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Abstract 

Gang violence and illicit gang activities continue to be a major problem to society and 

law enforcement. Gang violence is responsible for much of the violence death and illicit 

drug trade. The decision juveniles make to initiate into a gang increases these unwelcome 

behaviors. The ways in which juveniles make decisions about gang initiation and how to 

assess the ramifications of those decisions are understudied and reflect a gap in the 

literature. Therefore, the purpose of this study was to better comprehend the experiences 

of juveniles who make decisions to initiate into a gang and to better understand how they 

perceived the likely ramifications of their decisions. Interpretative phenomenological 

analysis tradition was adopted for this this study. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted with nine ex-gang members ranging from age 18- 30 years old. This study was 

conducted through the lens through prospect theory. Analysis of the data resulted in eight 

major themes: survival and lack of opportunity, the need to belong and friendship, 

impulsivity; indifference lack of calculation, glorified violence, and power, the hope of 

favorable outcomes; scant regard for the repercussions of gang violence, and 

hopelessness. The findings were compared with current literature through lens of 

prospect theory and illuminated the aspects of gang culture that could be targeted to 

impact positive social change. This study has implications for researchers seeking to 

better comprehend decision making among juvenile initiation into gangs and for law 

enforcement and policy makers who wish to develop policies and interventions to reduce 

gang initiation.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction to the Study 

Gang violence has been a great nuisance to society at large. Violence is a central 

aspect of gang culture (Descormiers & Corrado, 2016; Moore, 2024). Around 21,000 

people were fatally shot and killed in the United States in 2021 due to gun violence 

(LeRoy, 2024). Gang violence and gang involvement have been dated back to as far back 

as the late 1700s (Nicholas, 2018). Gangs have been defined as the association of at least 

three individuals and typically acknowledge and share a common identity with the intent 

to cause fear and intimidation (Bjerregaard, 2002). McMahon (2019) posited that gang 

membership is a way of life for many juveniles who are seeking to find their way in life. 

The prevalence of gang membership has increased in recent times and there has been a 

lot of violence that has erupted in the United States particularly in Chicago which has 

increased the anxieties and concerns over gang related violence (Madhani, 2016). 

Chicago Police Department reported that 468 murders were committed in 2015 which is a 

12.5% increase from the year before (Madhani, 2016). In addition, there were also 2,900 

shootings that year which was 13% more than the year prior, which is indicative of a 

general rise in gang violence in that region (Madhani, 2016). Crime reports in the United 

States revealed that from 2019 to 2020, firearm-related homicides increased by 39% for 

juveniles and young adults up to age 24 (Schellenberg & Walters 2023).  

One of the phenomena that relates to gang involvement and gang violence is the 

way in which gang members make decisions about situations that they are likely aware 

may lead to violence or illicit behaviors. Research has shown that many youths are in 

favor of joining a gang as they believe that it will elevate their status among their peers, 
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and that they would likely be more financially independent than if they were to join a 

prosocial group (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; Northman, 2023). These types of 

reasoning patterns and the experience of these juveniles as they make these types of 

decisions are understudied. There has been a call for gang activities to be studied further 

in depth to better comprehend the experiences of those who are involved and also to 

study the reasons they make certain seemingly unethical and immoral decisions. Police 

and the law in general have been trying to alleviate the problem by at least trying to 

minimize the number persons who initiate into gangs (McMahon, 2019). Gun violence 

and gang activities are major contributor to societal trauma, loss of lives and, poor 

academic achievement (Hureau, et al., 2023). Various strategies have been undertaken by 

law enforcement and policy makers to reduce and curb gang violence including increase 

police presence in at risk areas, draconian and punitive prison sentences which may serve 

a as deterrent to gang involvement and gang activities (Hureau, et al., 2023). 

The aim of this study was to the investigative the experiences of the gang 

members who make these decisions and how they experience the ramifications of those 

decisions that are likely challenging for them, so that researchers might have a greater 

understanding about what are some of the psychological influences that they struggle 

with. Understanding their experiences and their challenges may better help researchers, 

psychologists, and policy makers to render better and specific interventions that can aid 

in the reduction of gang involvement.  
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Background  

Thomas (2024) investigated how juveniles who are at risk navigate their 

neighborhoods, and what strategies they applied to maintain their daily lives. Juveniles at 

risk are generally considered those that are more likely to developed problematic and 

delinquent behaviors stemming from poor circumstances highly correlated to poor 

academic achievement, substance abuse, low socioeconomic factors and even metal 

health issues (LeCroy & Anthony, 2017). Abrams and Terry (2014) found that gang 

members made calculated decisions about risk taking and the likelihood of financial 

benefits and that they considered the risk as they applied survival strategies. This research 

indicates that decision making is very meaningful to gang members, and that they 

understand that making important decisions on a daily basis could be the difference 

between having a poor quality of life financially or conversely meaning that they could 

acquire their dreams (Thomas, 2024). 

Another research study revealed that juveniles are also more likely to take risks 

than their adult counterparts, which may shed light on the reasons juvenile which initiate 

in gangs whilst ignoring the likely ramifications of their illicit actions (Defoe et al., 2015; 

Swancott et al., 2022). Defoe et al. (2015) investigated the likelihood 

of adolescents taking more risks than adults using fuzzy trace theory and imbalance 

models. They posited that adolescents do take more risks than adults on certain tasks 

when evaluating loss versus rewards. The researchers pointed out that risk taking is 

similar but independent to expected value theory. The researchers reinforced the idea that 

juveniles take more risks than adults because they have a heightened sensitivity towards 
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rewards. This then suggests that juveniles may initiate in gangs because of the perceived 

advantages rewards that typical juvenile conceive as being beneficial for being in a gang. 

