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A B S T R A C T   

Knives and sharp objects are tools used in a wide range of violent offences. However, knife offending may have 
different risk factors than general violence, thus requiring tailored interventions. This systematic review aims to 
synthesise evidence on the characteristics of knife offenders and interventions aimed at the reduction of knife 
crime. After screening 1352 titles and abstracts, 344 articles were fully considered of which 21 papers met the 
inclusion criteria and were quality assessed. These consisted of 15 offender characteristic studies and six 
intervention studies. Findings suggested that knife crime may be associated with illicit drug use, exposure to any 
violence as a witness, victim or perpetrator and mental health problems. Males were more at risk of engaging in 
knife crime in the community and females in domestic settings. Different risk factors were found between gang 
involved and non-involved knife offenders. Primary prevention strategies, such as stop and search, knife am-
nesties, media campaigns and curfews did not show a significant impact in reducing knife crime. By contrast, 
increasing offenders' access to tailored support regarding housing, education, and employment showed an impact 
in reducing weapon carrying. Further research is required in the area to support the reliability of outcomes.   

1. Introduction 

Knife Crime is defined in British law as crime involving a knife or 
sharp object, such as carrying the weapon with intent to harm, or using it 
to threaten or hurt others (Allen & Audikas, 2019). Offences involving 
knives and sharp objects have been increasingly prevalent within British 
society, reaching a nine year high in 2018 (Office for National Statistics, 
2019). Although this increase can be partially explained by better police 
practice at recording such crimes (HM Government, 2018), self-report 
data has highlighted that a large proportion of knife carrying goes un-
detected (Eades et al., 2007; McVie, 2010), and thus may be more 
common than is reflected in official statistics. 

Weapon use has been linked to an increase in the likelihood of 
serious harm to victims, as well as an increased likelihood of death in the 
case of injury (Brennan et al., 2006; Wells & Horney, 2002). Further-
more, weapon carrying has been linked to an elevated risk of repeated 
injury for carriers themselves. This perpetuates a cycle of violence by 
which victims of violence are more likely to carry a weapon (Buss & 
Abdu, 1995; Pickett et al., 2005), making them more likely to be victi-
mised again (Richardson et al., 2016). Overall, weapon use is linked to 
persistent serious offending (Craissati & Sindall, 2009). 

However, evidence suggests that involvement in knife crime may be 
influenced by different factors than general violence. Prevalence trends 
suggest that the increase in knife crime is not representative of an overall 
increase of violent offending amongst the population (HM Government, 
2018). This may be explained by the fact that knife carrying does not 
always result in an actively violent offence. Data from the Offending 
Crime and Justice Survey (OCJS) found that, out of the respondents who 
reported having carried a knife within the last 12 months, <10 % had 
used the knife to threaten another person and only 2 % reported that 
they had used the knife to harm or injure (Wilson et al., 2006). Similar 
patterns were found by Eades et al. (2007) and McVie (2010). This ev-
idence suggests a need for a greater understanding of knife offenders, 
their risk factors, and motivations as general violence approaches may 
not be effective on knife crime offenders. 

1.1. Types of offenders 

Current strategies have focused on young people as the population 
most needing intervention (Squires, 2009), as evidence suggests that 
they have been disproportionately affected by knife crime, as both vic-
tims and perpetrators (Office for National Statistics, 2019). However, 
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juveniles (aged 10–17) only made up 21 % of UK offenders found in 
possession of a weapon in 2018 (Allen & Audikas, 2019), meaning that 
they only account for a small proportion of knife users. Knives have been 
identified as a commonly used weapon in family violence by both male 
and female perpetrators of spousal homicide (Aldridge & Browne, 2003; 
Swatt & He, 2006) and matricide (Fegadel, 2014). Knives are universally 
present in domestic settings, and so may be used as a weapon of op-
portunity in incidents of reactive violence. Indeed, young female per-
petrators are significantly more likely than young males to use knives to 
injure and kill in the family home. (Gerard, Browne, & Whitfield, 2015). 

Knives and sharp instruments are also commonly used by terrorists 
and people committing hate crimes, especially against LGBT individuals 
(Gruenewald, 2012; Gruenewald & Kelley, 2014). Knives are also used 
as a facilitating tool for robberies (Kershaw et al., 2008) and sex offences 
(Woodworth et al., 2013), in particular when these are committed in 
pairs or groups (Park & Kim, 2016). 

Overall, knives are a tool used amongst a wide breadth of violent 
offences and age groups. As reported by McVie (2010), by the age of 17, 
most young people had ceased to carry a knife. However, those who 
remained weapon carriers at the age of 17 had increased the frequency 
in which they carried a knife. In line with life-course theory (Elder, 
1994), only a minority of knife carriers between the ages of 12 and 17 
were persistent into adulthood. By conducting research on adult of-
fenders, risk factors and motivations for non-persistent knife offenders 
may be missed. However, adult samples can provide valuable knowl-
edge on the characteristics of knife offenders who persist into adulthood, 
in turn informing risk assessments and interventions for those young 
people who are less likely to desist. 

1.2. Tackling Knife Crime 

There is a noted lack of robust evaluations of knife-specific pro-
grammes and interventions (Silvestri, 2009). One notable knife-specific 
intervention has been ‘No Knives, Better Lives’ (NKBL), developed by 
the Scottish Violence Reduction Unit. This intervention, which targeted 
young people involved in knife crime, has been linked to an 85 % 
reduction in the number of individuals under 18 convicted of handling 
an offensive weapon, as well as a wider fall in violent crime (Skott & 
McVie, 2019). However, despite the Ministry of Justice's encouragement 
to develop and use evidence-based programs in Youth Offending Teams 
(Wilson, 2013), there has been no controlled evaluation or study 
allowing for the establishment of a causal relationship between NKBL 
and crime reduction (Skott & McVie, 2019). 

To inform Violence Reduction Strategies there is a need for a 
research-informed approach to the characteristics of knife offenders 
(Wieshmann et al., 2020; HM Government, 2018). Evidence has already 
highlighted some similarities amongst knife offenders which differen-
tiate them from overall violent offenders (HM Government, 2018; 
McVie, 2010; Wilson et al., 2006). Thus, research into knife offender 
characteristics could identify risk factors which can be targeted by 
programs and policy, aiding in the development of effective prevention 
and intervention strategies (World Health Organization, 2010). 

It is possible that some existing research into the carrying and use of 
other weapons, such as guns, may inform strategies for the reduction of 
knife offending. For example, a scoping review by Oliphant et al. (2019) 
highlighted a perceived need for protection as the primary motivation 
for gun carrying, similar to the motivations expressed by knife carriers 
(McNeill & Wheller, 2019). However, the level of accessibility and 
perceptions of gun crime can greatly vary. The UK Birmingham Race 
Action Partnership noted that guns were perceived as more severe in risk 
and more easily associated with gangs. It was thus perceived that 
combining gun and knife crime under the same policy and interventions 
banner would not be the best course of action. This could limit how 
sensitive and needs-led responses would be and could contribute to 
inappropriate labelling and profiling (Birmingham Race Action Part-
nership, 2012). 

1.3. Objectives 

This systematic review aimed to (1) provide knowledge on the 
characteristics of people involved in knife crime and identifying key risk 
factors which can be used to target high risk populations to enhance the 
efficacy of secondary prevention and intervention strategies, and (2) 
synthesise the current evidence on effective interventions aimed at the 
reduction of knife crime. 

2. Method 

2.1. Eligibility criteria 

In accordance with the PRISMA guidelines (Liberati et al., 2009), the 
PICO model (Population, Intervention, Comparison, Outcome) was used 
to guide eligibility criteria for the inclusion and exclusion of studies 
(Fig. 1). Studies were eligible for inclusion if they satisfied the criteria, as 
presented in Table 1. 

