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This experimental student design brief was 
created in the academic year 2019–20 to explore 
new visual ways to engage with policy makers and 
national government and to help rethink responses 
to youth violence, particularly knife crime. 

It was created for, and aimed to inspire, MA 
Data Visualisation design students at London 
College of Communication, University of the 
Arts London to:

(i)   explore existing quantitative data sources 
about knife crime in London, identify 
key insights and develop information 
design, data physicalisation or speculative 
diagramming outputs; 

(ii)  to use these approaches to try to understand 
knife crime in relation to systemic issues and to 
start new conversations with policy makers and 
those involved in trying to reduce knife crime. 
No small challenge. 

Our focus and approach was inspired by a 
real-life problem presented by Shane Carey of 
Reprezent, who has worked in youth development 
for almost twenty years. He pointed out to the 
Design Against Crime Research Centre and the 
Social Design Institute at University of the Arts 
London that he often finds it impossible to talk 
about knife crime to partners and funders without 
drawing attention to so many other factors 
that indicate that youth violence has not yet 
been fully understood, interrogated or resolved. 

ABOUT
THE PROJECT SCOPE   
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From his point of view, the need for a ‘public 
health approach’ is more urgent than ever before, 
but neither widely understood nor effectively 
implemented. Creative youth engagement 
strategies, for example, that provide alternative 
activities and facilities dismissively described as 
“diversionary” (Adamson 2003) often hit all the 
relevant and current “public health” targets.  

Small bottom up youth projects through rich 
relational engagements can deliver a preventative 
approach that can reduce public spending offer 
significant value for money and have high social 
impact. Implementing a holistic and collaborative 
approach to the problem is more economic and 
offers more effective impact than partial policy 
initiatives that fail to address the bigger picture. 

Shane Carey’s need for a clearer systemic 
visualisation tool inspired a successful research 
collaboration and a successful UAL funding 
application to Research England to begin to 
explore data visualisation. 

Led by a partnership between the Design Against 
Crime Research Centre, the Social Design Institute, 
the MA Data Visualisation course at the University 
of the Arts London and Reprezent, a collaborative 
design team and approach was formed. Our 
intention was to consider whether it’s possible 
and useful for design students to review complex 
data about knife crime and visualise key insights 

ABOUT
THE PROJECT SCOPE   
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to share with local and national policy makers. 
Ultimately, to shine a light on causal mechanisms 
that affect youth futures. To figure out whether or 
not it is possible to identify which interventions 
and initiatives are most effective in addressing 
youth violence.  

Lorraine Gamman  
Henrietta Ross 

ABOUT
THE PROJECT SCOPE   
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We would very much like to acknowledge 
and thank Research England for funding that 
contributed to this project. 

Thank you also to Jocelyn Bailey, Shane Carey, 
Fernando Carvalho, Louis Edwards, Kate Marlow 
(and the HERE team), Victor Olisa, Amy Powell, 
Francesco Mazzarella, Craig Pinkney, Henrietta 
Ross, Lashawna Stewart and Adam Thorpe for 
their insights. Also Somers Town Community 
Association Youth Club, Copenhagen Youth Project 
and youth groups operating out of Reprezent Radio; 
also for the advice  of John Poyton (Red Thread), 
Ben Lindsay (Power the Fight), Robin Lockhart 
(Through Unity Charity) and particularly students 
from the MA Data Visualisation at LCC whose work 
has inspired this catalogue and is included herein. 

In fact, the explorative visual design outputs 
included in this catalogue sit alongside further 
parallel strands of work developed by the project 
team. These include:
(i)   a systems map of the wider context for 

youth violence informed by, as discussed in the 
conclusion to this catalogue, Jocelyn Bailey 
and Adam Thorpe 

(ii)  an 18,000 word report reviewing the 
literature around youth violence and knife 
crime to identify key themes and opportunities, 
authored by Alison Frater and Lorraine Gamman. 

A 2,500 word extract from the report follows next 
and is included to provide insight into the ongoing 
work and collaborations of the project team. 

ABOUT
THANKS AND 
ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS    
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Reprezent Radio 
www.reprezent.org.uk
Founded in 2004 by a Teacher and radio producer, 
Reprezent works with young people to help them 
realise their potential, through practicing and 
developing social, emotional and vocational skills.
Through accredited training, group work, events 
and media production, young people present, 
speak and lead all the content on the London-wide 
radio station, Reprezent 107.3FM. Over 6,000 have 
progressed through the programme since 2011, 
and alumni include Stormzy and Jamz Supanova.
Reprezent works in schools across Essex and 
London to support pupils to improve the awareness 
of their own Mental Health.  It collaborates and 
delivers with strategic partners on conditions and 
opportunities for young people through helping to 
guide youth policy and funding initiatives.

Design Against Crime Research Centre 
www.designagainstcrime.com
Design Against Crime is a practice-led design 
research project that emerged at Central Saint 
Martins. The Centre’s focus is based on the 
understanding that design thinking, as well as 
design practice, can and should address security 
issues without compromising functionality and 
other aspects of performance, or aesthetics.

ABOUT
PROJECT PARTNERS     
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MA Data Visualisation at LCC 
www.arts.ac.uk
MA Data Visualisation at London College of 
Communication is a practice-led course where 
students research, interpret, critique and visualise 
data using a range of media, tools and techniques.

Social Design Institute at UAL  
www.arts.ac.uk/ual-social-design-institute
The UAL Social Design Institute is a new institute 
that uses research insights to change how 
designers and organisations design. We connect 
UAL staff and students with external partners 
who are working in social and sustainable design. 