They also pointed out in their study that prospect theory argues that it is the fear of loss as 

opposed to high rewards that is more impactful on risky decision-making. (Defoe et al., 

2015; Swancott et al., 2022). The researchers also demonstrated this concept of risk 

aversion in an example of fair coin toss. Swancott et al., (2022) suggested that people 

prefer to not lose when the gains are not much more significant than what they stand to 

win. Defoe et al. (2015) gives the example that in a fair coin toss, when heads are for $10 

if you win or you pay $9 if it is tails and you lost the bet, they explained that a significant 

number of people would avoid such a bet because of risk aversion. Swancott et al. (2022) 

expounded that more people would rather participate in a bet if they only stood to lose 

half of the potential gains so in this example, they would be more likely to engage in the 

bet if the winning potential was $10 and the loss potential was $5. This is eye-opening 

example of how the fear of losing can impact one's decision-making.  

Research indicates that executive functioning deficiencies may be linked to 

aggression and violent behaviors observed in some juveniles. Executive functioning 

refers to a set of cognitive abilities that enable individuals to plan, organize, strategize, 

pay attention to details, and manage time effectively (Swancott et al., 2022) These 

functions are primarily governed by the prefrontal cortex of the brain and are crucial for 

regulating behavior, making decisions, and controlling impulses. It is widely believed by 

experts that individuals with impairments in executive functioning may struggle with 

impulse control, have difficulty considering the consequences of their actions, and exhibit 
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poor decision-making skills. These difficulties can lead to conflicts with others and, in 

some cases, escalate to violent behavior (Cruz et al., 2020).  

Metacognitive model is a theoretical approach which attempts to explain emotion 

dysregulation and others emotion-related issues such as anger and aggressive behaviors 

(Mansueto et al., 2022). The researchers found in their study that found that people 

having higher maladaptive metacognitive beliefs, for instance people who would 

normally make comments such as "I can't control my thoughts", were more likely to 

stimulate and sustain anger rumination. Salguero et al. (2020) argued that these 

individuals were also more likely to be involved in incidences that has higher levels of 

violence related activities were more likely to engage in aggressive behaviors. 

Researchers also found that adolescents who engaged in repetitive negative thinking were 

more likely to conjure metacognitive beliefs and experienced emotion dysregulation 

(Mansueto et al., 2022). 

Researchers theorized that executive functions (EF) continued to develop 

throughout adolescence, with immaturity in EF considers to be a major factor for risk-

taking behaviors (Mansueto et al., 2022). Ogilvie et al. (2020) found that that adolescents 

aged there were less likely to engage in risk taking behavior and that not all forms of risk-

taking are associated with EF. Researchers also found that impulsivity could be directly 

related to maladaptive and disruptive behaviors especially during adolescence. They also 

found in their study that impulsivity is associated with behavioral and social problems 

and established a link between behavioral difficulties and neuropsychological 
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dysfunction of the prefrontal cortex. They noted that the prefrontal cortex was 

responsible for regulating impulse control and executive functions (Reynaga et al., 2020). 

Some researchers argue that many juveniles are very impulsive and make 

emotionally charged decisions which leads to poor decision making. de Jesús Cardona-

Isaza et al. (2022) argued that since cognitive theories were lacking in comprehensively 

explaining decisions making in juveniles, the affective process was embraced to 

illuminate the emotions that are involved which influences juveniles especially when 

exhibiting risks seeking behaviors. de Jesús Cardona-Isaza et al. posited that in contrast 

to the cognitive model, some juveniles are cognitively deficit during the adolescent stage 

of development. Affective processes models suggested that juveniles are hypersensitive 

during emotionally charged situations (de Jesús Cardona-Isaza et al., 2022; Weber & 

Johnson, 2009). While this reasoning may hold a lot of strength in the general sense that 

many juveniles are “hot-headed”, it does not explain how some young gang leaders are 

able to make salient but difficult decisions relating to gang activities.  

Northman (2023) examined some of the reasons that juveniles initiating into 

gangs and was lens through social control theory. Norman revealed that many juveniles 

are of the belief that traditional forms of prosocial entities such as school and family have 

failed them in attaining their dreams and economic aspirations. Juveniles reported that 

they felt as though economic opportunities were limited through these channels and that 

they could find alternate financial support through groups like gangs (Dickon-Gomez & 

et al., 2017; Northman, 2023). The researchers pointed out that social control theory was 

not able to comprehensively explain all the reasons that juveniles initiate into gangs. The 
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study revealed however that many juveniles did not fully believe that prosocial norms 

and prosocial aspirations were always restrictive (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; 

Northman, 2023). The research revealed that juveniles believed that they could fulfil their 

present economic needs through the gang for getting through tumultuous seasons and 

would consider going through prosocial means once they fulfilled their current need 

illicitly. They suggested that many juveniles who initiate into gangs believe that their 

tenure is seasonal and that once they were able to achieve their financial and emotional 

objective, they would eventually leave the gang (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; 

Northman, 2023).  

Another critical study that highlighted the experiences of juveniles' decision 

making in gangs among peers revealed that positive reinforcers for violence was 

indicative (Hansen et al., 2014).  Hansen et al. (2014) revealed that the decision to engage 

in violent behaviors in gangs is reinforced by four major themes. The first theme revealed 

is the pursuit of respect among peers. The second theme is that youth seek respect from 

peers to gain safety. The third theme is fear of the pervasive risks that ensues and is 

preoccupied with firearms. The fourth and final theme is conflict and frustration arising 

from limited opportunities and pervasive danger (Hansen et al., 2014). When the 

researchers assessed the major themes identified by gang members, it was inferred that 

some gang members would consider safer alternatives to gang involvement if those safer 

opportunities and situations were available (Hansen et al., 2014). 