The population was limited to individuals who had committed at 
least one offence with knives or sharp objects, as well as individuals who 
had taken part in a strategy or intervention aimed at reducing knife 
crime. This excluded any studies which only assessed overall violent 
behavior and overall weapon use. Evidence has suggested that the 
characteristics of knife users, and thus their needs and responsivity 
regarding intervention, are different from those seen in other violent 
offenders (McVie, 2010), thus suggesting a need to explore this popu-
lation separately. 

The PICO model used in this review did not specify exclusion criteria 
for comparison groups or outcome measures. Due to the limited number 
of studies on knife crime interventions and offender characteristics, 
studies were included regardless of the use of a comparative or control 
group. All studies including relevant outcome variables, such as re-arrest 
or self-reported recidivism, were also accepted. 

Report eligibility criteria were also specified, including publication 
language and year of publication. Resources were not available for the 
translation of papers in a foreign language, resulting in the exclusion of 
studies which were not accessible in the English language. 

The search was limited to references published from 1977 onwards, 
as police in England and Wales first started collecting Knife Crime sta-
tistics at this time (House of Commons, 2009). It was believed that this 
event set a significant precedent for the use of a specific definition of 
‘knife crime’ within the context of data collection and research (i.e. ‘A 
crime involving an object with a blade or sharp instrument). This defi-
nition was then shared with other parts of the UK and commonwealth 
countries. This suggested that research following 1977 was more likely 
to apply a consistent definition for what constituted a knife crime or a 
knife offender, which would in turn promote greater accuracy and 
reliability in research. Nonetheless, it was acknowledged that some in-
ternational studies may show slight differences in the definition of knife 
crime. 

Literature reviews, editorials and qualitative studies were excluded, 
as the objective of the present review was to synthesise objective, 
quantitative data. 

2.2. Information sources 

Relevant publications were acquired using well-established elec-
tronic bibliographic databases. The platform OVID was used to conduct 
searches for PsychInfo (1976 – Present) and Embase (1974 – Present). 
The platform ProQuest was used to conduct searches for Assia 
(December 1976 – Present) and Criminology Collection (December 1967 
– Present). These sources included both published and unpublished 
papers which increased the validity of the review. The searches were 
conducted in January 2020. Supplementary searches were used to 
identify studies. These were done by checking the reference lists of 
studies that met the inclusion criteria. 

K.D. Browne et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              
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2.3. Search 

The search strategy was based on the concepts derived from the PICO 
(Table 1). Scoping searches of relevant literature were carried out to 
identify the best selection words for the search string. This consisted in 
using search tools to find related terms, broader and narrower terms, as 
well as alternatives terms such as synonyms and historical terms. 

The syntax utilised in the literature searches included: 
(knife/knives/blade/weapon) 
AND 
(crim*/offen*/prison*/forensic) 
AND 
(prevent*/interven*/reduc*/treat*/respon*) 

2.4. Study selection 

The pre-specified search terms were applied to the identified data-
bases, eliciting 1659 results. Pre-defined inclusion and exclusion criteria 
were then applied to studies retrieved from the searches (See Table 1). 
Studies were chosen to proceed through the quality appraisal stage 
based on fulfilment of all of the inclusion criteria (See Appendix 1). 

Titles screened (n = 1352) Articles excluded       

(n = 367) 

Abstracts screened (n = 985)
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Articles excluded (n = 641) 

Reasons for exclusion:  

Does not match eligibility 

criteria (n=573) 

Articles were not Peer 

Reviewed (n=68) 
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Id
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ti
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ti
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n

Articles excluded         

(n =323) Reasons for 

exclusion:

Does not match 

eligibility criteria         

(n = 321) 

Full text could not be 

obtained: (n = 2)  

Total articles meeting inclusion 

criteria (n =21): 

Knife Crime Perpetrator 

Characteristics: 15 

Knife Crime Interventions: 6 

Number of duplicates 

removed (n = 307)

Full-text articles reviewed for 

eligibility (n = 344) 

Records identified through 

database searching 

PsycInfo: 221 

EMBASE: 368 

ASSIA: 158 

Criminology Collection: 909 

Hand Searches (Reference list of 

included articles): 3 

Total Hits: 1659 

Fig. 1. Systematic review search strategy.  

Table 1 
The PICO model used to conceptualise inclusion and exclusion criteria, 
informing the research question and search strategy.  

Criterion label Criterion description 

Participants People who have engaged with knife crime. 
People who have taken part in strategies to prevent or 
reduce knife crime, including primary, secondary and 
tertiary strategies. 
Participant samples of all ages were eligible. 

Characteristics and 
interventions 

Naturalistic Studies describing characteristics of knife 
crime perpetrators and/or interventions specifically 
targeting the prevention or treatment of knife crime 
offences. 

Comparative groups Studies with and without comparative groups of non- 
offenders or perpetrators of other crimes. 

Outcome measures Any knife-crime-related measure, including but not 
limited to recidivism. 

Study type Cross-sectional, Case control, cohort and non- 
randomized intervention studies 

Language English. 
Date of publication 1977 onwards. 
Exclusion Reviews, editorials, qualitative research and papers 

focused on weapons other than knife related violence.  
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2.5. Quality assessment 

Quality assessment of the remaining studies was conducted using the 
Methodological Index for Non-Randomized Studies (MINORS) quality 
assessment checklist (Slim et al., 2003). This assessment has been 
described as ‘excellent’ for non-randomized intervention studies (Zeng 
et al., 2015) and was considered appropriate by researchers for cohort 
and case-control studies into offender characteristics. The first author 
assessed the quality of all included studies, with a second reviewer 
independently assessing four (20 %) studies to ensure the consistency of 
the assessment (Table 2). Cohen's k was run to determine if there was 
agreement between the reviewers. An inter-rater reliability of 99.6 % 
was found (p < 0.005). 

Cohort and cross-sectional studies were scored on 8 items: clear 
study aim; inclusion of consecutive participants; prospective data 
collection; appropriate outcome criteria; unbiased assessment of said 
criteria; appropriate follow-up; loss to follow up and prospective 
calculation of the study size. Studies received 0 to two points for each 
item, allowing them to score a minimum of 0 and maximum of 16 points. 
Poor quality studies were defined as earning fewer than 11 points out of 
16 (68.8 %), with good quality studies being those that scored 11 points 
or over. Of the 14 studies of this kind looking at characteristics, seven 
were ‘low quality’ and seven were good quality. Of the two intervention 
studies of this kind, one was poor quality, and one was good quality. 

Case-control studies were scored on 12 items, which included the 
previous 8 items as well as four additional items targeted towards the 
quality of the control group: adequate control group; contemporary 
groups; baseline equivalence of groups and adequate statistical analyses. 
Items received from 0 to two points, meaning that studies could range 
from 0 to 24 points. Poor quality studies were those that scored below 16 
points, with high quality studies being those which scored 16 points or 
over. Of the five studies of this kind, only one was on characteristics of 
knife crime perpetrators and this was of good quality. Of the four case- 
control intervention studies, two were rated high quality and two low 
quality. 

3. Results 

3.1. Description of studies 

The full search produced 1659 publications. A total of 1636 articles 
were excluded, consisting of 307 duplicates, 1008 irrelevant articles and 
321 articles which did not match the inclusion criteria (See Fig. 1). A 
further two articles were not included in the analysis, as full texts were 
not accessible within the timeframe. The remaining 21 studies, made up 
of 15 offender characteristic studies and 6 intervention studies, were 
included in the review. Out of the 21 included studies, 16 did not have 
an exclusive focus on knife crime, instead investigating as a subset of 
other crime types such as violent crimes and sexual offences. However, 
this results section will focus on extracting and synthesising study results 
which are relevant to knife crime, excluding non-relevant results from 
the included studies. 

