, multi- 
method, comparative research on street gangs. The network developed common 
gang definitions and instruments that can be utilized in local contexts around the 
world, and has held numerous workshops and meetings, on an almost yearly basis. 
This sustained effort has produced a number of collaborative publications, includ-
ing edited books and peer-reviewed journal articles that are widely cited by authors 
conducting gang-focused research in numerous countries.

This chapter introduces the sixth edited volume of contributions from the 
Eurogang network. Research presented in this volume stems primarily from works 
presented at the 17th and 18th Eurogang workshops, held on the campus of Michigan 
State University in 2017 and across both Erasmus University in Rotterdam and a 
conference center in Almen, the Netherlands, in 2018. Together, these workshops 
focused on factors associated with modern street gangs, on gang desistance and 
interventions, and on how gangs and gang members are influenced by their local 
context. A common theme that emerged across these two workshops, however, was 
on the connection between the internet, social media, and street gangs. From previ-
ous research, it was clear that gangs and gang members are at least as active online 
as are other same-age groups and youths (see, e.g., Pyrooz, Decker, and Moule, 
2015). However, the presentations and discussions emanating from the recent 
Eurogang meetings moved well beyond whether and if gangs are present on social 

1 For more information on The Eurogang Project, go to https://eurogangproject.com/.
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media to more substantive discussions on how best to use the Internet and social 
media as a medium for research and the potential consequences of online activities 
for interpersonal relationships and gang activities. There is much to be learned by 
gang researchers about the nature of online content, how best to collect and analyze 
such information, and how the creation and dissemination of online materials influ-
ences people and their “real world” activities.

 Gangs and the Rise of Social Media

Diffusion of internet-based technologies of communication have significantly 
reshaped the social landscape in a matter of a decade. Roughly 45 percent of the 
world’s population report access to a smartphone (Newzoo, 2019). Time spent 
online among teens in the USA, for instance, doubled between 2006 and 2016 
(Twenge, Martin, and Spitzberg, 2019), with nearly 95% of US teens reporting 
access to a smartphone (Anderson & Jiang, 2018). Ownership of smartphones 
among those ages 16 to 24 in the United Kingdom has gone from 29 percent in 2008 
to 96 percent in 2019 (Ofcom, 2019), with similar rates of ownership across most 
western industrialized nations. Access to the Internet and social media is now avail-
able to most segments of society in advanced countries, suggesting the influence of 
the Internet and social media is no longer segmented along socio-economic lines or 
geographically in many regions.

As might be expected with any technological advance, street gangs and their 
members have made use of these advances, in part to advance their “brand” and 
propagate their activities. In what has been referred to as “internet banging” (Patton, 
Eschmann, & Butler, 2013), gang members commonly use social media platforms 
(e.g., YouTube, Instagram, Facebook) to express and promote their gang member-
ship. While the medium for this content is relatively new, with content more easily 
shared across a larger, worldwide audience, the common themes emanating from 
these productions are largely akin to the messages gangs and their members promul-
gated through local graffiti, music, and gossip of days gone by. Gangs continue to 
signal to others, including their rivals, that they are tough, unafraid of violence, and 
are successful in lucrative illicit markets. Public reactions to these messages are 
predictably negative, and many fear that the easy accessibility, long reach, and per-
manence of the messages shared across social media platforms may enhance the 
already negative influences gangs can have on society by stoking greater interper-
sonal conflict and tensions between criminal organizations that may impact inno-
cent civilians. Of course, the actual influence of “internet banging” on changes in 
actual violence is far from settled empirically. Given the potential for the Internet 
and social media to alter communication strategies and relationships within and 
between gangs, it brings forth serious questions pertaining to the study of street 
gangs and their activities.

The role of the Internet and social media as a public platform may have ramifica-
tions for the identification and study of street gangs with respect to The Eurogang 
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Project. After all, the Eurogang definition of a street gang, which states that “a street 
gang (or troublesome youth group corresponding to a street gang elsewhere) is any 
durable, street-oriented youth group whose involvement in illegal activity is part of 
its group identity” (Weerman, Maxson, Esbensen, Aldridge, Medina, and van 
Gemert, 2009: 20), makes little room for purely online groups to fall under the street 
gang label. In particular, groups currently considered as street gangs under this defi-
nitional criterion must be “street-oriented,” in that they frequently congregate in 
public settings. How does the Internet and social media factor into public behavior? 
Do changes in the routine activity patterns of youth and young adults more gener-
ally, who now spend growing hours of the day on the Internet and social media have 
implications for how frequently street gangs hang out on the street, in parks, in cars, 
or other public settings, and ultimately have implications for what we consider 
street gangs? More directly, can the Internet and social media be considered “public 
behavior?” If so, how do we factor this into our methods of research to understand 
street gangs and their associated behaviors?

