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Chapter 1

The Eurogang Program of Research

and Multimethod Comparative Gang Research:
Introduction

Finn-Aage Esbensen and Cheryl L. Maxson

The topic of youth gangs has received considerable scholarly attention in the United
States as well as in other nations. Numerous publications have addressed the preva-
lence of, trends in, and responses to youth gangs within specific national contexts.
Relatively missing from this field, however, is examination of the youth gang phe-
nomenon across multiple societal and cultural contexts, although several notable
exceptions exist (e.g., Covey 2003; Decker and Weerman 2005; Hagedorn 2008;
Klein et al. 2001; van Gemert et al. 2008). In this edited volume, we hope to con-
tribute to this evolving body of research. Specifically, this volume addresses impor-
tant issues in gang research and represents work by a number of youth gang scholars
from a variety of countries and disciplines. The chapters in this book (1) provide
unique insights into definitional and measurement issues, (2) investigate group pro-
cesses that distinguish youth gangs from other law-violating youth groups, and (3)
describe interesting and contemporary gang research conducted in seven different
nations (Denmark, Israel, the Netherlands, Sweden, Trinidad and Tobago, the United
Kingdom, and the United States).
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This book is the fourth in a series of edited volumes produced by the Eurogang
Network, a cross-national collaboration of researchers, including European and
American scholars, devoted to comparative and multimethod research on youth gangs
and troublesome youth groups. The Eurogang web site (http://www.umsl.edu/~ccj/
eurogang/euroganghome.htm) notes three primary objectives of this network:

1. To build a foundation of knowledge regarding the socioeconomic conditions and
institutional processes that foster or curtail the emergence and persistence/dis-
solution of youth gangs and problematic groups.

2. To construct an infrastructure for comparative, multimethod, cross-national
research on youth violence in group contexts.

3. To disseminate and effectively utilize knowledge to inform the development of
effective local, national, and international responses to emerging youth crime
and violence issues (retrieved 7/26/11).

Throughout our series of workshops, certain themes surface again and again in
our discussions of definitional and methodological issues. We also engage in
repeated discussions about the group processes that occur within youth gangs and
how these might contribute to high levels of offending. As such, we devoted our
tenth Eurogang meeting (June 2010) in Neustadt an der Weinstrasse, Germany, to
presentations and discussions of these core issues associated with comparative
research on youth gangs as well as site-specific descriptions of gang research in a
variety of European settings. The presentations at that workshop provide the foun-
dation for this book, supplemented by a few contributions from nonattending
Eurogang members. All of the chapters represent original contributions to the field.

Some of the chapter authors are well-known scholars in the field, while others
are breaking new ground by being the first in their countries to raise interest in and
conduct research on youth gang issues. Authors come from a variety of scholarly
disciplines as well as cultural perspectives, providing rich and diverse views of the
youth gang phenomenon. The works presented in the chapters also represent vari-
ous and rich research traditions, including ethnographic methods, self-report sur-
veys or interviews of youth, surveys or interviews with law enforcement, official
records data, and victim interviews. Importantly, and unique among the few books
that address gangs outside the United States, all of the authors utilize the Eurogang
Program’s definition of a youth gang so that while the groups they describe are
located in different countries, comparisons may be drawn between them.

1.1 Some Background Information on the Eurogang
Program of Research’

The Eurogang Program was conceived during a small meeting in the béguinage’ in
Leuven, Belgium, following a conference on restorative justice held in 1997. After
publishing an exploratory article about the presence of gangs in Europe (Klein
1996), Malcolm Klein convened a small group of scholars to discuss how the study
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of street gangs in Europe might be fostered, and instigated another exploratory
meeting later that year in San Diego, California.