3.2. Characteristics of Knife Crime offenders 

The first part of the review, concerned with the characteristics of 
knife users, contained 15 studies (Table 3). The total sample encom-
passed 21,689 individuals, as well as 34,287 recorded offences, some of 
which were carried out by multiple offenders. All studies were treated as 
separate, as no overlap could be observed between them. 

The countries within which the studies were conducted were the 
United States (9 studies), United Kingdom (3 studies), South Africa (1 
study), South Korea (1 study) and Australia (1 study). The study design 
was primarily cross-sectional (14 studies), followed by case control (1 
study). 

3.2.1. Synthesis of offender characteristics studies 
These studies explored the characteristics of offenders who used 

knives throughout multiple contexts. Although all studies explored vi-
olent behaviours (n = 15), some focused exclusively on homicide (n = 5) 
or sexual offences (n = 1), with the remaining studies including multiple 
violent crime types (n = 9). The context of the behaviours observed 
within the studies varied from community (n = 3) to domestic (n = 3) 
settings, or a combination of both (n = 9). The target sample also 
differed between studies, with seven focusing on young people who 
were adolescents, teenagers or young adults below the age of 25 years. 
Other studies (n = 8) included a mix of both adult and young people and 
did not categorise their sample in terms of age. Only one study reported 
a control group of non-knife crime offenders. However, this relied on 
self-reporting and no screening was done to assess for weapon use prior 
to the time of the research. Due to the level of heterogeneity across 
studies, a meaningful comparison could not be carried out across all 
included studies. Nonetheless, relevant data could be extracted within 
specific contexts. 

Age was highlighted as a significant demographic factor in both of 
the included studies which analysed its relation to knife crime. It was 
suggested that, while victims were more likely to fight back using a knife 
if they were younger (Marshall & Webb, 1994), people involved in TSV 
were more likely to use knives if they were older (Rippon, 2017). 
Although these findings apparently contradict each other, this may be 
explained by a difference in the age of participants within the samples, 
as Marshall and Webb's study contained an adult sample, where being 
younger, and thus more likely to use knives, described being below 26 
years of age. Although Rippon did not provide such a clear cut-off point 
for the age in which risk of knife use in TSV increased, they did use a 
predominantly younger sample, where ‘older’ participants would mostly 
be considered young adults. Overall, evidence suggests that those most 
at risk of knife use were most likely to be aged from their late teens to 
their early twenties. 

Another significant demographic factor, identified by six studies, was 
gender. Studies exploring the use of knives in a domestic context, 
whether it be against intimate partners (Easteal, 1994; Swatt & He, 
2006) or parents (Walsh & Krienert, 2007), found that females were 
more likely to use knives in their offence. Similar evidence was found 
amongst young people who had been charged with murder (Gerard 
et al., 2015). Although there was no significant difference in the gender 
of young people who used knives in their offending, females had pre-
dominantly committed domestic offences while men had committed 
offences in the community (Gerard et al., 2015). This split is further 
supported by McVie (2010), who found that males were significantly 
more likely to carry knives in a community setting. Finally, Marshall and 
Webb (1994) found that victims who defended themselves using a knife 
were more likely to be male. However, they were also less likely to know 
their attacker, suggesting that the offences occurred in a community 
setting, rather than a domestic setting. Overall, evidence suggests a 
strong link between context and gender, with males being more likely to 
engage in knife crime in the community and females more likely to use 
knives in domestic offences. 

Socio-economic status (SES) was also identified as a significant de-
mographic characteristic by two of the included studies. Low SES was 
associated with an increased likelihood of knife use in both offenders 
who commit homicide (Harries, 1989) and victims engaging in self- 
defence (Marshall & Webb, 1994). 

The included studies also highlighted a variety of life experiences 
and behaviours that significantly increased an individual's likelihood of 
engaging in knife crime. However, only two of these characteristics were 
explored by multiple studies. Illicit substance use was associated with 
knife carrying amongst young people (Hamdulay & Mash, 2011; McVie, 
2010) and substance use disorder was associated with the use of a knife 
during homicide (Frierson & Finkenbine, 2004). Additionally, having 
previously been a victim, witness or perpetrator of violent crime was 
also linked to increased weapon carrying (McVie, 2010; Uehara et al., 
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Table 2 
Quality assessment ratings of included studies (N = 21).   

Clearly 
stated 
aim 

Inclusion of 
consecutive 
patients 

Prospective 
data 
collection 

Endpoints 
appropriate to 
study aim 

Unbiased 
assessment of 
study 
endpoint 

Follow-up 
period 
appropriate to 
study aim 

<5 % 
lost to 
follow- 
up 

Prospective 
calculation of 
study size 

An 
adequate 
control 
group 

Contemporary 
groups 

Baseline 
equivalence of 
groups 

Adequate 
statistical 
analyses 

Total Out 
of  

1. Studies on characteristics 
Corvo and 

Williams 
(2000) 

2 1 2 1 1 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 9 16 

Uehara et al. 
(1996) 

2 1 2 1 1 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 9 16 

Rippon (2017) 2 1 2 1 1 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 9 16 
Walsh and 

Krienert 
(2007) 

2 2 2 2 2 1 0 2 N/A N/A N/A N/A 13 16 

Gruenewald 
and Allison 
(2018) 

2 2 2 2 1 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 11 16 

Swatt and He 
(2006) 2 2 2 2 2 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 12 16 

Gerard, 
Browne, & 
Whitfield, 
2015 

2 2 2 2 1 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 11 16 

Park & Kim 
(2016) 

2 2 1 2 1 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 10 16 

Harries (1989) 2 2 1 1 1 1 0 2 N/A N/A N/A N/A 10 16 
Easteal (1994) 1 2 0 1 0 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 6 16 
Marshall and 

Webb (1994) 2 2 2 1 1 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 10 16 

Frierson and 
Finkenbine 
(2004) 

2 1 2 2 2 1 0 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 11 16 

Hamdulay and 
Mash (2011) 2 2 2 2 1 1 0 2 N/A N/A N/A N/A 12 16 

Forsyth et al. 
(2010) 2 1 2 2 1 1 0 2 N/A N/A N/A N/A 11 16 

McVie (2010) 2 2 2 2 1 2 0 2 2 2 1 2 20 24  
2. Intervention studies 
Bleetman et al. 

(1997) 
2 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 N/A N/A N/A N/A 11 16 

England & 
Jackson, 
2013 

1 2 2 1 1 0 0 0 N/A N/A N/A N/A 7 16 

Ward et al. 
(2011) 

1 2 2 1 2 2 1 1 1 2 0 0 15 24 

Williams et al., 
2014 

2 1 2 1 2 2 2 1 0 2 2 2 19 24 

Na & 
Gottfredson, 
2013 

2 2 1 1 1 2 2 1 1 1 1 2 17 24 

Crawford & 
Burns, 2016 1 2 1 1 1 0 0 1 1 2 2 2 14 24  
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Table 3 
Summary of the results, including characteristics relevant to knife carrying and knife use. (n = 15).  

Reference Sample Offence context Control group Relevant characteristics Quality 
score 

Corvo and 
Williams 
(2000) 

37 Students of the Syracuse, New York 
public schools who had been sent to an 
alternative school as a result of being 
caught with a weapon. 

Weapon carrying in school. 
Commonly box cutters, knives and bb- 
guns. 