To further appreciate some the factors that affect juvenile decision making and 

their experiences, researchers who assessed the efficacy of an intervention modality 
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geared towards adolescent's decision making were able to shed light on the ways these 

juveniles at risk could be assisted. Knight, et al. (2015) tested the effectiveness 

of Treatment Readiness and Induction Program (TRIP) on the quality of decision 

making among adolescents. The researchers posited that impulsivity was one crucial 

factor that affected juveniles when making decisions and often led them to make risky 

decisions. The researchers also suggested that peer pressure in the form of trying to gain 

the respect of their peers was also a critical factor that influenced decision-making among 

juveniles who initiate into gangs. One very important point that the research alluded to is 

that juveniles seem to have a tendency to ignore the consequences of their actions 

(Knight et al., 2015; Tostlebe, 2022). The decision to ignore consequences can be very 

dangerous for the gang members and others at large, because this can lead to physical 

arm. The TRIP intervention did yield some positive results revealing that when 

administered juveniles showed greater levels of precontemplation before making difficult 

decisions (Knight et al., 2015; Tostlebe, 2022). 

Rigg et al. (2019) examined the perceptions of the male inner-city youths, 

especially Blacks and Hispanics, to see what factors most affected their community. 

They revisited the connection between poverty and gang involvement highlighting that 

there are many needs that are not being met which propagates gang activities in their 

community (Rigg et al., 2019). Jones (2017) posited that juveniles living within inner 

cities are at risk for poor psychosocial outcomes especially when they are faced with 

poverty. Jones’ position was matched by Flèche and Layard (2017), who posited that 

poverty is a precursor for mental fatigue, despair, and hopelessness among juveniles in 
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inner-city areas like Chicago among Blacks and Hispanics. Juveniles who are looking to 

escape the gloom of poverty in their neighborhood may be tempted to initiate into gangs 

to alleviate that situation (Abrams & Terry, 2014). Jones also pointed out that the 

exposure to gang violence is also another risk factor for poor psychosocial outcomes.  

Problem Statement  

Illegal gang activity and gang aggression are major concerns for law enforcement 

and society at large. In some cities such as Los Angeles, gang-related homicides are 

responsible for up to 69% of homicides (Bhatt & Tweed, 2018) and around 21,000 people 

were fatally shot and killed in the United States in 2021 due to gun violence (LeRoy, 

2024). The decisions that gang members make daily are crucial to their operations and 

survival (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; Northman, 2023). Dickson-Gomez et al. (2017) 

reported that juveniles perceived initiating into a gang to be more financially beneficial 

than participating in regular prosocial groups. The way gang members make decisions is 

further highlighted by Gouveia-Pereira et al. (2017), who revealed that some juveniles in 

gangs are impulsive and are vulnerable to peer pressure, which affects some of their 

decision making and judgments. This finding is also corroborated in a study by Knight et 

al. (2015) who argued that juveniles’ decision making is often affected by peer pressure 

and impulsivity. Knight et al. also illuminated the idea that these gang members often 

neglect the consequences and ramifications of their actions, and in some instances also 

took increased risks into committing illicit acts of violence and drug use. However, 

Northman (2023) revealed that many juveniles actually make calculated decisions about 

the risks as they maneuver through the neighborhoods after they have joined a gang.  
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Researchers have argued that some juveniles are more prone to a violent cognitive 

schema, a risk factor that makes them likely to be more deviant in their decision making 

while in a gang (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; Northman, 2023). Their frequent 

justification for deviance and the ways in which they calculate risks on a daily basis may 

play an important role in how they handle the ramifications of their decisions. While 

there are many researchers that address risk analysis and decision making in gangs, very 

little is known about the experiences of how they make decisions in difficult situations as 

it relates to gang involvement and gang activities (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; 

Northman, 2023). I helped fill the gap by focusing on the lived experiences of how gang 

members make their decisions in difficult situations it relates to gang involvement and 

gang activities and how they perceive the ramifications of those decisions. The difficult 

situations outlined this study refers to the challenging life circumstances that usually 

influence individuals to initiate into a gang or those difficult life circumstances that 

usually perpetuate their gang involvement such as dropping out of school, poor family 

background, and prior incarceration to name a few (see Calvete 2008; Williams 2024). 

Purpose Statement  

The purpose of this qualitative study was to explore and to better comprehend the 

experiences of how gang members make decisions in difficult situations as it relates to 

gang involvement and gang activities, and to better understand their experience as to how 

they perceive the likely ramifications of their decisions (see Dickon-Gomez & et al., 

2017; Northman, 2023). A qualitative design was used to address 

this gap. Interpretative phenomenological analysis (IPA) is an approach used 
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in psychological qualitative research with an idiographic focus, which means that it aims 

to offer insights into how a given person, in a given context, makes sense of a given 

phenomenon (Robinson & Williams, 2024). This study is unique because 

it addresses the under-researched experiences of gang members’ decision-making and 

how it affects risk analysis and ramifications.  

Research Questions  

RQ1: What are the experiences of gang members when making decisions in 

difficult gang related situations?  

RQ 2: How do gang members experience the ramifications of their decisions?  

Theoretical Framework  

The theoretical framework for the study was prospect theory. The theory is a 

probabilistic theory that describes how individuals weigh the risks of gains and 

losses (Kahneman et al., 1979). The theory describes how people make decisions about 

gains versus losses in a real-life situation that is specific to their experiences as opposed 

to absolute terms (Kahneman et al., 1979). Prospect theory is used in an attempt to 

explain how people make decisions when they have alternative options, but a risk is 

eminent along with the nexus of uncertainty (Kahneman et al., 1979). The theory predicts 

that in the face of a risk, when losses are eminent, the individual becomes risk averse 

(Kahneman et al., 1979). This theory in decision making, which was first developed for 

the field of economics, explains that individuals seem to prefer to avoid losses to the 

extent that they would rather not take any risks on an investment if the probability of 

winning is low (Kahneman et al., 1979). In other words, individuals prefer outcomes that 
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have a higher probability of gains, even if the rewards are lower than those possible 

outcomes that promise higher rewards but presents higher uncertainty or higher risks 

(Kahneman et al., 1979). Individuals seem to think of losses being more painful than 

gains, fearing losses more than gains especially if losses and gains can be measured as 

having equal values (Kahneman et al., 1979). 