Following the enthusiastic response of researchers who were present at these
meetings, and from others who were unable to attend, several of us organized the
first Eurogang workshop in Schmitten, Germany, in September 1998. More than 40
people from 13 nations attended Eurogang I. Guided by the presentations of pre-
pared papers, meeting participants learned about state-of-the-art gang research in
the United States and Europe, as well as a number of European studies of other
youth groups that might or might not be called street gangs. These presentations
acted as a catalyst for the first of many lengthy discussions about gang definitions
and research methods. Perhaps, the primary issue at this meeting was the sensitivity
to the topic of gang existence in Europe: whether gangs existed in Europe. Some
observers did not see the entities they expected based on sensationalized, media-
driven accounts of gangs in the United States of America. Adding to that were the
understandable concerns that acknowledgement of European gangs might cause a
“moral panic” that could stimulate a suppressive overreaction to the phenomenon.
Nevertheless, there were many reports about troublesome youth groups that were
recognized as clear examples of street gangs by the American gang researchers
present at the meeting.

Two important outcomes resulted from the Schmitten workshop. First was a
spirit of enthusiasm for fostering systematic research on gangs in Europe. The sec-
ond major product was the agreement to compile the presented papers and a few
others into a published volume (Klein et al. 2001). The energy and intellectual curi-
osity of participants attending this initial gathering helped to establish a multina-
tional collaborative that resulted in the Eurogang Program of Research. Since the
Schmitten meeting, the group has engaged in a number of coordinated activities,
including ten formal workshops (an 11th, known as EG XI, was convened in
September 2011 in Hillerod, Denmark, and EG XII is scheduled in Stockholm,
Sweden, during May 2012), numerous informal meetings and panels at professional
conferences, the collaborative development of a package of instruments, two addi-
tional published volumes of research, and several funding applications for system-
atic, cross-national, multimethod studies of street gangs in Europe.

An initial research design emerged from this first workshop that embraced mul-
tiple methods of gathering information about gangs, a commitment to implementing
standardized designs across multiple sites, and a multilayered design structure that
could provide city- and neighborhood-level contextual information to the more
detailed accounts of gangs and youth groups. The fundamental characteristics of the
Eurogang group process were also evident at this first workshop: numerous intense
discussions of core issues in research and policy, respect for different perspectives,
and a furtherance of social integration and communication among researchers.

The second workshop convened in September 1999 in Oslo, Norway. This meet-
ing proved pivotal in producing the organizational framework that would propel the
methodological development of the instrument packages. Five instrument-based
working groups were formed: city level descriptors, expert survey, youth survey,
ethnography, and a program inventory. An additional group agreed to hammer out
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the thorny definitional issues, and another took responsibility for seeking out funding
opportunities for further meetings and research. There was little enthusiasm for a
proposed workgroup on archival methods (using police or judicial data), and subse-
quent attempts to promote interest have not been successful.

Oslo meeting participants aligned themselves with at least one, and sometimes
several, working groups. Group facilitators volunteered to guide the groups toward
draft instruments. We recruited others interested in participating that were not in
attendance at the Oslo meeting. Within each working group, between 10 and 18
individuals participated in the instrument development discussions during the most
active periods. It was understood that although much of the work would be accom-
plished within the working groups, it was critical to adopt common measures across
different instruments. Therefore, the final decisions were made in plenary sessions.
The work of the groups was provided extra momentum by the convening of the third
Eurogang workshop in Leuven, Belgium, held only a month after the Oslo meeting.
Substantial discussion revolved around the question of whether multi-investigator,
multisite, systematic ethnography was possible or desirable. The ethnography work-
ing group tentatively agreed to draft guidelines for ethnographic researchers rather
than the more specific instruments that were in development in the city, expert, and
youth working groups. After this meeting, we used electronic communication to
further refine instrument contents.

Initial drafts of most of the instruments were introduced and discussed at the
fourth Eurogang workshop that was held in the autumn of 2000 in the Netherlands,
at the North Sea resort town of Egmond aan Zee. During this meeting, attention
focused on the content of the instruments. Each instrument working group proposed
a series of topics to be discussed by the larger group. Furthermore, a first attempt
was made to arrive at a common definition of gangs/troublesome youth groups, the
subject of study within the Eurogang Program.