None reported Bivariate correlations were employed to 
explore what factors were associated with 
reduced aggression in weapon carriers. p 
< 0.05 was found for the following 
factors:    

• Greater strength in belief of 
effectiveness of non-aggressive strate-
gies (Pearson's R (35) = − 0.43) and the 
greater number of victimisations in the 
past 30 days (Pearson's R (35) = − 0.49) 
were significantly correlated with a 
reduced willingness to fight.  

• Greater strength of belief that family 
will defend them during a fight was 
significantly correlated with a reduced 
strength of belief in aggressive 
strategies. (Spearman's Rho (35) =
− 0.37).  

• Greater disclosure to parents about 
what they did outside of school and on 
weekends was significantly correlated 
with an increased ability to avoid 
someone who wants to fight (Phi 
Coefficient (35) = 0.46)t 

-tests were employed to explore what 
factors were associated with reduced 
aggression in weapon carriers. p < 0.05 
was found for the following factor:    

• Belief that parents think they should get 
into trouble for behaving violently at 
school was significantly linked to a 
lower endorsement if aggressive 
strategies and a reluctance to fight 

Post-hoc analyses of these indicators of 
aggressive behaviours and attitudes 
showed no significant differences between 
males and females (size of effect and p 
value were not reported) 

9/16 

Easteal, 1994 150 sexual intimate homicide cases 
extracted from the Australian National 
Homicide Monitoring Project. 
110 homicides extracted from 
Australian court, coroner and 
prosecution files. 

Sexual Intimate Homicides i.e. 
offenders/victims who were married, 
de facto, estranged or divorced 

None reported Spontaneous sexual intimate homicides 
were significantly more likely to be 
committed with a knife, or personal 
weapons, than premeditated homicides. 
(X2 = 39.1, p < 0.0001). 
Homicides committed by females were 
more likely to be precipitated by the 
victim (X2 = 42.4, p < 0.0001), thus 
implying a reactive and spontaneous 
nature. 

6/16 

Frierson and 
Finkenbine 
(2004) 

270 murder defendants who had been 
court-ordered to undergo a 
competency to stand trial assessment 
in the United States. 

Homicide offences. None reported The probability of using a knife instead of 
a gun was 5 times more likely to occur 
amongst subjects with a psychotic 
disorder (X2 = 10.27, p = 0.001) and 
anxiety disorder (X2 = 7.93, p < 0.005), as 
well as 3.6 times more likely to occur 
amongst subjects with a substance use 
disorder (X2 = 9.22, p < 0.002). 
This finding was compounded in subjects 
with a co-occurring psychotic and 
substance use disorder, as they were 13 
times more likely to use a knife than other 
weapons. 

11/16 

Forsyth, Khan & 
McKinlay 
(2010) 

172 Young Offenders sampled from 
Scotland's only Young Offenders 
Institution. 

General Violent Offences. Did not 
specify whether offences were 
occurred in a community, school or 
domestic context. But researchers 
highlight assault as main offence type 
and public house (i.e. pub) as main 
location 

None reported Most weapon users were also weapon 
carriers (79.2 %, X2 = 31.032, p < 0.000), 
but carriers were not a subset of users (i.e. 
not all carriers used their weapons) and 
33.3 % of weapon users supposedly never 
carried (this may be explained by the use 
of broken bottles as impromptu weapons).  

11/16 

(continued on next page) 

K.D. Browne et al.                                                                                                                                                                                                                              



Aggression and Violent Behavior 67 (2022) 101774

7

Table 3 (continued ) 

Reference Sample Offence context Control group Relevant characteristics Quality 
score 

Most popular weapons were knives, 
followed by bottles. Only 3 young people 
in the sample reported carrying a gun. 

Gerard, 
Browne, & 
Whitfield, 
2015 

318 People (Age 21 or less) charged 
with murder, sampled from the UK 
Home Office Homicide Index 

Included charges of murder and 
infanticide. Did not specify whether 
offences were occurred in a 
community, school or domestic 
context. 

None reported No significant difference between males 
and females regarding the choice of 
weapon i.e. firearm, knife, blunt 
instrument, physical violence or other 
(Fisher's p = 0.50)  

Female offenders were significantly more 
likely to murder a family member, while 
male offenders were significantly more 
likely to murder a stranger (Fischer's p <
0.001, Cramer's V = 0.27). 

11/16 

Gruenewald & 
Allison 
(2018) 

342 fatal attacks sampled from the 
United States Extremist Crime 
Database. 
Included 129 racist homicides, 145 
anti-LGBT homicides and 68 anti- 
homeless homicides. 
Overall analysis comprised of 661 bias 
offenders and 388 victims. 

Bias homicides – lethal attacks against 
ethnic groups, sexual orientation and 
gender identity minorities, and 
homeless individuals. 

None reported A chi-square test revealed that knives and 
other cutting instruments were 
significantly more likely to be used in anti- 
LGBT attacks than racist or anti-homeless 
attacks. (p < 0.001). 

11/16 

Hamdulay and 
Mash (2011) 

438 students (226 from Grade 8 and 
212 from Grade 11) from 12 high 
schools located in Mitchells Plain, 
Cape Town. 

General violent offences. Include 
robbery, rape, and physical violence. 
Did not specify whether offences were 
occurred in a community, school or 
domestic context. 

None reported Carrying a knife was significantly 
associated with illicit substance use 
(excludes cannabis) 
OR 10.9; (95 % CI 4.2–28.8) p < 0.01 

12/16 

Harries (1989) 1200 homicides and 32,000 
aggravated assault cases obtained from 
the Dallas Police Department (United 
States). 

Homicide and assault cases. Did not 
specify whether offences were 
occurred in a community or domestic 
context. 

None reported Knives were more likely to be used in 
assaults (34–62 %) and homicides (19.44 
%) committed in low Socio-Economic 
Status (SES) areas than assaults (23.13 %) 
and homicides (18.92 %) in high SES. 
No significant differences in comparisons 
were reported. 

10/16 

Marshall and 
Webb (1994) 

1273 respondents to the US National 
Crime Survey who, during a 
victimisation incident, physically 
fought back the offender. 

General Violent Offences. Did not 
specify whether offences were 
occurred in a community, school or 
domestic context. 

None reported Single sample chi-square analyses were 
used. It was found that victims who fought 
back by using a weapon other than a gun 
(i.e. knife or club) were significantly more 
likely to:   

• Be younger i.e. below 26 years of age (p 
< 0.05)  

• Be white. (p < 0.001)  
• Be male (p < 0.05)  
• Have a lower family income i.e. less 

than $9999 (p < 0.05)  
• Have had 3 or more moves (moving 

house) in the last 5 years (p < 0.001) 
Series victimisation showed no significant 
impact on the likelihood of victims 
‘fighting back’ with a knife, gun, or their 
own body. 
But this test simply indicates whether cell 
frequencies differ significantly from 
expected or chance. It does not reflect 
differences between groups. 

10/16 

McVie (2010) 4300 young people eligible to attend 
secondary schools in the City of 
Edinburgh in the autumn of 1998 (96 
% of the target population), then 
followed for 5 years. 

Young people engaging in knife 
carrying – community setting 

Young people 
who did not self- 
report carrying 
or using a knife. 