18 19 BEYOND KNIFE CRIME PROJECT REPORT 

EXTRACT
BEYOND KNIFE CRIME     

MATERIALISM

DRUGS 
MARKET

NEOLIBERALISM AND
DE-INDUSTRIALISATION

POVERTY

HOUSING 
SPECULATION 
AND COMMUNITY 
DISPERSION

PREJUDICE 
AND RACISM

MEDIA AND
COMMUNICATION
TECHNOLOGY

SYSTEMIC
VIOLENCE

AUSTERITY 
AND PUBLIC 
SECTOR CUTS 

EXPLOITATION

SYSTEMIC 
CONDITIONS

of young people
(e.g. by drugs
industry)

EXCLUSION
of young people
from school,
society, in
custody

M
ea

ni
ng

s  
    

    

    
     

     
      

        
      Materials                                        Com

petences

Capability                                      Opportunity         
      

     
     

    
    

  M
ot

iv
at

io
n

Health and care

Youth services
and spaces

Criminal 
justice

Policing
Education
 

A ‘PIPELINE’ 
OF VULNERABLE 
YOUNG PEOPLE

VIOLENCE 
BETWEEN 

YOUNG PEOPLE

INCIDENTS OF VIOLENT 
BEHAVIOUR BETWEEN 

YOUNG PEOPLE

THE EMERGENCE
OF YOUTH VIOLENCE 

AS PRACTICE

BEHAVIOURAL ISSUES
(Behaviours are the observable 
 actions of individuals)

PRACTICE ISSUES
(PRACTICES are behaviours 
 repeated across time and space)
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CONTEXT FOR 
YOUNG PEOPLE
Wider systemic 
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Youth Violence Systems Map

This is a high level summary of a 
systems map, which is being developed 
in collaboration with a range of stakeholders, 
depicting the complex mix of factors 
that lead to youth violence. The map was 
designed by Jocelyn Bailey, Fernando 
Carvalho, and Ian Carr.
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AND LORAINNE 
GAMMAN (2020)
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There is a great deal of alarm about the continued 
rise in knife crime. A government strategy, a 
body of research, many reports, high level select 
committees, and policy ‘think tanks’ have yet to 
curb the trend. Numbers are rapidly approaching 
an unprecedented 50,000 reported offences in 
England and Wales per year and the stakes are 
high. Knife crime triggers interventions by law 
enforcement and the courts that incur massive 
costs for society but with little benefit in ending 
the toll on young lives. 

This report works through the literature. It skims 
out an overview, a current understanding but 
with a difference. It’s written by a public health 
consultant and a professor of design (Head of the 
Design against Crime Research Unit at Central 
St Martins, UAL) working with a broad range of 
collaborators; people who want to find solutions. 
They’ve learned that co-production, multidisciplinary 
thinking and data visualisation, reveals underlying 
social constructs, surfaces new truths. 

Thinking about knife crime, a shared approach 
shifts the gaze beyond antisocial behaviour 
and ‘offending’. By drawing on a range of sources, 
not just from criminology and sociology but also 
from arts, design and humanities it’s providing a 
stimulus for policy discussion, a call for action, 
a hope for change. 

Knife crime is brutal and brutalising, it’s a definitive 
and unequivocal act yet linked to many causal 

INTRODUCTIONUNRAVELLING FACTORS 
PREDICTING KNIFE CRIME, 
DATA VISUALISATION 
REVEALS UNDERLYING 
SOCIAL CONSTRUCTS, 
SURFACES NEW TRUTHS

22

EXTRACT
BEYOND KNIFE CRIME     



24 BEYOND KNIFE CRIME PROJECT REPORT 

mechanisms. Even a superficial look raises red 
flags about deprivation. Cuts to local spending 
are hurting communities at a time when there is 
a consensus on the need for more investment 
in youth futures. 

Complex issues require complex solutions. 
Cross government committees have been 
established but inertia sets in when high level 
agreements are not followed by resources for 
local action. Disparity between the hopes and 
expectations of communities and the heavy 
hand of national government can slow progress. 
Unintended consequences litter the floor 
while the use of knives in England and Wales 
continues to rise. 

Data visualisation highlights discordance 
between research and practice. Interventions are 
not always developed alongside the individuals 
and communities most affected. Over reliance 
on the external agencies of criminal justice 
especially has unintended consequences 
potentially, perversely increasing the likelihood 
of knife crime. Criminalising young people not 
directly responsible for the underlying issues 
creates injustice. It overlooks factors driving 
their vulnerability and exploitation. 

Violent crime disproportionally affects young 
people from more deprived neighbourhoods, 
with young men facing the greatest risk of death. 

BEYOND KNIFE CRIME – 
THE PROBLEM CONTEXT

25

Evidence comes from a number of sources. 
Sentencing data shows that the perpetrators 
of knife crime are mostly young men; NHS 
data finds that they are also the main victims 
of knife crime. Admissions of young victims 
for “assault by a sharp object” have increased 
over the last five years. In 2018/19, only 8% 
were young women; almost 60% were under 30 
and just under a quarter were young men aged 
10-19 (Sivarajasingam, Morgan, et al., 2019).

Data for homicides in England and Wales reveals 
that 25 per cent of the 285 deaths due to knives 
were of young men aged between 18–24, 16% 
were boys under 16. Of these, a quarter were killed 
by friends or acquaintances and a quarter by a 
stranger (ONS, 2019). Suspects are mostly young 
men aged 16–24, as revealed by the Murder in 
Britain study (Shaw, Tunstall and Dorling, 2005). 
Out of 786 men convicted of homicide, 73% were 
persistent offenders with a cluster of known risk 
factors. A fifth who began offending before the age 
of 13, had traumatic backgrounds, 30% had been 
physically abused, 17% sexually abused and 45% 
had been taken into care before the age 16.  

In reaching for answers, a design led approach 
finds alignment with the dominant narrative 
about the positive potential of a public health 
strategy. The public health emphasis on a holistic 
response, identifying opportunities for prevention 
resonates with the vision and methods used 
in social innovation design. Both envisage a 

SO, WHAT IS THE PUBLIC 
HEALTH APPROACH TO 
REDUCING KNIFE CRIME?

EXTRACT
BEYOND KNIFE CRIME     
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way forward that shifts the locus of decision 
making from national to local; seeks to rebalance 
investment by cashing in high cost, low value 
criminal justice actions for youth led prevention – 
and promotes the creative and sustaining 
context of community ownership. 