Members of the Eurogang network have spent considerable time debating this 
topic and its ramifications for research and the instruments that have been developed 
by this group (see the Eurogang Manual (Weerman, et al., 2009: 20) and associated 
data collection instruments (The Eurogang Project, n.d.). At the 2018 workshop in 
Almen, the Netherlands, working groups were convened to explore these issues and 
consider any necessary changes needed to these guiding documents. This process is 
ongoing after renewed discussions at the 19th Eurogang workshop held in the sum-
mer of 2019 at the University of Kent, in Canterbury, England. Chapters in this 
volume will describe some of the inherent controversies in using the Internet and 
social media to study gangs and some of the social processes that make this source 
of information intriguing from a social scientific standpoint. They will also offer 
some new approaches to gang definitions and classifications that may be useful to 
study new appearances of gangs and troublesome youth groups in the modern era.

 Contents of this Volume

The current volume is comprised of two parts. The first part focuses specifically on 
gangs and the internet, and is comprised of both methodologically oriented chapters 
on the merits, controversies, and ethical considerations associated with Internet- 
based research, as well as empirical analyses examining the association between 
gangs, social media, and the internet. The second part is a collection of chapters on 
other important areas of modern gang research and intervention, especially as it 
relates to factors associated with disengagement from gangs and official responses 
to these groups.

The book opens with a chapter by one of the leading criminologists in the area of 
cybercrime, Dr. Thomas Holt, who provides an overview of the considerations 
researchers need to keep in mind when using online communications as a source of 
scientific study. Importantly, this chapter helps to situate those interested in using 
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online platforms for gang research into the standards of practice for online data col-
lection methodologies more broadly, in what is a quickly developing and changing 
area of research. The second chapter, by Urbanik and colleagues, goes into detail on 
the practical and ethical dilemmas faced by gang researchers in this area. Through 
retrospective accounts of their own use of the Internet and social media in their 
research with gangs across multiple contexts, these researchers frankly describe in 
vivid detail how online platforms shaped their research and the problems and pros-
pects they encountered while doing this sort of research. In particular, this chapter 
focuses on the meanings associated with “gang artefacts” found online and the 
problems inherent in interpretations made from online postings.

Chapters 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 of the volume provide a mix of theoretical and empiri-
cal examinations of gangs in the era of the Internet and social media, focusing on 
how information and communications technologies have altered the interpersonal 
dynamics of streets gangs. Fernandez-Planells and colleagues describe how global-
ization and social media have changed the gang landscape, and provide a detailed 
description of how these processes have led to the emergence of transnational gangs 
and new roles for gang members as agents of mediation in local contexts around the 
globe. They call for a renewed understanding of the role of gangs in the modern era, 
where crime and violence are but a part of the complex roles these groups can play 
in society. Carballo and Van Damme explore how representations of gangs in digital 
media is shaped by the local context, especially as it relates to the roles of men and 
women in gangs. Through systematic comparative coding of online news media 
posts on females in gangs across two Central American countries, Honduras and El 
Salvador, the authors demonstrate unique ways in which women are portrayed 
across these contexts. What the chapter makes clear, however, is that gender roles, 
with males viewed as gang leaders and females as their subordinates, remain a pow-
erful influence on how gang activities are described in popular press coverage of 
gang violence.

McCuddy and Esbensen provide a quantitative comparative assessment of the 
similarities and differences in the online and offline communication patterns of 
gang and non-gang youth. Interestingly, they find gang youth report greater use of 
online communication technologies than non-gang respondents in their multi-site 
sample. However, the effects of exclusively online peers do not appear to produce 
unique effects on delinquent outcomes once controlling for offline peer delinquency, 
which suggests online activities may best be conceived as an extension of peer pro-
cesses that take place on the street.

Reid and Valasik tackle the issue of far right, alt-right, groups that have been a 
focus of attention in much of the USA and European countries in the past 5 years. 
Largely based upon the demographic make-up of these groups and the political 
nature of their activities, white supremacist and other hate groups have largely been 
studied outside the context of street gangs. In this chapter, however, the authors 
make the case that the current manifestation of alt-right groups should be consid-
ered street gangs. Through analysis of content posted on a popular social media 
platform for these types of groups, the authors explore the possible connections 
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between online activities and real world behaviors, especially after notable vio-
lent events.