For example, if an investor is considering investing money that he has at his 

disposal and is faced with a low return from putting the funds in a commercial bank 

account, but with higher probability of a certainty of returns, they may choose that route 

as opposed to choosing the route of investing in the stock market which could pay more 

but have a higher risk attached. In that example, the individual who chose the commercial 

bank over the enticing stock market is considered risk averse (Kahneman et al., 1979). 

Juveniles who are willfully initiating into gangs seem to be the opposite of risk averse, 

apparently exhibiting risk-seeking behaviors. Comprehending why juveniles are not risk 

averse in their decisions to initiate into a gang would prove valuable to psychologists 

developing intervention strategies to reduced juvenile gang initiation.  

Conversely, prospect theory explains how people develop risk-seeking behaviors. 

Individuals become risk seeking through loss aversion, that is, they indulge in risky 

behaviors to in an endeavor to recoup losses (Kahneman et al., 1979). Risk seeking 

behaviors are grounded on the idea that losses are more painful than gains in the realms 

of equal value. For example, an individual may be more hurt for losing $10 than to have 

made $10 (Kahneman et al., 1979). Similarly, it would be interesting to understand 

whether juveniles who are initiating develop risk behaviors on these principles. 
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A third major principle in prospect theory introduces the concept of the isolation 

effect, citing that people often tend to amplify differences over similarities, often causing 

them to miss out of crucial points when making decisions (Kahneman et al., 1979). If for 

example a person makes a list of 10 words, all with five letters each except for one that 

has nine letters, chances are people will tend to remember the one with the nine letters 

more. Juveniles might exaggerate differences between prosocial groups and gangs and 

develop biases based on those differences and not consider the similarities. There is also 

the possibility that juveniles who are initiated into gangs have not given much 

consideration to what they are about to do and the ramifications that lie ahead. 

The major tenets of prospect theory can be used to express ways in which gang 

members make decisions about their gang involvement and the challenges related to the 

ramification of their actions. The theory can be used to evaluate how gang members 

become risk-averse or loss-averse. The theory also can identify their frame of reference 

for how juveniles weigh and evaluate what they feel are risks to the choices they make on 

a daily basis. This will be further developed in Chapter 2 and explained in more depth. 

Nature of the Study  

The nature of this study is qualitative in design, and I used IPA. IPA is a 

qualitative method that emphasizes the perception and interpretation of the experiences of 

an individual (Creswell, 2014; Robinson & Williams, 2024). This method is unique in 

that it considers that the researcher could not truly comprehend the full extent of the 

participant’s experiences, hence giving participant's experiences precedence and 

credibility over the perceptions of the researcher's possible bias (Alase, 2017). The IPA 
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tradition acknowledges that biases are inevitable in such an approach and therefore using 

a technique called bracketing to minimize the impact of such biases (Alase, 2017; 

Robinson & Williams, 2024). In-depth interviews were used to allow for a descriptive 

study, exploring the experiences of gang members who had to cope with the decision-

making process while in the gang. It was important to understand these experiences by 

allowing the participants to express their lived experiences. IPA was deemed to be best 

suited for this study as this method focuses on the experiences and the context in which 

the phenomena occur, which best suits the topic I examined (see Smith, 2007). The 

idiographic approach of this method allowed for the close examination of a complex 

phenomenon, which was more suitable for the nature of this study than any other method. 

Definition of Key Terms 

Gang: A collective group of individuals, usually three or more, who identify that 

they are a part of a group by way of some sort of symbol such as a tattoo and whose 

motive is to generate intimidation, violence, and fear to gain economic favor, respect, 

take over territories, and advance their sinister motives (Federal Bureau of Investigation, 

2011; Kerig et al., 2023).  

Gang Involvement: An affiliation with and active participation in a gang. A gang 

is defined as three or more people who identify with each other as being affiliated to 

obtain a shared goal with usually through illicit activities involved (Bjerregaard, 2002; 

2011; Kerig et al., (2023). 
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Initiation: Akin to a rite of passage with the intent to onboard individuals to a 

group, usually involving arduous tasks or obstacles in order for prospective members to 

demonstrate their loyalty (Descormiers & Corrado, 2016, Vecchio & Carson, 2023).  

Loss-averse: A proclivity for individuals to prefer avoiding losses to attaining 

equivalent gains (Kahneman & Tversky, 1992; Walasek et al., 2024).  

Ramification: A consequence of an action or event, especially when complex or 

unwelcome (Merriam-Webster, n.d.). 

Risk seeking: Also called risk-lovers, it is defined as being inclined or eager to 

take risks (Cartwright & Edward, 2018). 

Risk-Averse: A disinclination or reluctance to take risks, usually with a preference 

preserve gains over taking chances for higher returns (Thomas & Nguyen 2022; Werner 

& Jan, 2008). 

Assumptions 

There were a few major assumptions made in this study. One major assumption of 

the study was that juveniles who initiate into a gang are most likely aware that there 

could be some severe ramifications. There are many movies, documentaries, and news 

specials that endeavor to educate juveniles about the risks and ramifications of gang 

involvement. It is a fair assumption that a juvenile who is contemplating joining a gang 

would have been privy to such dangers such as violence and imprisonment, before 

entering the gang. Another major assumption of the study was that juveniles who 

participated in illicit gang activities are conflicted morally and hence may plan an exit 

strategy. This assumption is supported in part by Tonks and Stephenson (2019), who 
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revealed that juveniles disengage from gangs for several reasons citing such as 

maturational, sociogenic and narrative. Tonks and Stephenson posited that juveniles may 

disengage from gangs because they have identified a positive role model in society. 