In Scotland a public health approach defined 
as ‘treating violence as a preventable disease’ is 
widely held to have made a major difference to 
knife crime from a European high over the last ten 
years. Launched in 2005, the Violence Reduction 
Unit in Scotland (SVRU), an arms-length, police led 
initiative is credited as having a key role in reducing 
deaths from violent crime (down from 137 in 2005 
to 59 in 2017/18) and an almost halving of the 
numbers of violent crimes, down from 14,728 to 
7,251 between 2004/5 and 20016/17. 

A multi-agency programme of work in the 
USA, Ceasefire Boston (Kennedy, Braga and 
Piehl, 2001) spearheading the public health 
paradigm influenced a major feature of the 
Scottish unit’s activity, the Community Initiative 
to Reduce Violent Crime (CRIV) specifically 
targeted to known gang members. ‘Calling in’ 
gangs was followed up with offers of mentoring, 
skills development, a requirement to attend 
workshops, referrals to mental health services 
and insistence that violent activity must end. 

26

INCOMPLETE OR MISSING 
DATA AND DISCORDANCE 
BETWEEN RESEARCH AND 
PRACTICE HIGHLIGHTS THE 
NEED FOR MORE DIVERSE 
AND TEXTURED INFORMATION, 
BUT DATA VISUALISATION 
DOES IDENTIFY KEY ISSUES 
AND STRATEGIES

EXTRACT
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The SVRU analysed a range of data sources on 
violence, not just police reported crime, concluding 
that prevention should start with communities 
best placed to understand and address social 
drivers of violence. They designed a range of 
relationship centred interventions aimed at 
active mobilisation of people thought to be best 
placed to carry out preventive activities. People 
with lived experience of violence were especially 
valued for their skills in forging effective personal 
relationships across the community. 

The range of interventions rolled out by the 
SVRU specifically addressed the causes of crime, 
with the underlying belief in connection and 
opportunity as an antidote to violence. 
    Street and Arrow, a cafe drop in and referral 

site (based in a hospital) that provided a 
range of 1:1 mentoring, counselling and 
advice services including personal and 
employment skills.

    An anti-violence schools programme using a 
bystander approach. Training 5-6,000 fifth and 
sixth formers, it reached out to challenge violent 
behaviour safely and to call out exploitative 
approaches by gang members.

    A programme for hospital consultants, 
Medics Against Violence, worked to make 
young people aware of the consequences of 
violence including a secondary school based 
programme of workshops.

COMMUNITIES 
UNDERSTAND THE SOCIAL 
DRIVERS OF VIOLENCE

     TA ‘navigator’ project established for people 
affected by repeat violence aiming to end the 
‘revolving door’ in attendance at A&E. Peer 
mentors were trained to work in hospitals, with 
those caught up in gangs, at a time when they 
would be susceptible to offers of help.

    A community engagement scheme, Ask, Support, 
Care (ASC) aiming to encourage a range of 
people in the community ‘front line’; hairdressers, 
vets, firefighters, to identify those at risk of, 
or affected by violence and signpost them 
to sources of advice and support. 

There has been a sustained downward trend in 
violence in Scotland since 2012 although this is 
beginning to flatten out. Evaluations of the unit 
show significant effects with reductions in violent 
crime among participants, including an almost 
60% reduction in carrying knives; gang fighting 
reduced by over 70% (www.shiftdesign. 
org/case-study-svru) 

The success of some violent crime prevention 
programmes in the USA such as Cure 
(www.cvg.org) in ‘high need’ communities in 
Chicago influenced UK politicians. They recognised 
a need to move beyond a retributive criminal justice 
solution. The emerging consensus around a public 
health narrative indicated a more developmental 
approach (Roberts, 2019). 

‘Cure’ was developed as a grass roots community-
based outreach programme. It was staffed 

PROMOTING MEASURES 
FOR INCLUSIVITY AND 
INTERSECTIONALITY 
ACROSS SOCIETY: OTHER 
INITIATIVES FOCUSSED ON 
‘SECONDARY PREVENTION’ 
TO PREVENT REPEAT 
OFFENDING

CURE; A COMMUNITY 
BASED APPROACH 
TO ENDING VIOLENCE 
IN CHICAGO

29 BEYOND KNIFE CRIME PROJECT REPORT 
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by people from the neighbourhood with street 
status and legitimacy usually because they were 
ex-offenders who had turned their lives around. 
There was some level of collaboration with the 
police on data-sharing but the ‘ceasefire’ outreach 
workers acted independently to provide emotional, 
educational and recreational support to young 
people thought to be at risk of crime. A series of 
high quality, qualitative (Gorman-Smith and Cosey-
Gay, 2012) and quantitative (Henry, Knoblauch 
and Sigurvinsdottir, 2014) evaluations found 
positive results. 

Using matched comparisons they found distinct, 
sustained and significant outcomes: a reduction in 
violent crime and reductions in gang related activity 
especially retaliatory killings (Skogan et al., 2009). 

Key elements of success were; recruiting workers 
who are effective communicators able to gain the 
attention of high-risk young people; recruiting them 
on the streets not through institutions, or from 
police referrals, and delivering support, explicitly 
to motivate subjects to engage with mainstream 
services especially employment opportunities. 

The outreach workers also intervened directly in 
conflict. They offered mediation aiming to shift 
perceptions of normality by providing alternatives 
to disputes that might otherwise have ended in 
violence. They managed complex caseloads with 
few resources in neighbourhoods with high levels 

of violent crime and where residents had come 
to feel that enforcement was the only viable option 
open to them. Despite having a negative view of 
police effectiveness, community residents reflected 
positively on the role of the outreach teams: 
‘they’re out there without vests stopping shit that 
the police department can’t stop’ (Gorman-Smith 
and Cosey-Gay, 2012). The evaluations highlighted 
the need for work to restore community confidence.

Our focus when researching background 
material for this report was on finding solutions. 
We started by looking for different ways of seeing 
the problem. Incomplete or missing data and 
discordance between research and practice 
highlights the need for more diverse and textured 
information but data visualisation does identify 
key issues and strategies.  