Individuals had significantly greater odds 
(p < 0.05) of engaging in knife carrying if: 
They were male (age 13 OR: 2.40; Age 16 
OR: 2.32) 
They were involved in violence (Age 13 
OR: 1.89; Age 16 OR: 2.11) 
Committed theft in the last year (Age 13 
OR: 2.12) 
Committed property damage in the last 
year (Age 16 OR: 2.12) 
Having carried a knife at age 13 (Age 16 
OR: 2.87) 
Peers were in trouble with police. (Age 13 
OR: 1.44; Age 16 OR: 2.39) 
Being a member of a territorial gang (Age 
13 OR: 1.56) 
Self-harmed in the last year (Age 13 OR: 
1.89; Age 16 OR: 2.01) 
Victim of crime in the last year (Age 13 

20/24 

(continued on next page) 
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1996). Marshall and Webb (1994) found no evidence of series victim-
isation impacting how victims ‘fought back’ an attack. However, this 
may be explained by the fact that victimisation has been associated with 
increased risk of violence as a whole (Farrell & Zimmerman, 2017) and 
all participants in Marshall and Webb's study (1994) had responded with 
violence, thus results only conclude that victimisation cannot predict 
what tool will be used by a victim, if any, to fight off an attack. 

Other characteristics highlighted as increasing knife use included 
psychotic and anxious disorders (Frierson & Finkenbine, 2004), having 
moved house multiple times in the last 5 years (Marshall & Webb, 1994) 
and having positive beliefs about the effectiveness of aggressive strate-
gies and their family's perception of such behaviours (Corvo & Williams, 
2000). McVie also highlights a variety of significant factors such as 
involvement in crime (violent and non-violent); delinquent peers; self- 
harm; low self-esteem; high levels of alienation and gang involvement. 
However, none of these characteristics were explored by more than one 
study. 

The context of the offence also affected the likelihood of the perpe-
trator using a knife. Anti-LGBT bias homicides were more likely to be 

carried out using a knife than racial or religious bias homicides (Grue-
newald & Allison, 2018). Sex offences carried out in pairs or groups were 
more likely to involve the use of knives than those carried out by lone 
offenders (Park & Kim, 2016) and a spontaneous intimate partner ho-
micide was more likely to involve knife use than a planned one (Easteal, 
1994). However, none of these characteristics were explored by more 
than one study. 

Overall, there was evidence for the following characteristics to be 
associated with an increased likelihood to be involved in knife crime: 
Male, late teen, gang member, self or peers involved in theft or property 
damage or known to police, illicit drug use, witness, victim or perpe-
trator of violence (usually all three), alienation, low self-esteem, self- 
harm and mental health difficulties. However, it is necessary to account 
for the number and quality of the studies, as characteristics identified by 
multiple studies and studies of ‘high quality’ were supported by a more 
rigorous scientific basis. Once the quantity and quality of studies was 
accounted for, the characteristics associated with knife crime were: 

Table 3 (continued ) 

Reference Sample Offence context Control group Relevant characteristics Quality 
score 

OR: 1.47; Age 16 OR: 1.81) 
High score in alienation scale (Age 13 OR: 
1.02; Age 16 OR: 1.03) 
Low score in parental supervision scale 
(Age 13 OR: 1.13) 
Low score in self-esteem scale (Age 13 OR: 
1.03) 
Used drugs in the last year (Age 16 OR: 
1.97)  

There were some similarities between 
knife carriers and gang members but also 
some key differences. Gang membership 
was linked to social adversity (deprivation 
and disadvantage) while knife crime was 
linked to personal adversity (victims of 
crime, social isolation, low self-esteem 
and self-harm). 

Park & Kim, 
2016 

340 sexual assault cases sampled from 
prosecutor offices across South Korea. 
Number of perpetrators ranged from 1 
to 16. 
Overall analysis contained 517 
offenders. 

Sexual assault, rape, attempted rape 
and other similar offences i.e. sexual 
homicide 

None reported Offenders who committed their sexual 
offences in pairs or groups of three or 
more perpetrators were more than twice 
as likely to be in possession of a knife 
during the offence than lone perpetrators 
(X2 = 8.96, p = 0.011) 

10/16 

Rippon (2017) All TSV offenders (ages 6–62) who 
committed an attack from 1966 to 
2015 (n = 130) in the United States. 

Targeted school violence. (TSV) None reported Age had a small, but significant, effect 
increasing the chance of knife use in TSV, 
as identified in a Logistic Regression 
analysis X2(1) =0.086 p < 0.05 and an 
Odds Ratio calculation OR = 1.063 (95 % 
CI: 1.007, 1.123) p < 0.05 
As age increased, the likelihood of 
choosing a knife as opposed of a gun 
increased. 

9/16 

Swatt & He, 
2006 

85 intimate homicide incidents 
sampled from Chicago Women's 
Health Risk Study (1995–1998) 

Intimate Partner Homicides i.e. 
offenders/victims who were married, 
de facto, estranged or divorced. 

None reported Logistic regression results suggested 
females were significantly more likely 
than males to use a knife during the 
offence (Wald = 10.282, p < 0.05) 

12/16 

Uehara et al. 
(1996) 

1035 African American students from 
4 public high schools and 2 public 
middle schools on Chicago South Side 
who participated in school/ 
community violence education 
programs. 

General violent offences. Include 
robbery, rape, and physical violence. 
Did not specify whether offences were 
occurred in a community, school or 
domestic context. 

None reported Phi coefficients were used and identified 
that being a witness (Φ = 0.259, p <
0.001), victim (Φ = 0.216, p < 0.001), and 
perpetrator (Φ = 0.366, p < 0.001) of 
violence was positively correlated with 
weapon usage. 
Knives were the most commonly carried 
weapon (63 %). 

9/16 

Walsh and 
Krienert 
(2007) 

17,957 people under the age of 21. 
Reported offenders, sampled from the 
US National incident-based reporting 
system. 

Child to Parent Violence (parent or 
step-parent). 

None reported Logistic regression results identified that 
females were significantly less likely to 
use a gun (B = -1.548, p < 0.001) during 
the assault, but significantly more likely to 
use knives (B = 0.329, p < 0.001) 

13/16  
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• Gender – with males being more likely to use knives against strangers 
and in community settings, while females were more likely to use 
knifes against family members and partners in domestic settings 
(Swatt & He, 2006; Walsh & Krienert, 2007; Gerard et al., 2015; 
McVie, 2010).  

• Victimhood – with victims of crime and violence being more likely to 
engage in knife crime (McVie, 2010; Swatt & He, 2006)  

• Substance Misuse – both substance use disorder and general drug use 
were linked to increased risk of knife crime (Frierson & Finkenbine, 
2004; Hamdulay & Mash, 2011; McVie, 2010)  

• Mental Health difficulties – Mental health issues such as psychotic 
disorders, anxious disorders, low self-esteem and self-harm were 
linked to an increased likelihood of knife crime involvement (Frier-
son & Finkenbine, 2004; McVie, 2010) 

Nonetheless, careful consideration is necessary for further explora-
tion of the identified characteristics, as two ‘high quality’ studies 
(McVie, 2010; Forsyth et al., 2010) suggest there may be key differences 
between knife offender types. Forsyth et al. (2010) highlight that not all 
knife carriers are actually knife users, with many never using the knife to 
intimidate or harm another. McVie (2010) identified some key differ-
ences between young people involved in gangs, who may carry a knife as 
part of their involvement, and those young people who are not involved 
in gangs but still carry knives. McVie (2010) suggested that, although 
there was overlap in some of the variables (e.g. male gender, delinquent 
peers, criminal behavior, etc.), there were some noted differences be-
tween groups. It was noted that young people involved in gangs were 
more likely to suffer social adversity such as deprivation and poverty (e. 
g. low parental income, eligible for free school meals, reside in a high 
crime area), while knife carriers were more likely to suffer personal 
adversity such as victimisation, low self-esteem and self-harm. Although 
there may be overlap in the drivers behind these risk factors (e.g. those 
young people residing in a high crime area may also be more likely to be 
victimised), these findings provide valuable evidence that there may be 
subgroups of knife offenders. This mirrors evidence from Wilson et al. 
(2006) and Eades et al. (2007), suggesting that only a small proportion 
of knife carriers go on to use their weapon to threaten or harm another. 
It is also possible that these differences may only be seen amongst young 
offenders, as both studies used this sample. Nonetheless, the possibility 
that subgroups, with different risk factors and offending patterns, exist 
amongst knife offenders, should continue to be explored. 