The following workshops, the fifth and the sixth Eurogang meetings, were very
intensive. Both were held at the Correctional Training Facility of Bavaria in
Straubing, Germany, in the summers of 2002 and 2003. During the fifth Eurogang
meeting, we reached consensus after lengthy discussions on a Eurogang definition
to be adopted in Eurogang work. The first drafts of the instruments were elaborated
into complete questionnaires and protocols.

The sixth Eurogang meeting served as a platform to (1) review the results of pre-
tests of the instruments, (2) discuss translation issues, (3) coordinate common mea-
sures across different instruments, and (4) refine the content of the instruments. In
addition, a draft of a gang prevention or intervention program inventory was intro-
duced. During these meetings, participants began to address the issue of use policies
for the instruments. Would use be limited to the Eurogang participants who had worked
so hard to develop them, or would we make the instruments available to all who might
want to use them? If there was free access, how could we learn from others’ experi-
ences to refine the instruments? Another topic of discussion concerned the way in
which different research traditions and different locations might handle informed con-
sent procedures. Finally, we formalized the creation of the Eurogang electronic Listserv
(currently there are over 235 subscribers) and the Eurogang web site.
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Both meetings in Straubing included presentations on the first research studies
which employed the Eurogang definition of gang/troublesome youth group and
early versions of the proposed instruments. A number of these presentations,
together with a few additional chapters, comprise the second volume of Eurogang
research (Decker and Weerman 2005).

We convened the seventh Eurogang workshop in 2004, for the first time in the
United States in the city of Albany, New York. This meeting focused on a substan-
tive issue: the role of violence in street gangs. Findings presented at this meeting
were published in the European Journal of Criminology (Klein et al. 2006). Also,
we discussed the results of a final round of pretests. The participants concluded that
the instruments should be deemed “final” and made available to any interested
researcher. Subsequently, the five instruments and the definitions essay were posted
on the Eurogang web site, but electronic access remains contingent upon contact
with the Eurogang’s “Use Master” so that the experience with the instruments can
be tracked.

The Albany workshop marked the close of the instrument development phase of
the Eurogang Research Program and the beginning of Phase II, wherein Eurogang
participants shifted focus to the conceptual and empirical issues that engage us as
researchers and scholars. This change was evident in the eighth Eurogang workshop
held in May 2005 in the Basque City of Onati in Spain. This meeting included sub-
stantive presentations that addressed the issues of migration and ethnicity. Many of
these presentations, together with others, comprise the third volume of Eurogang
research (van Gemert et al. 2008).

A ninth Eurogang workshop was convened in Los Angeles, California, in May
2008. This workshop had the purpose of raising the visibility of the Eurogang
Program to US researchers and engaging a new generation of young scholars with
Eurogang activities. To support these aims, Malcolm Klein produced a monograph
which imagines a Eurogang study of the fictional community of Euroburg and illus-
trates many of the issues encountered while conducting cross-national, multimethod
research on youth gangs (Klein 2009).

1.2 The Eurogang Definition of Gang Membership

Underlying all of the other instruments is the consensus Eurogang definition of a
street gang/troublesome youth group. During the second Eurogang meeting in Oslo,
a separate working group was established, called the Definitions group. This group
was charged with the task of accomplishing what 70 years of American gang
research had not been able to accomplish—providing a consensus definition of what
constitutes a gang. Malcolm Klein spearheaded this daunting task. Following 3
years of discussions and a number of draft definitions, consensus was reached on
the definitive wording of the definition during a plenary session at the fifth Eurogang
meeting: A street gang is “any durable, street-oriented youth group whose involve-
ment in illegal activity is part of its group identity.”
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1.2.1 Development of the Definition: Definers and Descriptors