The research literature and statistical content 
are drawn from a broad set of disciplines, yet 
the policy response is rarely multidisciplinary 
in implementation. Some voices are missing. 
Especially, there is no national conversation with 
young people (Harding, 2020a). Those most at 
risk of getting involved in or being affected by 
violent crime feel deeply the harm done to them 
by actions taken in one place that have unintended 
consequences in another. Studies show that school 
exclusions, highly correlated with the rise in knife 
crime, increase vulnerability (Berelowitz et al., 
2013) and the likelihood of young people being 

THE VALUE OF DATA 
ABOUT KNIFE CRIME – 
AND THE IMPORTANCE 
OF BETTER AND MORE 
DIVERSE SOURCES
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exploited by gangs and committing crimes. High 
quality alternative provision, successful in offering 
a bridge back into mainstream provision, is 
scarce (Mills and Thomson, 2018).

Examining the data suggests that there are 
missed opportunities to meet need. Public 
sector cuts in family support, or poorly integrated 
service delivery such as for mental health 
services fail families and young people at risk 
of exploitation. Reducing access to services 
increases vulnerability. Disinvestment in drug 
rehabilitation is well documented (Black, 2020) 
and has undermined opportunities for taking steps 
to prevent young people being drawn into crime 
(Children’s Commissioner et al., 2019). 

Emerging evidence suggests that, given support, 
young people are able to navigate the ‘social field’ 
of the gang alongside the rules-based environment 
of school or college. Yet, a policy of mandating 
school exclusion on the basis of gang membership 
is more likely than not in most places of learning 
(Irwin-Rogers and Harding, 2018). 

Research also suggests that stop and search 
is of marginal benefit (Eades et al., 2007b) but 
the practice continues. The stigmatising effects 
are known to be long lasting and to dislocate 
whole communities from trust in the police. 
New ‘Knife Crime Prevention Orders,’ are thought 
by many organisations involved in advocacy 
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for young people to be ‘fast tracking them 
into custody’(Brackenbury, 2019). 

Over reliance on the external agencies of criminal 
justice in responding to knife crime, especially 
following a first offence, has unintended 
consequences potentially exacerbating factors 
leading to carrying and using knives. And for young 
people leaving prison, vital support needed at this 
key point of transition is often poor or absent. 
Opportunities for rehabilitation and reducing 
re-offending are lost. 

Mental health services are much needed yet 
difficult to find. Prime Minister May pledged to 
make mental health provision for young people a 
priority. But, half of the extra money allocated for 
child and adolescent mental health went to plug 
more visible gaps elsewhere hospital operating 
targets and A&E trolley waits (Young Minds, 2018). 
Almost a quarter of referrals to specialist services 
made by GPs are turned away (Khan, Parsonage 
and Stubbs, 2015). 

There is evidence that knife crime could be 
prevented because patterns of activity are 
predictive of future risk (Linden, 2010) but the 
data needed to plot trajectories is incomplete, 
approximate. In official statistics even the 
numbers of knife crimes are ‘estimated’ and the 
Chief Inspector of Police says a third is missed 
(Her Majesty’s Inspectorate of Constabulary, 

EXTRACT
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2014). Hospitals tell a different story, a more 
human one but the data is again under-counted, 
especially where it doesn’t lead to an admission. 

A great many high-level individuals and 
organisations, stress that agencies must work 
together to find solutions, yet data sharing is poor 
and leadership weak (House of Commons Home 
Affairs Committee, 2019). 

The Home Affairs Select committee endorsed the 
public health approach in concept. They noted 
the importance of a prevention focussed strategy 
based on principles that call for a joined-up policy 
response across government departments and 
local agencies. They suggested that there are 
lessons to be learned from the work of regional 
initiatives such as the West Midlands Data Sharing 
pilot (PHE, 2015) and the Scottish Violence 
Reduction Unit and stressed the need for a more 
comprehensive and generalisable framework. 

Public health researchers identify protective 
factors that reduce vulnerability and the risk of 
getting involved in knife crime. These include 
developing good social skills, self-esteem, 
academic achievement, strong bonds with parents, 
community involvement and access to social 
support (Sethi et al., 2010). Identifying the impact 
of arts and the humanities in criminal justice 
settings develops this line of thinking still further. 
Especially it raises questions about the role of 
empathy and the value of culture. It sets an agenda 

CONCLUSION: FINDING 
THE ANSWER: DESIGN LED 
INTERVENTIONS ALIGNING 
WITH PUBLIC HEALTH 
CONCEPTS

A DESIGN FACILITATED 
APPROACH SEEKS TO 
ENGAGE WITH ALL AGENCIES 
INVOLVED FORMING 
PARTNERSHIPS. DESIGNERS 
OPERATE TO VISUALISE DATA 
BUT MORE IMPORTANTLY TO 
CO-DESIGN SOLUTIONS

35
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for what and how design might contribute to 
finding lasting solutions. 

A design facilitated approach seeks to engage 
with all agencies involved forming partnerships. 
Designers operate to visualise data but more 
importantly to co design solutions, in this case 
with young people and community partners. 
They are profoundly evidence based though value 
stories and case studies over, or certainly as well 
as, numeric or empirical sources of evidence. 
Designers focus on understanding life journeys 
and individual experiences believing that how 
people see and feel should guide thinking about 
understanding the present and shaping the future. 
For both data visualisation and co-production 
visual iteration sprints are central tenets of 
design practice. They provide a rapid method for 
participants to test out new ways of thinking and 
consider different interpretations or perspectives 
on a range of sources of evidence. 

Applying these techniques to interrogate and 
visualise data about what is working and what 
isn’t, it becomes very quickly apparent that 
top-down initiatives are less effective than, 
for example, small youth led projects that 
employ creative techniques and rich relational 
engagements (Steer and Jewkes, 2016). On 
the face of it these might be considered time 
consuming and can be dismissed as “diversionary” 
(Adamson, 2003) but they do more than ‘divert’ 

young people off the street. They make a 
massive difference in rebuilding youth futures. 