Another major assumption was that participants would be upright and forthcoming about 

the responses to the interview. There are also concerns that the participants may not be 

completely honest or mindful of their own feelings. They may have been motivated to 

answer in a socially appropriate manner or attempt to report what they thought I needed 

to hear for this research. 

Scope and Delimitations 

The study's emphasis is on gang members and their lived experiences, who had 

difficult decisions to make and had to contemplate the likely ramifications of those 

decisions. One delimitation of the study was that participants were all adults who were 

initiated into a gang when they were adolescents. Ex-gang members, both male and 

female, were selected from the area and the interview was conducted in the same location 

for consistency. Juveniles were excluded from the study due to sensitivity surrounding 

the use of juveniles in research and getting consent. 

Limitations  

There were several limitations experience in this study. One of the 

major challenges I experienced was the encounter of accessing suitable participants for 

the study. I found that locating ex-gang members who wished to participate in my study 

was challenging. Some of the reasons that ex-gang members did not want to participate 

include issues related to confidentiality, anonymity, and privacy due to fear of retaliation. 
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Because of these barriers, people were cautious and apprehensive about participating in 

the study. Another limitation was the issue of researcher bias. I limited the intrinsic 

nature of researcher bias which is a part of qualitative study by keeping a reflective 

journal and exercised the use of bracketing while conducting the research. 

Another limitation included using ex-gang members who depended on recall to 

reflect on the issues related to the topic and could have a cloudy memory of what they 

experienced. Poor recall could also lead to invalid and embellished reports of gang 

involvement. Ex-gang members could have also been dishonest as they could have had 

internal conflicts over violent acts they have committed in the past and having to come to 

terms with those actions. To address the issue of potential poor recall, I set the age limit 

for the participants to 30 years old.  

Significance  

The results of the study were significant and can begin to fill the gap in 

comprehending more about the decision making in gangs and their lived experiences of 

the ramifications that they faced as it related to their decisions related to gang activities. 

This study was unique because the experiences of how gang members make decisions 

have been drastically understudied and there is too little known about such an 

important phenomenon. This study is also unique because exploring the experiences of 

how gang members make decisions in difficult situations as it relates gang activities will 

illuminate the experiences of the challenges they face during those intense moments.  

Based on the findings of this study, researchers, policymakers, and practitioners 

may now be better able to form interventions strategies that will address the importance 
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of decision making in gangs and the ramifications that followed. With insights into 

decision making experience of gang members, policy makers can now increase funding 

for prosocial groups, make scholarships more attractive and easier to access and possibly 

be more punitive for gang-related offenses. The implication for positive social change is 

significant because with a greater understanding of how gang members make their 

decisions, many gang initiation and gang activities can be averted, consequently reducing 

the number of gang violence and illicit gang activities in at-risk communities.  

Summary  

The decisions gang members make on a daily basis affect every member of 

society and often times the choices they make have ramifications for both them and 

everyone in society. Developing a better comprehension of the choices they make, and 

their experiences is very important hence the reason to address the gap literature was 

addressed. Gang members must make tough decisions as they try to acquire financial 

stability to maintain their gang activities and their perceived better lifestyle than prosocial 

groups (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; Northman, 2023). I used prospect theory to lens 

essential tenets of the phenomena affecting decision making when gang members are 

faced with difficult decisions and illuminated the possible reasons they had risk-seeking 

behaviors that could lead to serious ramifications.  

I presented the experiences of gang members seeking to maneuver their way, 

trying to make a better life for themselves through implementing difficult decisions that 

they face on a regular basis. Northman (2023) exposed the deficit that juveniles perceive 

in financial gains by being in prosocial groups as opposed to being in a gang, illuminating 



19 

 

a gap in the literature. The gap revealed that not enough is known about the experiences 

of how these gang members and how they make these decisions that they know are likely 

to have devastating ramifications. In the next chapter, I conducted a review of the 

literature and explored the experiences of gang members as they face difficult decisions 

as they navigate the likely devastating ramifications of those difficult decisions.  
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Chapter 2: Literature Review 

Gang involvement and gang activities continue to be a major problem in the 

United Stated. Hautala et al. (2016) found that around 10% of their participants initiated 

into gangs between ages 10–12 and posited that juveniles are most vulnerable to gang 

initiation between age 13 and 15. It is believed that 98 % of all gang members are males 

(Boden, 2019). Research also indicates that 63 % of all juvenile offenders usually commit 

a crime within the first year of joining (Boden, 2019). This research illuminates the 

influence that gang involvement has on young gang members offending and causing 

nuisance to society. Many juveniles are lured to gang involvement for several reasons 

which may include financial benefits, a sense of safety, increased status and the need for 

love (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; Northman, 2023).  

Many juveniles appear to be risk seeking as they get involved in many dangerous 

and illicit activities while being in a gang. Young gang members who are faced with 

difficult decisions may or may not consider the serious ramifications of their choices. To 

obtain a deeper understanding of the subject, a thorough review of the literature was 

conducted. In this chapter, a thorough perusal of the background information and the 

theoretical framework of prospect theory are explored to assist in gaining a better 

understanding of the theory. I then applied the theory to the phenomena of decision 

making amongst juveniles who initiated into gangs and are faced with difficult decisions 

to make and how they perceive the likely ramifications in the aftermath. 