The process of developing a consensus definition began with agreement that the
definition would have to be one that would attract widespread acceptance and one
that would be suitable in multiple cultural contexts. Early in the deliberations, we
made the important distinction between gang definers and gang descriptors. This
distinction proved to be a significant step toward reaching agreement on a defini-
tion. Gang definers are those elements that are absolutely essential to characterize
the group as a gang, while descriptors refer to those elements that help to describe
specific characteristics of a particular group. For example, group names, colors, or
symbols, and the use of tattoos are elements that are often ascribed to gangs and
their members. However, does a group have to use a name to be considered a gang?
Does a group have to adopt specific colors or symbols to make it a gang? And is it
essential to have a tattoo in order to be a gang member? The answer to these ques-
tions is no. Although these characteristics might help to describe a gang or gang
members, they are not essential elements of a gang.

What then are the key components that define a gang? In the working group, the
focus turned to such elements as size, age composition, location, stability, and group
identity. To start with, it is clear that a gang is a group. Therefore, a gang must con-
sist of more than one person. Although some law enforcement agencies consider
two members sufficient to be a gang, most gang scholars agree that to constitute a
gang, there must be at least three members. Given that our interest is in youth gangs,
we must also place parameters on the age range of members. A group composed
primarily of 20- and 30-year-olds would not fit well within the category of youth.
Also, the types of behavior that evoke public and law enforcement concern need to
be considered. We do not dispute the fact that many groups (primarily middle class
and/or suburban youths) may be involved in troublesome and illegal behavior from
time to time; however, the street-oriented aspect of gangs is what elicits fear and
concern. In addition to this street-oriented nature of gangs, what other criteria help
to differentiate a gang from other street-oriented groups such as mobs? One defining
criterion is that gangs persist over some period of time. They do not assemble for
just one day or one event. Groups that endure over time and those that dissipate
virtually upon formation are qualitatively different. One other defining element of
gangs is that they have a sense of “we-ness” or group identity. Without such an
identity, we cannot speak of gang membership or gang activity.

One persistent debate in the gang literature is the relevance of involvement in
illegal activity. The working group was unanimous in its assessment that group
involvement in illegal activity is a critical distinguishing element of youth gangs.
Without this illegal activity, the group would not generate the policy interest that
gangs currently and historically have. These defining elements, then, were com-
bined to establish the Eurogang definition of a gang: “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.”

In addition to the defining elements described above, we also included a phrase
(“troublesome youth group corresponding to a street gang elsewhere”) that could
be substituted for the word gang. We included this phrase because some researchers
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are concerned that the word “gang,” or more specifically, its translation in their own
language, like “bande” or “jeugdbende,” may not convey the same meaning as the
word “gang.” It is possible that the public in one country has strong stereotypes or
associations in mind that are connected to these words. The discussion about this
problem was resolved by allowing local researchers to use the phrase “troublesome
youth group,” or its translation, instead of the word “gang” if they want to prevent
misconceptions by the general public. During Eurogang meetings and other confer-
ences, however, researchers commonly refer to “gangs” as their subject of research.
The defining elements just reviewed constitute what we refer to as the core or
Level I measures. These should be incorporated into all of the methods of data col-
lection. In addition to these elements, there are a number of descriptive characteris-
tics that would be desirable to include in a study of street gangs. These descriptive
items provide additional information about individual gang members and the gang
as a group. We divided these descriptors into two additional categories, cleverly
referred to as Level II and Level III, in which we ranked the desirability of their
inclusion in a study of gangs or gang members. In other words, Level I consists of
indicators that are required in all instruments, Level II are measures that are very
desirable to collect but not strictly necessary, and Level Il is a list of suggestions for
interesting additional measures that can be included in a comparative gang study. We
further grouped these variables as individual-level or group-level characteristics.