Lastly, Galasso and colleagues take a different approach to understanding the 
role of social media in producing real world violence, and the impact street gangs 
have on this dynamic, by examining these topics in a general sample of youth in a 
high crime city. Importantly, this work adds to the growing body of literature on the 
role of gangs and social media in the etiology of violence because it did not purpo-
sively sample on these factors. That is, those involved in the study were not recruited 
through social media platforms, nor did they have to be a gang member to partici-
pate. Rather, this general sample of school-aged youth were asked to describe the 
etiology of violence in their local schools and neighborhoods, and how social media 
and gangs influenced these incidents. This study suggests that social media exacer-
bates interpersonal disputes among youth, both serving as an instigator in physical 
fights and as a venue for post conflict communications between the subjects and 
their peers. That said, in their local context, it did not appear that gangs and their 
members were unique in their use of social media for such purposes, or a particu-
larly salient part of the interpersonal disputes emanating from this local school 
context.

The second part of the book provides empirical and theoretical insights into a 
number of persistent gang issues, including gang disengagement and effective 
responses to gangs. Chapters 8, 9, and 10 focus on the factors associated with leav-
ing gangs and the multitude of physical, emotional, and social consequences of the 
disengagement process. Both Forkby and colleagues as well as and Morck and asso-
ciates examine gang disengagement through qualitative examination of the lives of 
former gang members, many of whom were active in biker gangs. These authors 
describe the trials and tribulations of ex-gang members with respect to their devel-
opment of new identities, and how past associations with gangs continued to influ-
ence their lives well after they first walked away from the gang lifestyle. Decker and 
Pyrooz examine the role of spirituality and religion in the disengagement process, 
owing to the commonly held belief that prisoners are inspired by religious and spiri-
tual factors to change their deviant ways. Interestingly, they find the relationship 
between religion, spirituality, and disengagement to be complex, suggesting reli-
gion may not inspire disengagement, but rather those who are more removed from 
the gang lifestyle report growing more spiritual.

The remaining four chapters provide further insights into modern responses to 
gangs and gang members, from official sanctions to community and programmatic 
interventions. Scott explores the influence of formal and informal activities on the 
likelihood of involvement in violent incidents among youth housed in a juvenile 
justice facility. In particular, he examines whether the common finding of a positive 
association between time spent in unstructured activities and involvement in violent 
crime holds true in a confined facility. Results suggest that while gang members are 
involved in a higher number of violent incidents in juvenile justice facilities, the role 
of structured and unstructured activities is not as straight forward as is the case on 
the street. De Jong and Denkers explore the all-important question of how interven-
tionists can best connect with high-risk adolescent gang members and work to 
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reduce their often violent misbehavior. They draw upon two sources of data to 
examine whether “tough love” strategies may well help to improve interpersonal 
relationships between street workers and troubled youth. Rubenson and Huey pro-
vide an overview of the disconcerting reality that interventions that aim to help 
gangs and gang members reduce their involvement in crime and violence may do 
more harm than good. They review the literature on iatrogenic effects before criti-
cally examining what these unintended consequences mean in practice, and how we 
might better examine the efficacy of gang interventions and monitor both their 
potential successes and failures. Lastly, Dyberg and Egan provide an in-depth over-
view and push for further development of programs and practices in the area of 
moral psychology in gang focused prevention and intervention strategies. In par-
ticular, these authors make a case for why moral disengagement is a useful theoreti-
cal model associated with gang member offending, and how “discriminant moral 
disengagement” might be conceptualized in gang prevention and intervention.

In conclusion, the Eurogang Program of Research has contributed greatly to the 
advancement of gang research across the globe. Hundreds of researchers have 
attended the 19 workshops hosted across numerous countries in Europe and North 
America. What started off as a small group of researchers interested in the compara-
tive study of gangs and troublesome youth groups has evolved into a lasting pro-
gram that has attracted the attention of researchers, policymakers, and practitioners 
dealing with youth crime and violence. That said, the original goals of this collec-
tive have yet to be achieved. We have yet to sustain prospective, multi-method, 
comparative gang research on a global scale. This volume, however, takes us a step 
in the right direction by focusing on the role of the Internet and social media as a 
medium of study for gang research. The Internet opens new channels for compara-
tive research that can help break down many of the barriers international scholars 
have faced in collecting comparative data. Modern technology will continue to 
evolve to create better opportunities for collecting valid and reliable data on gangs 
and the local context, and to the extent that we make use of these advancements will 
have the direct benefit of pushing the Eurogang research agenda forward, in hopes 
of achieving our ultimate goals of prospective, multi-method, comparative gang 
research.
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