I thoroughly explored the issues related to the lived experiences of gang members 

facing difficult decisions in this chapter as well as discussed, the likely ramifications that 
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they may have to deal with in regard to the difficult decisions they have made. The 

population of gang members was explored to provide context and greater understanding 

about the risk seeking behaviors that lead them to such a dilemma. I also discussed the 

areas in the gang activities that could be considered difficult situations and how they 

interpret these scenarios. I conducted an analysis of the extant literature to determine the 

strength of the research being reviewed and to identify gaps in the literature to provide a 

rationale to the current study. 

Literature Research Strategy 

The search for current and updated journal articles within the parameters of 2019 

– 2024 was executed. Peer-reviewed journals using several online databases were 

searched to locate extant literature on the topic PsychoINFO, Google Scholar, 

SocINDEX, PsychARTICLES, SAGEJournals, and Walden University's library. The 

selected articles relating to decision making and gang illegal activities are described here. 

The keyword searched were gang decision-making, gang judgments, ramification, 

consequences, juveniles, risks, Prospect Theory, qualitative, financial benefit, difficult 

situation, problems, challenges and prosocial group, belonging, and love and familyI 

wanted to have the most recent and relevant studies to increase the trustworthiness of the 

data therefore research parameters limited to a 5-year timeframe, 2019-2024. However, 

there were very important and pertinent articles that fell outside the range of the 5-year 

parameter that I used as they were very important to include in this study.  
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Theoretical Framework 

Prospect theory is a theory developed in the discipline of economics by 

Kahneman and Tversky in 1979 mainly to challenge the expected utility theory (Shafir et 

al., 2002). The theory is a probabilistic theory that describes how individuals weigh the 

risks of gains and losses (Kahneman et al., 1979). Essential in comprehending this theory 

is that the model describes two sets of utility scenarios when decisions making involves 

risk about gains and losses. The gains and losses scenarios are distinctly described.  

Kahneman and Tversky (1979) described how people make decisions about gains 

versus losses in a real-life situation that is specific to their experiences as opposed to 

absolute terms. Based on this theory, people will make decisions considering risks and 

usually calculate a better probability of winning than to lose. This theory was useful for 

my study as it allowed the platform to discuss gang members make decisions when they 

are faced with high-risk situations. 

Patalano (2020) explained that an individual is more likely to choose higher 

outcomes related to higher risks. For example, according to accumulative prospect 

theory, an individual is more likely to choose a 50% chance for a bet paying $300, over a 

bet that is certain to pay $100. This indicates that individuals will prefer higher outcomes 

than taking certain bets that are lower in their outcome. When choices are made in within 

these parameters of a lot of is involved but they justify the risk based on the expected 

high outcome, thinking that the risk is now worthy than the safe bet The individual tends 

to downplay the value of the risk and romanticize the reward hence going for the higher 
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value outcome. Prospect theory is a theory that emphasizes the valuation of choices and 

how an individual assess their choices for the best subjective outcome.  

Critical to the theory is comprehending the subjectivity in which individuals 

assess for better outcomes and the ways in which it can be flawed (Patalano 2020). 

Theorists explained that the value transformation is such that the outcomes are 

increasingly more attractive and skewed as the magnitude of the likely outcomes 

increases incrementally. When outcomes are favorable, the more subjective an individual 

will be, predicting favorable outcomes and likely to make poor judgment (Bhatia & 

Loome, 2017). This highlights how irrational our decision-making process can be when 

individuals are desperate for favorable outcomes.  

Also, critical to understanding prospect theory and how it differs from other 

choice theories such as rational choice theory, is that the choices made when risk are 

involved are made from a reference point as opposed to an absolute frame of reference. 

An absolute reference point is akin to a status quo, which defined a general bias for the 

current state of affairs, a mean or general accepted value on a product or phenomena (Liu 

& Han, 2020). Conversely, the reference dependence is the value placed on products and 

phenomenon based on having a bias from personal experiences or a deeper personal bias 

on the product or phenomena which deviates from the more popular status quo (Liu & 

Han, 2020). For example, a person invites a friend to a movie. The person has been to the 

movie theatre before and was impressed by the luxury of the theater. Upon arrival the 

prices of the products were reduced but the luxury has been reduced as well. The friend is 

appreciative of the price point while the inviter is disappointed that the luxury has been 
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significantly reduced. The friend is appreciative of the price point of the theatre based on 

a status quo while initial person is disappointed because their reference dependence.  

This further increases the importance of understanding human perspective and 

human behavior in choice theories. In a similar study, prospect theory was used to assess 

the risky choices that prisoners would make upon release as opposed to those who 

remained in prison under supervision (Rolison et al., 2013). The researchers predicted 

that those who had less risky opportunities committed less risky criminal acts than those 

who remained in prison (Rolison et al., 2013). The findings in the study also revealed that 

ex-prisoners were more risk-taking than current prisoners because the sensitivity of the 

loss was perceptually reduced (Rolison et al., 2013). This result explains how risk-taking 

behaviors may affect the current study. Since individuals take more risk in situations 

where they perceived reduced losses than their counter parts, if juvenile gang members 

perceived that their losses are reduced over their prosocial group, then they are more 

likely to take risk to make gains not considering how seriously detrimental their actions 

will be. Peng et al. (2022) found that reduced sensitivity of losses as predicted by 

prospect theory may explain why some criminals seem to have feared the increasing 

chances of being caught for a crime than they feared the long sentences associated with 

the crime. If the reduced sensitivity to creating certain crime does increase the chance of 

individuals prolonging their risk-taking behaviors, it could also be one of the reasons 

juvenile’s initiates into gangs and downplay the ramifications of their actions within the 

gang. Peng et al. also pointed out that some criminals were committing crimes based on 
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the subjectivity of what they value to be cost effective gains and rewards that would 

motivate them to do so.  