1.2.2 Individual-Level Characteristics

e Level I: Demographics

e Level II: Family background, parental schooling, employment, prevention, inter-
vention, suppression experiences, victimization history outside of gang, self-
reported delinquency, illiteracy, parental monitoring and supervision, girl/
boyfriends, legal status/immigrant, proportion close friends in gang, ex-gang sta-
tus, and siblings

e Level III: SES background, personal networks beyond the gang, mental health,
school and family attachment, and residence of family

1.2.3 Group-Level Characteristics

e Level I: Age, common group crimes, drug, alcohol use, duration, ethnic compo-
sition, gang or not, negative peer commitment, sex, group size, illegal activity,
immigrant composition, name (what is it and who gave it), reasons for joining,
street orientation, subgroups, term used, and territory

e Level II: Attachment to group, entry and exit criteria, external antagonists, other
groups that are present in location, fights with other groups, group values, history
of gang, key events/incidents, roles, symbols and colors, and structured narratives

e Level III: Class composition of gang, hanging out together, kinship, political
orientation, and proportion of members colocated
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1.2.4 Eurogang Instruments

As described in the preceding sections, each of the Eurogang working groups
produced an instrument to be used in comparative gang research. Contributors to
this volume rely on one or more of the following three instruments in their research:
the expert survey, the youth survey, and the ethnography guidelines. Each of these
instruments is described below.

Expert survey. This compact questionnaire was developed to survey or interview
(telephone or in person) local experts on the presence of street gangs/troublesome
youth groups. These experts may be police officers, youth workers, or anybody else
who has sound knowledge about the gangs in a neighborhood or city. The question-
naire covers the existence of gangs according to the Eurogang definition, informa-
tion about the demographics and other characteristics of these gangs, and the gang
type to which they belong. It provides a general picture of the amount and nature of
gangs in a certain area.

Youth survey. This questionnaire is intended to collect quantitative individual data
from young people. The youth survey is designed to be administered in classrooms
in secondary schools using paper-and-pencil methods, but it can also be adminis-
tered in other settings as well (e.g., community or institutional samples). Several
items determine whether respondents belong to a gang/troublesome youth group
according to the Eurogang definition. Additional items cover structural and cultural
characteristics of the group to which respondents belong.

Ethnography guidelines. This is a set of guidelines and advice on how to collect
qualitative information on one or more street gangs/troublesome youth groups
employing ethnographic approaches. The guidelines are flexible, as researchers
may prefer different methods (observational methods and/or in-depth interviews
with gang members or key informants). Another part of the document offers a list of
topics that needs to be addressed in a Eurogang ethnographic research project. These
topics are focused on group characteristics, gang culture, individual members, and
the historical and local context of the gang under study.

1.3 Overview of the Book

1.3.1 Definitional Issues in Comparative Context

The first section of the book consists of six chapters that focus on definitional and
methodological issues. Matsuda, Esbensen, and Carson’s chapter, “Putting the
‘Gang’ in ‘Eurogang’: Characteristics of Delinquent Youth Groups by Different
Definitional Approaches,” offers a descriptive analysis of gang members resulting
from different definitions of gang membership. They compare and contrast the qual-
ities of gang members as defined by (1) self-nomination as a gang member, (2) the
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Eurogang definition of gang membership, and (3) youth who report that their friends
are gang members. Of particular interest in their research is the lack of overlap (or
concurrence) in classifying survey participants as gang members. However, regard-
less of the definition used, gang members comprise a qualitatively different group
than those not identified as gang-involved, suggesting a considerable robustness in
each of these measures.

Two of the chapters in this section provide a critique of the Eurogang definition,
maintaining that it includes some groups that are “not gang like.” Aldridge, Medina-
Ariz, and Ralphs’ (“Counting Gangs: Conceptual and Validity Problems with the
Eurogang Definition™) chapter reflects on the utility of the Eurogang definition
across a number of British research projects. They suggest that “street orientation”
should more properly be considered a descriptive—rather than defining—criterion
for the categorization of gang members, and they raise validity concerns in relation
to the key aspect of the Eurogang definition: that the group’s involvement in illegal
activity is part of its group identity. Specifically, they cast doubt on the utility of this
criterion as it would include classification of three groups included in t