Especially, for young people experiencing 
alienation and estrangement from society, 
creative engagement projects offer a means 
of developing social skills, building self-reliance 
and rethinking identity. In reality, small scale 
community-based youth projects often those 
facilitated by social innovation design and the arts 
enable young people to reach out and re-connect 
(McNeill et al, 2011). They hit public health targets 
on delivering prevention (www.shiftdesign.org/
case-study-svru) and reduce the cost of crime 
to communities. Further research is needed to 
properly understand the value and contribution 
of creative projects to reducing knife violence. 
Our review suggests that the key question is 
not whether to take this approach but how best 
to optimise its restorative and preventive potential. 

Alison Frater and Lorraine Gamman 
Bibliography: See website 
www.arts.ac.uk/redesign-youth-futures
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Yaoyo Shi 
Changes in youth 
service funding by 
London borough  

About the project work 

This project focussed on the possible 
connection between declining funding for 
local youth services and increasing incidents 
of violence and knife crime involving young 
people in London (London Assembly, 2019). 
Yaoyo sought to visualise the change in each 
of these values over time, to understand if a 
connection, correlation or causal relationship 
between the two could be evidenced. 
In the interface developed with Adobe XD 
shown here, the information is organised by 
borough. While in some areas there does 
appear to be a connection between the 
two measures – as a number of qualitative 
sources claim (London Borough of Camden, 
2018) – this cannot be seen though out the 
group, indicating a London-wide, rather 
than a borough level response to this 
issue might be more appropriate.         

WHAT    
 Youth Service funding by year 
×
Offences involving a knife or 
offensive weapon by year 

WHY 
To understand the relationship 
between youth service cuts and 
incidents of knife crime 

WHO 
Local Authorities in London   

HOW 
   Interactive prototype in Adobe XD 

AT A GLANCE   
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Sabina Rahman  
Mental health and well-
being and access to 
support services 

About the project work 

This project encourages the audience 
to look beyond a solely quantitative 
understanding of the issue of knife crime and 
youth violence – based in measures such as 
the number of incidents or other statistics – 
to focus instead on the lived experience of 
some young people affected by this issue. The 
outcome proposes an installation which allows 
users to engage with individuals’ stories and 
also consider these in the context of declining 
service provision during the recent period 
of government austerity which has affected 
the funding of many local services such as 
health and social care. 

AT A GLANCE   
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WHAT    
Offences involving possession 
of a knife or other offensive 
weapon and young people by year 
× 
Funding cuts to GP surgeries, 
youth services and library 
services by year  

WHY 
To highlight the lived experience 
of at-risk-individuals 

WHO 
Local and national government 

HOW 
Installation 



About the project work 

A 2019 report by the Parliamentary Office 
of Science and Technology, highlighted: ‘the 
Serious Violence Strategy, the cross-party 
Youth Violence Commission (YVC), the All-
Party Parliamentary Group on Knife Crime, 
and the charity Barnardo’s suggest that young 
people excluded from mainstream education 
are at greater risk of youth violence’ (Houses 
of Parliament, 2019) This interactive web-
based outcome focusses on the costs of 
school exclusions, drawing on research by 
the Early Intervention Foundation (2018) and 
highlights some other ways this money could 
be spent – within mainstream education – as 
a preventative, rather then a punitive measure. 

School exclusion is 
also relatively costly

= £10 
per week 
per pupil 

Mainstream 
schooling

£119
per pupil per week  

Pupil referral 
units (PRUs)

£338
per pupil per week  

Alternative 
provision

£351
per pupil per week  

Alternative provision costs £232 more per week than 
mainstream schooling, how else could this be spent? 

£232 

£40
per week

0 10 20 30 40 50 60 70 80 90 100 110 120 130 140

£50
per week

£50
per week

£90
per week

£186
in total

£30
in total

ALL-PARTY PARLIAMENTARY
GROUP ON KNIFE CRIME
OCTOBER 2019

‘In May 2019 seven Police and Crime 
Commissioners (PCC) along with London 
Mayor, Sadiq Khan, wrote to the Prime 
Minister linking the “broken” school 
exclusions system to rising knife crime’

ʻThe suggestion [is] that there is a strong cross-over 
between pupils who are at risk of exclusion and 
those who are at risk of criminal exploitationʼ
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euismod tincidunt ut laoreet dolore magna aliquam erat volutpat. Ut wisi enim ad minim 
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commodo consequat. Duis autem vel eum iriure dolor in hendrerit in vulputate velit esse 
molestie consequat, vel illum dolore eu feugiat nulla facilisis at vero eros et accumsan et 
iusto odio dignissim qui blandit praesent luptatum zzril delenit augue duis dolore te 
feugait nulla facilisi.

Explore early 
intervention 

AT A GLANCE   

Zeqi Li   
Early intervention and 
alternative provision  
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WHAT    
Average cost of school exclusion 
per pupil per year   
× 
Costs of alternative interventions 

WHY 
To explore alternatives to 
school exclusion   

WHO 
Teaching professionals and policy-
makers in education 

HOW 
Single page, long-scrolling site 
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ALL PROJECT 
WORK 

INDIVIDUAL FOCUSSES 
AND DESIGN OUTCOMES  

MA DATA VISUALISATION 
PARTICIPANT PROFILES 



Zongyang Xu  
Focus on a comparison 
of service funding 

About the project work  

Working with two collaborative partners 
from MA Design Management, Zongyang’s 
project focussed on a comparison of funding 
for different public sector providers, such as 
the health service, policing, education and 
the prison service. Their project work aimed 
to challenge a crime and justice focussed 
response to knife crime and youth violence 
in order to highlight the positive and possibly 
preventative impact services such as health 
and education might have on this issue. 
The group experimented with materials to 
create a three dimensional output which 
encouraged users to consider and compare 
the capacity and involvement of different 
stakeholders in this area. 
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WHAT    
Costs of knife crime per incident 
to prison service, NHS and police    
×   
Investment in education per pupil 

WHY 
To explore preventative and 
protective strategies  

WHO 
National government and 
policy makers 

HOW 
Light-based installation using 
projection to compare values 

Visualisation 
Development 

Material in each layer 

ZONGYANG



About the project work  

This web-based outcome encourages users to 
consider changes in youth service provision in 
London boroughs alongside incidents of youth 
violence and knife crime. The output highlights 
a decline in youth service funding, and 
considers a possible link between this trend 
and increases in youth violence and knife crime 
when this information is displayed by borough. 
The interface allows the user to navigate by 
borough, or to choose to investigate the areas 
more or less affected by reductions in youth 
service funding. The output demonstrates how 
the relationship between these two measures 
is not straightforward, and how youth services 
might be considered as one component 
in a complex system of issues influencing 
individuals’ experience of this topic.