Loss aversion is a cornerstone concept in prospect theory and is one of its first 

assumptions (Kahneman et al., 1979). Prospect theory indicates that when losses are 

looming, people typically become risk averse, inclining toward arrangements that 

increase the likelihood of recovering what has been lost by increasing risk taking 

(Morewedge et al., 2015; Peng et al., 2020). Researchers in this domain have argued that 

humans tend to think that losses are twice as powerful, psychologically, as gains. Loss 

aversion infers that one who loses $100 will lose more contentment than another 

individual will gain pleasure from earning a $100 (Morewedge et al., 2015; Peng et al., 

2020). Loss aversion is similar in nature to the endowment effect. The endowment effect 

is popular in social psychology, and it suggests that individuals are more likely to hold on 

to an item they own than to obtain that same item when they do not own it (Morewedge 

et al., 2015; Peng et al., 2020). The bias to value a position or item and individual owns 

than to acquire another obtain of same or higher value is shown to occur even when there 

was little to no attachment involved (Morewedge et al., 2015; Peng et al., 2020). Harmon 

(2020) highlighted the similar conception of loss aversion. Harmon opined that those 

individuals who experienced loss aversion find it more painful to lose in a gamble that 

would have similar value in gains, for instance, they would find losing $10 more painful 

than they could find it joyful to lose $10. Consequently, people who are loss averse 

would prefer to make miniscule gains than to risk losing their possession. Juveniles who 

experience loss aversion when contemplating the risks of joining a gang may fear losing 
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all opportunity to make significant or astronomical wealth that illicit gang activity may 

bring as opposed working a low paying 9 to 5 job. Schwartz et al. (2017) pointed out that 

students with low academic achievement are more at risk for gang initiation than those 

with satisfactory or higher academic achievement. Tentama and Abdillah (2019) posited 

that low academic achievement often led to poor job outcomes and low employability. 

For these reasons juveniles may fear missing out on ‘hitting the jackpot’ with a potential 

lucrative gang involvement than going through the arduous journey and doubts of gaining 

a profitable especially if they have low academic performance and other risk factors.  

In addition to loss aversion, prospect theory defines and embraces the idea of risk-

seeking behaviors when risk is involved in a potential gainful transaction (Tentama and 

Abdillah, 2019). When losses are expected individuals may become risk seeking within 

that domain. The theory points out that leaders may become risk seeking under pressure.  

posited that evaluated risk returns as underlined by prospect theory predicted that 

for returns beyond the objective, a substantial majority of individuals appeared to be risk 

averse but for returns beneath the target, a sizeable majority of persons appeared to be 

risk seeking. This finding cements the idea that individuals who have miss targeted goals 

may become risk seeing and may explain how some gang leaders get motivated to 

become risk seeking, if gang members and leaders alike have expectations and goals of 

becoming affluent through illegal activities, when those expectations are not being met, 

they may choose to up the ante in risk taking. 

In my study, I attempted to identify the ways in which prospect theory predicts 

deviance in some individuals when they are faced with a potential loss. My study may 
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help identify possible reasons juveniles risk joining gangs and remain in the gangs 

despite their knowledge that there could be negative ramifications if gang members 

interpret losses to be more painful than gains of a similar circumstances. They may think 

that they have more to lose in a prosocial endeavor and risk gaining some level over 

certain losses. Juveniles may interpret that it is more painful to fail by only achieving a 

minimum wage job or not having a job at all by being enrolled in school income above 

minimum wage. Unemployment rates rose to 4 million in June of 2021, a rather troubling 

figure for juveniles who face the difficulty of getting a job after completing high school 

(The Bureau of Labor Statistics, n.d). 

This could also be made more significant to them when the effect of the status 

quo comes into play. The status quo or the reference dependence is the biased perceived 

point at which the individual interprets what they feel is a loss to them (Kahneman, 

2011). Using this concept, one can imagine how juveniles who are weighing their 

options, seeking the best financial path for their future, might be tempted into risk 

seeking behaviors such as joining a gang; in order to satisfy the insecurity of an 

inclement and looming loss they perceived by the poor outlook of the incoming job 

market.  

Another cornerstone of the theory is the concept which includes that prospect 

theory includes reference dependence as part of its explanation which contrast to other 

similar model of choice such as rational choice theory. As opposed to rational choice 

theory, prospect theory indicates that people’s valuation of choices is deviated from a 

central and fixed frame of reference but rather from subjective frame of reference. They 
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assess gains and losses from the position in life which they see themselves, therefore a 

high level of subjectivity is included in how they perceive potential losses or potential 

gains when faced with a risky decision. Pickett et al. (2020) examined the applicability of 

reference dependence in prospect theory and how it would affect decision making in 

criminals. To test whether reference dependence had any significant impact of criminal 

decision-making Pickett et al. conducted a survey which asked questions about a 

potential criminal scenario. Pickett et al. asked participants to respond to a scenario 

where hypothetically they were starting a job where the salary was $28K (status quo) but 

in Scenario A the company would now pay $26K per annum due to cutbacks (loss) due to 

excessive expenditure throughout the year. In Scenario B, the company is now paying 

$30K per annum, explaining that they were increasing salary due to significant growth 

over the last year (gains). Pickett et al. then asked whether they would take the offer from 

coworker to sell a batch of stolen iPhones. The researchers found that there were 

tendencies to sell the stolen iPhones (risk seeking) to compensate for scenario A where 

the reference dependence was in the loss domain. The research found however that the 

finding was not statistically significant. They concluded that reference difference had 

very little weight on decision making when they were committing illegal acts. Even 

though the values were not statistically significant, a qualitative approach could possibly 

shed more useful light on the importance of reference dependence on criminal decision-

making. 