3.3. Strategies for prevention and reduction of knife crime 

The second part of the review, concerned with strategies to reduce 
knife crime, contained 6 studies (Table 4). These studies were conducted 
in the United Kingdom (4 studies) and the United States (2 studies). The 
outcome measure for knife offences also varied across studies and 
included: attitudes towards knife crime and the intervention (1 study); 
offences submitted to the prosecutor by the police (1 study); offences 
identified and recorded by schools (2 studies) and offences reported to 
the police by schools (1 study). This review included participants who 
engaged in primary and secondary knife crime reduction strategies (3 
studies) and participants who took part in tertiary knife crime reduction 
strategies due to having engaged in knife-related offences (3 studies). 
The context of the knife offences was not specified in the studies (i.e. 
community or domestic). 

There were 6 studies on knife-crime interventions identified and 
reviewed. Three of them on primary prevention in schools with cross- 
sectional designs. Two studies surveyed 2165 schools in the USA for 
information on the impact of police and law enforcement strategies in 
schools. There was a likely overlap in the schools sampled by Na and 
Gottfredson (2013) and Crawford and Burns (2016), as they both 
included schools surveyed by the 2006 American School Survey on 
Crime and Safety (SSCS). However, as the specific degree of overlap 
could not be identified, the studies were treated as separate. 

Another study of 140 pupils in Liverpool, UK, the pupils were asked 
to rate an information session they delivered by a nurse-clinician which 
focused on the medical consequences of knife crime (England & Jackson, 
2013). 

Two studies explored the effectiveness of primary prevention stra-
tegies in the UK, one study focusing on ‘Operation Blade’ (Bleetman 
et al., 1997) and the other on the Tackling Knives and Serious Youth 
Violence Action Programme (TKAP; Ward et al., 2011). Actions taken 
within these strategies included stop and search, knife amnesties and 
media campaigns. 

The last intervention programme involved a tertiary prevention 
strategy which provided known offenders with support i.e. education, 
housing on the basis that they stopped their involvement in knife crime 
and carrying knives (Williams et al., 2014). The study design was a case 
control comparison. The rate of reduction in knife carrying was signif-
icantly greater in the intervention group (65 % reduction in 1-year 
cohort and 82 % reduction in 2-year cohort) than the matched com-
parison group (35 % and 40 % reduction respectively). 

3.3.1. Data synthesis of intervention studies 
The small number of studies, as well as the vast differences between 

their target sample, control groups and outcome measures, prevented a 
meaningful comparison of the interventions employed. Nonetheless, 
some general conclusions can be drawn from the data. The number and 
quality of the studies investigating each intervention was also accounted 
for, as interventions assessed by multiple studies and studies of ‘high 
quality’ were perceived to be assessed with a more rigorous scientific 
basis. 

Evidence suggested that police presence in high schools did not 
reduce knife crime within schools, instead being associated with an in-
crease in knife crime. Two studies, one ‘high quality’ and one ‘low 
quality’, provided evidence for the negative impact of this intervention, 
(Crawford & Burns, 2016; Na & Gottfredson, 2013), with the high 
quality study providing evidence for worst outcomes (Na & Gottfredson, 
2013). However, a causal relationship could not be concluded, as both 
studies explored correlations. It is possible that schools increased police 
presence as a result of an increased prevalence of knife crimes. 

Primary prevention strategies, such as the TKAP (Ward et al., 2011) 
and ‘Operation blade’ (Bleetman et al., 1997), did not show a significant 
impact in reducing knife crime. Although both of the studies were ‘low 
quality’, evidence against the effectiveness of the strategies was 
consistent across the studies. This suggests that the approaches used 
within these strategies, such as stop and search, knife amnesties, media 
campaigns and curfews do not prevent nor deter knife crime from 
occurring. 

Alternatively, increasing offenders' access to tailored support and 
opportunities regarding housing, education, employment and more had 
a big impact in reducing weapon carrying, as showcased in the ‘high 
quality’ study by Williams et al. (2014). Offenders in the intervention 
group were almost twice as likely to reduce knife carrying than the 
control group. This was the only intervention to have ‘high quality’ 
evidence supporting the effectiveness of an intervention in reducing 
knife crime involvement. 

Finally, educational school-based interventions were argued to be 
beneficial, as reported by students' feedback forms. However, this evi-
dence was provided by a ‘low quality’ study (England & Jackson, 2013), 
which did not include comparison sample. Instead, this research only 
explored the opinions of students about the session and their perceived 
change in attitudes towards knife carrying. 

4. Discussion 

The main aim of this systematic review was to review the content and 
quality of current evidence on the characteristics of people involved in 
knife crime and effective interventions to reduce the number of knife 
crime offences. 
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Table 4 
Summary of the results, including effectiveness of interventions on knife crime reduction (n = 6).  

Reference Sample Intervention Follow-up Control group Outcome measure Intervention effectiveness for Knife 
Crime 

Quality 
score 

Bleetman et al. 
(1997) 

City of Glasgow area, as 
measured by assault victims 
attending the Glasgow 
Royal Infirmary in January 
1993 (282 people) and 
January 1994 (290 people) 

‘Operation Blade’ included a media 
campaign, a knife amnesty, intensified 
stop and search, safety measures in 
public entertainment places (CCTV, 
metal detectors, improved lighting and 
training of stewards) and talks to knife 
retailers and secondary school pupils. 
Night clubs were required to close one 
hour earlier (2 am instead of 3 am) and 
admission was prohibited after 
midnight, as a form of curfew. 

1 year None reported. The number of victims 
requiring treatment for 
stab wounds. 

Chi square test identified no significant 
difference in the number of patients 
presenting with penetrating injuries nor 
the total number of assaults at the two 
recorded time periods. 

11/16 

Crawford & Burns, 
2016 

1695 US Schools who 
completed the School 
Survey on Crime and Safety 

School security measures including: 
Law enforcement security measures 
such as police presence. 
School security measures such as 
teachers trained in security measures 
and use of cameras. 

None reported. Schools with different 
prevalence of security 
measures.  

Other grade level schools (i.e. 
not high school) who 
completed the School Survey 
on Crime and Safety.  

Also compared between 
predominantly white and 
predominantly minority 
schools. 

Number of crimes 
reported by the school. 

A negative binomial regression was 
conducted. 
A higher number of security guards was 
associated with significantly higher 
levels of gun/knife possession in high 
schools (p < 0.05). 
Number of guards in uniform associated 
with significantly lower levels of gun/ 
knife possession in other grade level 
schools.  

Armed security associated with 
significantly higher levels of gun/knife 
possession in all grade levels of 
predominantly minority schools.  

Sweeps for contraband associated with 
significantly lower levels of gun/knife 
threats or attacks, except for 
predominantly white high schools, 
where it was linked (but not significant) 
to higher levels of threats and attacks. 
Many differences across comparison 
groups, with interventions more likely to 
have an effect reducing weapon use in 
other grade levels (not high school). 

14/24 

England & Jackson, 
2013 

140 Liverpool secondary 
school students from 4 
different schools (aged 
11–16), who attended the 
Knife Crime Prevention 
Programme. 