Kailin Hu   
Focus on funding 
social care services  
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WHAT    
Children’s social care service 
funding by year and borough     
× 
Offences involving a knife 
or offensive weapon by year 
and borough 

WHY 
To understand the relationship 
between changes in funding to 
children’s social care services 
and knife crime   

WHO 
Policy-makers in London boroughs 

HOW 
   Interactive prototype in Adobe XD  



Tim Ching Kwan  
Focus on visualisation 
in the built environment 
 

About the project work  

This piece of work takes, as its inspiration, 
the observation that while it is frequently local 
communities that are most affected by youth 
violence and knife crime, there is frequently little 
evidence of these conflicts and their impact in 
the built environment in London. This outcome 
attempts to surface the complexity of the varied 
and various factors which can be understood 
to relate to youth violence and knife crime, 
and position visualisations drawn from these 
in the city’s hubs and transit points in order 
to stimulate ongoing, in-depth and informed 
discussion of this issue. 
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WHAT    
Incidents of youth violence    
×   
Date and location  

WHY 
To engage local communities in 
the debate around of measures 
to address youth violence   

WHO 
Local community members  

HOW 
Posters in local hubs  
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Patricia Lima  
Focus on a comparison 
by London borough 

About the project work  

Patricia’s work on this brief attempted to 
capture and convey the complexity of the task 
of establishing a holistic understanding of the 
wide range of factors which can be understood 
as relevant to, or having an influence on, knife 
crime and youth violence in London. Taking a 
range of measures, from population density 
to employment rates, to education and other 
service provision, this visualisation offers the 
user a variety of routes into engaging with this 
issue. An adapted London map is created, 
with which comparisons can quickly be made 
between boroughs, and key factors.  
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WHAT    
Demographic information 
by London borough        
×   
Incidents of youth violence 
by London borough    

WHY 
To visualise complexity and 
facilitate comparison    

WHO 
Policy makers in London  

HOW 
A web based tool and map 
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Julien Balloue   
Focus on Adverse 
Childhood Experiences

About the project work  

This thoughtful and considered response to 
the brief draws on the possible link between 
involvement in youth violence and exposure to 
Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). Based 
on research by NHS Scotland (2018) among 
others, the intention of this web-based outcome 
is to explain to users what ACEs are and their 
possible impact on individuals in later life. 
The output combines text-based and graphic 
visualisations of ACEs and facilitates an 
exploration of this subject and its connection 
to youth violence and knife crime.    
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WHAT    
Adverse Childhood Experiences     

WHY 
To promote a holistic approach 
and preventative interventions   

WHO 
Youth workers, educators and 
policy makers  

HOW 
   Interactive prototype in Adobe XD  
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Yu Tian   
Focus on well-being 
and a holistic response

About the project work  

This piece of work has a focus on the London 
borough of Southwark and attempts to offer an 
insight into the extent of knife crime and youth 
violence in that borough. Drawing on research 
by organisations such as The World Health 
Organisation (2015) it also seeks to challenge 
a solely criminal justice-based response 
to incidents, highlighting the role possible 
preventative factors, such as improving quality 
of life, and community support. The mobile-first 
outcome is aimed at young people who might 
be experiencing. or at risk of experiencing, 
violence, and attempts to signpost them 
towards alternative support structures and local 
services focussed on health and well-being.
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WHAT    
Incidents of knife crime by year     
×   
Wards in Southwark  

WHY 
To support at-risk individuals 
accessing health and well-being 
support and services      

WHO 
Young people and youth workers  

HOW 
   Interactive prototype in Adobe XD   
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Ke Xue 
Focus on a comparison 
of key factors in a 
London borough  

About the project work  

This project used Processing to create an 
interactive prototype which allows users 
to compare different measures connected 
to youth violence in a specific location: the 
London borough of Southwark. The circular 
shapes represent the prevalence of possible 
risk factors, such as gangs operating in key 
areas, and allows the users to compare these 
to measures such as number of reported 
incidents. The final outcome challenges some 
assumptions about the connection between 
some commonly considered factors, by 
highlighted where these can and cannot be 
visualised, and suggests that a more nuanced 
and holistic approach to understanding this 
issue in London is needed.     
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WHAT    
Incidents of knife crime by location  
×   
Reported gang activity by location  
×   
Youth services by location    

WHY 
To challenge conventional 
narratives around youth violence    

WHO 
Policy makers in Southwark  

HOW 
Interactive map  
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About the project work  

The visual language showcased here is a 
sample of the development work completed 
by Zeqi on her project about the role of early 
and preventative intervention as a possible 
alternative to school exclusion, shown on page 
42/43 of this publication. The work discusses 
and responds to the possible connection 
between school exclusion and heightened 
risk of involvement in youth violence and 
showcases approaches which could be used 
to reduce the likelihood of at-risk young people 
being excluded from mainstream school. 

BEYOND KNIFE CRIME PROJECT REPORT 

OUTCOME
Zeqi Li   
Early intervention and 
alternative provision  

 
WHAT    
Average cost of school exclusion 
per pupil per year   
×  
Costs of alternative interventions 

WHY 
To explore alternatives to 
school exclusion   

WHO 
Teaching professionals and policy-
makers in education 

HOW 
Single page, long-scrolling site 
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About the project work 

The images here document the iterative 
prototyping work Sabina completed in the 
development of her project work shown on 
page 40/41 of this publication. Sabina created 
a mock-up of an interactive installation, 
and also experimented with programming 
and physical computing in order to produce 
an animated visualisation of how the 
installation might be used to create a physical 
representation of data relating to incidents 
of youth violence and access to health and 
social care services.   

