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4 Gan g My t h s B u st e d
Myth 1: Youth have lots of options
so choosing to be in a gang is a poor
choice.
Reality: In recent conversations with youth workers, they “reject-

“These youth are
making the ‘best
choice’ they can
under such adverse
conditions”
- Youth Worker

ed the simplistic notion that children and youth choose to join gangs,
and instead [described that children and youth are often] doing the best they can in the
face of structurally rooted troubles largely beyond their control, including poverty, family problems, difficulties
in school, lack of employment opportunities, and racism and discrimination … An individualized approach that
situates gang involvement by youth as a ‘bad choice’ – that youth should simply ‘know better’ –
entirely misses the mark. Rather, it may well be the case that these youth are making the ‘best
choice’ they can under such adverse conditions.”1

Myth 2: Locking up youth involved in gangs is the
best way to fix the problem.
Reality: Youth offending in Canada was examined by Nicholas Bala,2 who
emphasized the risk to communities in incarcerating greater numbers of
young people. He noted that although
“I was a good kid when I
was younger, but then I got
into some trouble with the
law. As I got older I began to
hang around with the wrong
crowd, it almost got me hurt
and even killed.”
- Youth in care writing
about childhood

custody is an important
part of the overall response
to crime in our communities, in

Placing children in
custody may RESULT
in them becoming
gang involved

seeking lasting change, it is important to
understand that incarcerating youth is expensive, it is rarely as effective as

community-based programs, and placing children in custody may likely result
in them becoming gang involved, or solidifying gang membership. The vast ma-

jority of youth need to be supported in other ways to reduce their delinquent
behaviours and increase community connectedness and cohesion.
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my t h - ta kes
Myth 3: Once a youth is
involved with a gang it’s
to o late, they are a
lost cause.
Reality:

Most youth who become involved in gang
activity, or who come into contact with the youth justice
system can change! Adolescents are developing physically
and emotionally throughout their teenage years and when
they become involved in unhealthy peer groups or activities,

they can be supported and reclaimed by their
communities, given the right environments.
Larry Brendtro and Scott Larson (2004) argue that “…although
many at-risk youth have endured traumatic experiences,
young individuals are generally resilient and can lead productive and fulfilling lives, provided they are surrounded by
supportive leaders who supply intrinsically meaningful ways
to develop personal strength and positive values.”6

Gang
members,
may seem
unreachable, but
in fact, they are
wounded children

trying to
survive .5

39% of our referral base comes from
parents, extended family, foster parents, and adoptive parents
who contact the OCA
on behalf of a child or youth.

“I want to be
JUST L I K E my big
brother!”

Myth 4: Youth join
gangs because
they want a sense
of family.
Reality: While this may be one reason, this

is too restrictive a rationale. The choice to become a gang member is not a single decision. To
compound the issue, many young people who
eventually accept gang affiliation have survived
significant trauma in their earliest and most
vulnerable years of social and emotional development. As the child moves through adolescence,
those unmet needs can seek less healthy, less safe
methods of being met, making gang involvement
an attractive option to get basic needs met.
Gang involvement offers more than just a place to
belong. Research shows that one of the many reasons people become gang involved is that it can
offer income to support an individual and their
family, especially in communities where poverty is
a central concern.

Do YOU have
questions or concerns?
Who Contacts the OCA for Advocacy Services?
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Child/Youth
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Family member
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Other professional
Community member

40%

CFS personnel

“Extraordinary people
survive under the most
terrible circumstances

and they become more
extraordinary
because of it.”
- RObertson Davies
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