Singular 2-h session delivered by 
Emergency Nurse Clinician. Includes 
information of the dangers of knife 
carrying ad explicit pictures of injuries. 
Prevention programme delivered to 
general population in schools. 

None reported. None reported. Student perceptions of 
program effectiveness 
and attitudes towards 
knife carrying. 

Most students rated the overall session as 
‘good’ (48 %) or ‘excellent’ (28 %).  

Most students rated the session's 
explanation of knife-related medical 
facts as ‘good’ (35 %) or ‘excellent’ (38 
%)  

Students said the programme made them 
re-think whether they would carry (77 
%) and use (72 %) a knife. 
No comparison tests were conducted, as 
there was no control group nor pre- 
intervention measure. 

7/16 

(continued on next page) 
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Table 4 (continued ) 

Reference Sample Intervention Follow-up Control group Outcome measure Intervention effectiveness for Knife 
Crime 

Quality 
score 

Na & Gottfredson, 
2013 

470 US Schools who 
completed the School 
Survey on Crime and Safety 

Increase of police presence in schools. Minimum follow up 
of 2 years. 

Previous readings of same 
school before increase in 
police presence. 

Number of crimes 
reported by the school, 
% of these crimes 
reported to law 
enforcement 
% of times when 
student was removed/ 
transferred or 
suspended for 5+ days. 

Two-tailed t-tests were conducted. 
Significantly more crimes involving a 
knife were reported by schools with 
more police presence (p < 0.01). 
Significantly more crimes involving a 
knife were reported to law enforcement 
by schools with more police presence (p 
< 0.01). 

17/24 

Ward et al. (2011) 16 TKAP areas. TKAP (Tackling Knives and Serious 
Youth Violence Action Programme): 
Local programme of work gave TKAP 
areas a share of £4-5 m per year of 
funding to develop own plans, priorities, 
and problem profiles. Police forces chose 
where and how to focus their efforts (i.e. 
stop and search). 
National projects were supported by 
central budget and include aims of 
increasing A&E data sharing and knife 
awareness campaigns. 

1 year Non-TKAP areas – although 
the use of the control was not 
possible for all analyses. 

Data on serious violent 
crime from British 
Crime Survey, police 
records, A&E and 
public perceptions. 

Overall reduction of violent crime 
observed.  

Binomial regressions were conducted 
and found no significant differences in 
the reduction of ‘possession of a knife’ 
offences between TKAP and non-TKAP 
areas. 
No significant differences in homicide 
data, hospital admissions or 
victimisation by violence with injury 
between TKAP and non-TKAP areas. 

15/24 

Williams et al., 2014 167 male offenders (aged 
16–29) who had engaged 
with the Community 
Initiative to Reduce 
Violence in Glasgow. 

Self-referral sessions. Compromise to 
not engage with violence or carry 
weapons. 
Access to opportunities and support 
based on needs i.e. education, housing, 
personal development, job-readiness 
training. 

167 reached the 
minimum follow up 
of one calendar 
year. 124 were 
followed up for 2 
years.  

Average follow up 
of 20 months. 

167 known gang-involved 
youths from a similarly 
deprived area of the city, age- 
matched to the experimental 
sample. They received no 
intervention. 

Criminal records 
obtained from police 
submissions to 
Prosecutor.  

Offences would be 
classified as a breach. 
Two main categories of 
offences: violent and 
non-violent. 

Conditional Poisson regression models 
suggested that the rate of reduction in 
knife carrying was significantly greater 
in the intervention group (65 % 
reduction in 1-year cohort and 82 % 
reduction in 2-year cohort) than the 
matched comparison group (35 % and 
40 % reduction respectively). 
p < 0.01 

19/24  
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4.1. Knife offender characteristics 

The review of offender characteristics yielded 15 studies. However, 
only two of these explicitly targeted weapon-carrying, with the 
remaining 13 studies examining knife use as a subset of other violent 
offending. As a result, few characteristics specifically relating to knife 
offenders were reported in these studies. 

Demographic characteristics were the most investigated, with five 
studies accounting for gender: two accounting for age and two ac-
counting for the SES of the knife user. Results suggested that individuals 
most at risk of knife use were in their late teenage years to early twenties 
(Rippon, 2017; Marshall & Webb, 1994) and had a lower SES (Marshall 
& Webb, 1994). These findings may be used to target certain de-
mographics, such as teenagers in low SES areas, for secondary in-
terventions that may prevent later offending. However, evidence for 
both of these factors arose from ‘low quality’ studies and thus needs to 
be further investigated with improved methodology that confirms these 
findings. 

The effects of gender were highlighted by multiple ‘high quality’ 
studies (Swatt & He, 2006; Walsh & Krienert, 2007; Gerard et al., 2015; 
McVie, 2010). These effects were less uniform and suggested a strong 
context effect, with females being more likely to use knives within a 
domestic setting and males more likely to use knives in a community 
setting. The increased likelihood of women being perpetrators when 
knives are used in a domestic setting may be explained by the theoretical 
notion that female intimate partner homicides (IPH) are defensive re-
actions precipitated from prior abuse (Swatt & He, 2006). This is sup-
ported by Easteal (1994), who found that IPH perpetrated by women 
was significantly more likely to have been precipitated by the victim. In 
these instances, females may use weapons to compensate for the phys-
ical disadvantage they may have against the victim (Harpster, 2019). 
Alternatively, males were more likely to become involved in gangs, as 
well as overall violent and non-violent offending, increasing the likeli-
hood of knife carrying occurring in a community setting (McVie, 2010). 

Evidence suggesting differences in offenders across contexts may be 
used to tailor future research and interventions. Violence Prevention 
Strategies have primarily focused on young men committing knife of-
fences in the community (Squires, 2009) for both prevention and 
intervention measures. Future strategies may benefit from developing 
tailored approaches for female offenders in domestic settings, as they 
may require different prevention and intervention strategies. 

Nonetheless, after an offence has been committed, demographic 
characteristics would not make suitable treatment targets. Illicit sub-
stance use, having been a victim of violent crime, and having mental 
health difficulties were the only dynamic factors explored by multiple of 
the included studies. Illicit substance use was consistently associated 
with increased knife offending rates by both correlational (Frierson & 
Finkenbine, 2004; Hamdulay & Mash, 2011) and longitudinal (McVie, 
2010) studies, making it a key risk factor and treatment target. Results 
also suggested that people who had been victims or witnesses of violence 
were more likely to engage in knife crime (McVie, 2010; Swatt & He, 
2006). It may therefore be beneficial to target victims and witnesses of 
violence for secondary interventions, preventing the transition from 
victim to offender (Falshaw et al., 1996). 

Mental health difficulties such as psychotic disorders, anxious dis-
orders, low self-esteem and self-harm were also related to an increased 
risk of knife offending (Frierson & Finkenbine, 2004; McVie, 2010). 
Interventions may benefit from awareness of potential interactions be-
tween risk factors. Being a witness, victim or even perpetrator of 
violence can be a traumatic experience (Delaney-Black et al., 2002; 
Moya, 2018), which may negatively impact the mental health of the 
individual. Therefore, intervention strategies may benefit from 
providing victims and offenders with adequate mental health support. 

Trauma and mental health difficulties have been linked to substance 
use, with individuals using substances to self-medicate against their 
symptoms (Hammersley et al., 2020). Both substance use and the mental 

health consequences of experiencing violence (Jouriles et al., 2017; 
Uehara et al., 1996) have been linked to an increased risk of future 
victimisation. When multiple factors are present, such as mental health 
difficulties and substance use (Frierson & Finkenbine, 2004), their 
interaction may exponentially increase the risk of an individual 
becoming involved in knife crime. 