BEYOND KNIFE CRIME PROJECT REPORT 

Sabina Rahman  
Mental health and well-
being, and access to 
support services 

 
WHAT    
Offences involving possession 
of a knife or other offensive 
weapon and young people by year  
× 
Funding cuts to GP surgeries, 
youth services and library services 
by year  

WHY 
To highlight the lived experience 
of at-risk-individuals 

WHO 
Local and national government    

HOW 
Installation 
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CONCLUSION 

JOCELYN BAILEY, SOCIAL 
DESIGN INSTITUTE, AND 
PROF. ADAM THORPE, 
DESIGN AGAINST CRIME 
RESEARCH CENTRE

NOT JUST A PRETTY 
FACE: VISUALISATION AND 
COMPLEX PROBLEMS

SYSTEMS MAP
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In this afterword, as our conclusion, we want to 
make a case for the significant contribution of 
the visual, whilst also critically reflecting on the 
inherent issues that arise in visualisation. 

We live in a world saturated by images and 
visual content. And yet our intellectual cultures – 
the serious businesses of research, critique, 
policy – still tend to privilege verbal language 
and text. We have a concept of knowledge that 
is accumulated through piles of words, and 
consequently tend to downplay the contribution 
of images, seeing them as somehow more 
frivolous, pretty but inessential, a nice-to-have 
adjunct to some text – or something to do with 
art perhaps. And yet, expressions such as ‘it’s 
on the tip of my tongue’, or ‘a picture speaks a 
thousand words’, highlight the inadequacy of 
language for articulating the totality of experience 
and the potential contribution of the visual.

Images and visualisations do not simply offer 
an alternative, prettier (and less detailed) way 
of communicating the same set of information. 
Visual artefacts do something different. They have 
different mechanisms and effects: they enable a 
different set of things to happen. Different things 
are communicable. Visuals do things that text 
cannot do – and by the same token text does 
things that the visual cannot. Not for one moment 
are we arguing for the primacy of the visual over 
text, nor that the visual is any less subjective, but 

CONCLUSION 
VISUALISATION AND 
COMPLEX PROBLEMS
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rather that the visual offers a panoply of tools for 
understanding and interacting with the world that 
is complementary and non-identical to that of 
verbal language, without which one is inevitably 
limited. This is not to say they ought to be regarded 
as ‘neutral’ tools. Power relations unavoidably 
inhere in what gets represented, and the potential 
persuasiveness of visuals – their potency – 
means they should be wielded thoughtfully.

We consider the different representations shared 
within this catalogue – data visualisation and 
systems mapping (inlcuded on pages 78–79) – 
and their contributions to meaning-making and 
understanding. Of particular relevance here is the 
use of visual approaches in grappling with complex 
problems: what might visual approaches do when 
it comes to understanding and responding to a 
complex systemic issue such as youth violence?

According to Snowden and Boone (2017), 
a complex system is defined by:

    having a large number of interacting elements;
    interactions that are non-linear – cause and 

effect is not necessarily clear;
    being emergent and dynamic;
    having a history;
    a disconnect between hindsight and foresight – 

what worked last time might not work next time; 
and

    the involvement of human actors who are 
themselves unpredictable.

POWER RELATIONS 
UNAVOIDABLY INHERE IN 
WHAT GETS REPRESENTED, 
AND THE POTENTIAL 
PERSUASIVENESS OF 
VISUALS – THEIR POTENCY – 
MEANS THEY SHOULD BE 
WIELDED THOUGHTFULLY

CONCLUSION 
VISUALISATION AND 
COMPLEX PROBLEMS
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between them, and anything else we would 
choose to include. 

Visuals can be ‘panoptic’, they can give you the 
overview and the detail at one and the same time 
(Barton & Barton, 1993). ‘Maps’ of various kinds 
have long been used to represent a territory, to 
bring it within range, to render it knowable and 
manageable (Kitchin, et al., 2011). Maps are of 
course always a partial view: there is no objective 
view from nowhere, there is no complete and 
perfect version. The same might be said about 
representations of complex problems: they are 
always and inherently partial. What it looks like 
depends on where you are standing. And yet, as 
advocates of a ‘soft’ systems approach would 
argue, it is only through the (imperfect) process 
of trying to structure a problem or system that 
one has any hope of taking meaningful action 
(Checkland & Poulter, 2006). In this mode, 
representations are not claims for how the 
world ‘really’ is – they are attempts by humans 
to make sense of it. So despite their partial 
nature, system maps are useful in the process 
of their co-construction, creating a common 
and understandable setting for dialogue and 
negotiation around ‘what is’ and ‘what could be’.

A risk here is the temptation to simplify in pursuit 
of legibility. Rittel and Webber described it as 
‘morally objectionable’ to ‘treat a wicked problem, 
as though it were a tame one, or tame a wicked 
problem prematurely’ (Rittel & Webber, 1973). 

Taken together, this means that typically the 
problem with complex systems is working out 
where to intervene in them, and how. As Rittel and 
Webber commented in their classic 1973 paper 
on ‘wicked’ problems, ‘one of the most intractable 
problems is that of defining problems (of knowing 
what distinguishes an observed condition from 
a desired condition) and of locating problems 
(finding where in the complex causal networks 
the trouble really lies).’ Visualisations can be 
instrumental in responding to several of these 
difficulties. They can also be instrumental in 
perpetuating them, as we will see. 

‘The systems we describe are only as tangible as 
our renderings’ (Jones & Bowes, 2017, p. 230).

To work thoughtfully with and in systems, we 
need to make them comprehensible first. Finding 
ways of representing a complex problem is the 
first step towards grappling with it. The activity 
of representation-making is an act of inquiry: 
the process here is as valuable as the end 
result. However, when it comes to the end result, 
the necessarily linear form of verbal language 
and text does not lend itself well to bringing 
a complex mess of interacting elements into 
view simultaneously. A picture, by contrast, can. 
This portrayal is valuable because: ‘it is not the 
elements themselves that deliver complexity but 
the relations between them’ (Sevaldson, 2013). A 
systems map can show at once a large and diverse 
number of elements, the non-linear relationships 

BRINGING INTO VIEW

CONCLUSION 
VISUALISATION AND 
COMPLEX PROBLEMS



74 75 BEYOND KNIFE CRIME PROJECT REPORT 

When it comes to visualising, simplifying too 
early in the mapping process can lead one down 
the wrong path. One must be prepared for the 
discomfort entailed by ‘real attempts to read, 
wrestle and interact with the immense richness 
and systemic entanglements that surround us’ 
(Sevaldson, 2013). Simply ignoring things that 
feel too complicated will not make them go away. 

Images and visuals, by showing not telling, invite 
interpretation and reflection. They raise questions 
rather than dictate answers. Less dogmatic than 
words, when used in a participatory process (as is 
absolutely commonplace in participatory design, 
for example), visuals can help stakeholders to 
surface new insights and reflections, to respond 
rather than be told. And to contribute themselves, 
of course. The unfinished object invites further 
contributions. It implies a work in progress, a draft 
that is open to editing. Visuals can thus become 
a site of exchange and dialogue, an object to talk 
around and over; or, indeed, to create together. 
In groups of mixed disciplines and backgrounds, 
images and visuals have the potential to work as 
‘boundary objects’ (Star & Griesemer, 1989): things 
that bypass the jargon that puts walls between 
professions, and communicate successfully 
between disciplinary worlds. 

In a complex system, by definition, stakeholders 
hold differing if not actually opposing views of 
the situation. How the system or problem looks 
depends on who you are and where you want to go: 

FOSTERING DIALOGUE

VISUALS CAN THUS BECOME 
A SITE OF EXCHANGE AND 
DIALOGUE, AN OBJECT TO 
TALK AROUND AND OVER; 
OR, INDEED, TO CREATE 
TOGETHER. IN GROUPS 
OF MIXED DISCIPLINES 
AND BACKGROUNDS
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and particular ideological perspectives, and it 
would be very easy to simply carry these ideologies 
through into visual representations. Long before 
our student designers started projecting their 
meanings and understandings upon the data 
relating to youth violence, their vocabulary was 
already limited by the data collected and available 
to them. Their challenge, then, was to mindfully 
juxtapose what data was available to them, whilst 
reflecting on the first hand testimony of those with 
experience of youth violence and those working 
to prevent it. The resulting ‘visualisations’ serve 
to validate or invalidate students’ hypotheses 
relating to the causes of youth violence. They 
also support a more empathic understanding 
of the issue, through exploring what might lead 
to someone behaving violently, or providing an 
embodied experience of data that supports 
affective empathy for the experiences of the 
people behind the numbers.

Visuals and images can no doubt achieve 
myriad other effects too, however in the case of 
youth violence we would suggest three critical 
challenges: grappling with the problem without 
simplifying it, bringing it into view as a complex 
system; enabling people to talk to each other 
meaningfully about it, in such a way as to lead to 
change; and thinking critically about the data we 
have, the stories it tells, and where it remains silent. 
We are hopeful that Redesigning Youth Futures, 
in experimenting with designerly processes and 
visual approaches to complex policy problems, can 
support stakeholders with all of these challenges.

and so things that bridge between perspectives, 
that open up dialogue and act as a platform for 
negotiation between actors, are essential to 
making progress. The landscape of the problem 
may look very different from one actor to the 
next, but by representing it and putting it on the 
table (quite literally), one can begin to have a 
conversation about it.

However, as Joanna Boehnert points out, 
‘visualisation is a process that involves making 
multiple decisions’, of choosing what things 
to represent, and is thus inherently political. 
‘In a world with dramatic power imbalances, 
some people’s interests are represented at the 
expense of others.’ (Boehnert, 2016). On the other 
hand, there is no ideal, neutral basis for making 
decisions – no escape from the inevitability of 
power relations. One way of responding to this 
ethical conundrum is to endeavour to make 
the process of visualisation as ‘accessible to 
all stakeholders’ as possible, to facilitate a 
‘we think’ approach to problem definition that 
acknowledges the contradictory perspectives 
of actors (Thorpe, et al., 2010). 

The data visualisation projects published here 
are inquiries into the complex relation between 
variables. Whilst so much more communicative 
than a spreadsheet, these data visualisations are 
no more (and no less) subjective. Data collection 
itself – the decision about what to count and 
how to categorise it – reflects assumptions 

TREADING CAREFULLY 
WITH DATA

CONCLUSION 
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EXTRACT
BEYOND KNIFE CRIME     
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INCIDENTS OF VIOLENT 
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THE EMERGENCE
OF YOUTH VIOLENCE 

AS PRACTICE

BEHAVIOURAL ISSUES
(Behaviours are the observable 
 actions of individuals)

PRACTICE ISSUES
(PRACTICES are behaviours 
 repeated across time and space)

A CHALLENGING 
CONTEXT FOR 
YOUNG PEOPLE
Wider systemic 
factors come 
together to produce 
a perfect storm of 
challenging conditions 
facing young people

Youth Violence Systems Map

This is a high level summary of a 
systems map, which is being developed 
in collaboration with a range of stakeholders, 
depicting the complex mix of factors 
that lead to youth violence. The map was 
designed by Jocelyn Bailey, Fernando 
Carvalho, and Ian Carr.
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MA Data Visualisation at London College 
of Communication is a practice-led 
course where students research, interpret, 
critique and visualise data using a range of 
media, tools and techniques.  

Collaborative project work is a core element 
of the course programme year-to-year. In the 
past participants have worked with partners 
from organisations such as the London School 
of Economics Library, the British Red Cross and 
Pharma Factory bio-technology research group. 

You can find out more about the these and 
other collaborative projects on the course 
page, and the Business and Innovation team 
pages at www.arts.ac.uk, where contact 
details are also listed.  

We are always keen to hear from potential 
collaborators. Please get in touch if you would 
like to discuss how we can work together. 

GET IN TOUCH  
COLLABORATIVE 
PROJECT WORK  
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GET IN TOUCH  
COLLABORATIVE 
PROJECT WORK  
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