Evidence also suggested that knife offenders may show some key 
differences in their characteristics when compared to gang members or 
violent offenders (HM Government, 2018; McVie, 2010) and thus may 
benefit from tailored interventions. Future research may continue 
exploring this by exploring the differences between knife offenders and 
violent offenders who do not carry knives. This way, findings may 
indicate whether risk factors, such as drug use and low SES, are relevant 
to knife crime specifically, or violent offending as a whole. 

Other possible treatment targets were also identified in this review, 
but these were only briefly explored by single studies, so that their 
relevance could not be corroborated. Future research should aim to 
build upon the studies described within this review, improving upon 
their numbers and their quality to continue exploring the links between 
risk factors and knife crime, solidifying the evidence before promoting 
them as treatment targets. 

Overall, there is a significant need for more research within the field 
of knife crime and the generalisation and application of identified 
characteristics should be cautious. Only 8 out of the 15 studies were 
considered to be of high quality, and there was a lack of adequate control 
groups. Although the present review yielded some relevant outcomes, it 
is essential for further research to take place in order to assess whether 
said outcomes are replicated. 

Additionally, 9 out of the 15 studies included in this review were 
conducted in the United States of America (USA), where guns are a much 
more prevalent weapon than in the UK. It is likely that the availability of 
guns within this context has led to a knife offender with different 
characteristics than knife offenders in the UK, who have a lesser avail-
ability of such weapons and thus may be more likely to use a knife than 
US offenders (BRAP, 2012). Although these studies may still provide 
valuable data on the risk factors of weapon carrying, future studies 
should attempt to explore knife crime in populations where the legis-
lation and availability of weapons limits gun access, making knives a 
more accessible choice. Results from said studies may provide more 
relevant and ecologically valid information to inform interventions in 
the UK, as well as countries that have a similar legal and social context 
surrounding weapon usage. 

4.2. Interventions on Knife Crime 

The review of interventions on knife crime yielded a total of six 
studies, exploring four types of interventions. Results suggested that the 
community initiative implemented in Glasgow (Williams et al., 2014) 
had a significant impact in reducing reoffending, while police presence 
in high schools was linked to higher incidences of knife crime (Crawford 
& Burns, 2016; Na & Gottfredson, 2013) and primary prevention stra-
tegies such as: stop and search; knife amnesties and media campaigns 
had no significant impact (Bleetman et al., 1997; Ward et al., 2011). 

The success of the intervention outlined by Williams et al. (2014) 
may have been achieved by the individualised and needs-led nature of 
the intervention. The review of characteristics of knife crime offenders 
highlighted the heterogeneity of this group, with variations across 
gender, experiences with violence, mental health difficulties, and more. 
Williams et al.'s (2014) tailored approach may have allowed for the 
intervention to specifically target each individual's risk factors, leading 
to its effectiveness. 

However, it is also relevant that participants in Williams et al.'s 
(2014) study self-referred, and so were perhaps more motivated to 
change than other samples. Furthermore, this intervention was carried 
out on gang members in Glasgow, and thus may not be generalisable to 
knife offenders who are not engaged in gang activity, or those in other 
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socio-cultural contexts. Further research is needed to replicate the re-
sults observed from Williams et al. (2014) prior to this approach being 
adopted by services. 

In contrast to the approach taken by Williams et al. (2014), evidence 
suggested that methods such as police presence in schools and stop-and- 
search procedures were not effective. This may have been contributed to 
by the fact that they did not account for some of the factors that drive 
knife offending. For example, being subjected to stop-and-search may be 
experienced as a violent act itself, as it may be perceived by the person 
being searched as intrusive and individually targeted (Bowling & Weber, 
2011). Research in this review (McVie, 2010; Uehara et al., 1996) 
highlighted the link between experiencing violence and engaging in 
knife crime, thus suggesting that subjecting individuals to stop-and- 
search procedures may indeed increase the risk of knife crime. 

Nonetheless, there are limitations to the generalisation of these re-
sults. This review covered a small number of studies, most of which did 
not assess similar interventions. This prevented the review from 
assessing the reliability of interventions. Additionally, there were sig-
nificant limitations to the research quality of studies, such as the lack of 
adequate control groups and methods that did not adequately explore 
causal links between the interventions and outcomes. Overall, results 
from this review tentatively support the use of the Community Initia-
tives as a knife crime intervention and note the observed negative out-
comes of police presence in schools. Most importantly this review 
highlights the need for further high-quality research into knife crime 
interventions. 

Many treatments are being developed and implemented on large 
scales without being adequately evaluated. This could result in the 
misplacement of resources towards ineffective interventions. For 
example, NKBL claimed to have a significant role within the reduction of 
violent, primarily knife-related, crime within Scotland (NKBL, 2020; 
Skott & McVie, 2019). However, these claims were based on an overall 
reduction in knife crime and knife related deaths within Scotland 
following the introduction of NKBL (Skott & McVie, 2019), rather than a 
prospective case-control study such as the one described by Williams 
et al. (2014). These trends could have been influenced by many other 
factors such as media campaigns and the work of Violence Reduction 
Units. Future research should aim to explore the effectiveness of in-
terventions by conducting prospective studies with adequate control 
groups and consistent outcome measures, such as recidivism. 

5. Conclusion 

This review has found a lack of research into knife crime and knife 
crime offenders. Findings supported by multiple ‘high quality’ studies 
suggested that being a victim of violence and having mental health 
difficulties may be risk factors for engaging in knife crime. Additionally, 
findings highlighted the heterogeneity of knife offenders and suggested 
there may be subtypes in this population. For example female perpe-
trators were more likely to offend in domestic settings while males were 
more likely to offend in community settings, and differences were noted 
between knife offenders who were involved in gangs and those who 
were not. A tailored, needs based approach, to tackling knife offending 
was the only evaluated intervention within this review that led to a 
reduction in recidivism. Nonetheless, research into knife crime charac-
teristics and interventions is scarce and heterogeneous, limiting the re-
view's ability to make meaningful comparisons across studies. 

This systematic review has been the first to systematically summarise 
and assess the quality of evidence on knife crime. Despite the limitations 
of this research, findings fill a substantial gap in the evidence base and 
provide valuable guidance for the development of future research and 
interventions. 
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Appendix 1. Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria Pro-forma 

Exclude if:  

• Paper is a narrative review, rapid evidence review, systematic review 
or meta-analysis.  

• Paper is a case study or qualitative piece of research.  
• Paper is a book chapter, commentary or editorial, or any other form 

that is not primary research.  
• Paper does not include primary data.  
• Paper is introducing an issue of a journal or similar.  
• Paper clearly focuses on gun or weapon other than knife violence 

only (Include if offence, e.g. theft, rape or terrorism, may or may not 
include knife violence and this is not clear).  

• Paper does not mention weapon or knife violence.  
• Paper focuses on forensic pathology or other medical investigation.  
• Paper focuses on eyewitness accuracy or the weapon focus effect.  
• Paper is a court case/precedent.  
• Paper focusses solely on suicide or self-harm.  
• Paper focuses on victim injury characteristics or victim perception of 

violence.  
• Paper only includes characteristics of (or factors affecting) victims, 

not offenders.  
• Article focusses on public perception of offenders or interventions.  
• Paper focuses on prevalence only, with no suggestion of information 

about offender characteristics or interventions.  
• Paper is about court, sentencing or Jury decision making.  
• Paper focuses on police decision making in response to offences.  
• Paper focuses on police use of force, police attitudes or behavior.  
• Paper is a case study or qualitative piece of research.  
• Article was published prior to 1977. 

Include if:  

• The above are not met. 
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