However, Pickett et al. (2020) found that another aspect of prospect theory was 

applicable to criminal decision making. They stated that the possibility effect had more 
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influence on criminal decision making than reference dependence. The possibilities effect 

is a cognitive bias that influences individuals to inflate possibilities over probabilities, 

usually anticipating a positive outcome (Osbergh, 2017). Whenever an event of 

phenomena is not probable but has a possibility, individuals tend to give more weight to 

the possibility of the occurrence, usually magnified by the feeling of fear of loss or when 

they are excited and then become risk seeking (Osbergh, 2017). For example, people 

buying the lottery ticket experience the cognitive bias of the possibility effect because 

they are usually indifferent to the fact that the probability of winning is very low, but 

proceed with purchasing the ticket, fueled by the very large reward. They typically ignore 

the low probability of winning while giving more weight to having a chance of winning. 

The possibility effect may have an influence on juveniles who are initiating in gangs, 

overestimating the possibilities of economic freedom and gaining power over lucrative 

territories as portrayed by movies and even some local members. 

While Picket et al. (2020) did not find any significant meaningful correlation 

between the reference dependence tenet of prospect theory and criminal decision making, 

I focused on exploring the experiences of gang members decision making and investigate 

how the reference dependence tenet of prospect theory played any part in their 

experiences. Thomas and Nguyen (2022) also revealed that they could not find any 

sufficient data to suggest that reference dependence could explain or account for deviant 

behaviors especially related to monetary gains. They however argued that reference 

dependence had a major impact on group influence (Thomas & Nguyen, 2022).  
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Prospect theory also suggests that when people are making decisions or when 

faced with risks, they may experience a sort of cognitive bias known as decision weights. 

People tend to give different weights to gains versus losses, often placing more emphasis 

on the probability of gains (Kahneman, 2011). Pickett (2020) posited that some criminals 

may have been influenced by decision weights in criminal decision-making favoring 

potential gains of criminal activity while giving less weight on the possibility of punitive 

outcomes. Kahneman (2011) explained that people tend to ascribe excessive weight to 

occurrences with low probabilities and insufficient weight to measures with high 

probability. For example, people may unconsciously treat an aftermath with a probability 

of 99% as if its probability was 95%, and a result with probability of 1% as if it had a 

probability of 5%. This type of bias of underestimating and overestimating can have 

adverse effect for individuals when making further decisions about similar events in the 

future (Kahneman, 2011). For instance, a deviant person who escapes being caught by the 

police with a slim chance may overestimate their luck and may choose to continue to 

break the law due to the first cognitive bias in perception of the previous events.  

Decision weights, first proposed by Ellias and later adopted by Kahneman and 

Tversky, suggests that people assign weight to decision making according to the 

importance of the probability relative to total loss or total gains (Jervis, 2004; Zilker, et 

al., 2020). Studies have illuminated an example that a person might not care much about 

an increased chance of winning a bet if it was increased from 95% to 98% but would be 

very much happier if those chances moved from 98% to 100% (Jervis, 2004). The theory 

proposed that people enjoy absolute certainty. The opposite is also true for losses. In this 
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regard, when losses appear to be a certain event people will engage in risk-seeking 

behaviors to avoid loss. This also could explain why some juveniles become involved in 

gangs, because if they perceived that their situation is leading to an absolute loss, then 

they will engage in risk seeking behaviors and participate in illicit gang activities. 

Another interesting take aspect of decision-making and risk taking was purported 

by Tversky and Kahneman (1985) who introduced the framing effect of decision-making. 

Huizenga et al., (2023) examined the relationship of risk-taking behaviors against 

framing effects. Framing effects is described as the phenomenon that when a problem is 

ubiquitously accepted in its definition, the decisions that are made against the problem is 

maneuvered based on whether the challenge of the problem is presented as a possible loss 

or possible gain or seen as a misfortune as opposed to an addition (Tversky & Kahneman, 

1985). Huangpu (2014) found that individuals responded differently to the framing 

effects when they were positive or negative. Framing effects had less of an impact on 

participants who had a greater propensity towards risk taking; taking risks in both 

negative and positive frame positions, whilst frame had more effects on people who had 

weaker risk-taking tendencies. It can be deduced from this study that gang members who 

have a higher risk-taking tendency inherently may indulge in riskier behaviors and 

decision-making regardless of the influence of framing effects. 

Literature Review 

The problem of gangs and juvenile gang involvement has been around for years. 

Gangs have long been thought of being an organized set of criminals who share a 

common goal of using intimidation and violence to achieve their sinister goals, usually 
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involving illicit activities to acquire and maintain territory and wealth (Fraser, 2017; 

Jennings & Gonzalez, 2016; Sriram et al., 2024). It is believed that about 90 % of all 

violent acts in the United States is carried out by gangs (Sonterblum, 2018). Researchers 

have argued that gang involvement occurs as a result of failed prosocial intuitions such as 

the family, school and church (Sekar, 2023; Spergel, 1995). Gangs have one of the 

highest correlations to criminal offenses and therefore are extremely problematic 

(Jennings & Gonzalez, 2016). It is also recorded that gangs have been around since the 

1600s (Jennings & Gonzalez, 2016) Gangs have been reported terrorizing locals in 

London since that time (Jennings & Gonzalez, 2016). Sekar, 2023 believes that gangs 

most likely first emerged out of urban, overpopulated neighborhoods where children 

fought over scarce resources as small groups and small clans. The gang population 

steadily grew over time to be a formidable but negative force to reckon with. In 1970s 

there were only reportedly 19 states that had problems due to gang involvement (Hansen, 

2016). The number rose drastically by the 1990s, with all fifty states reporting gang 

violence and gang involvement (Sekar, 2023). 

Gangs are formed for many reasons, but illicit financial gains are probably the 

most prominent feature of gang activities (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; Northman, 

2023). Poverty among disconnected and disenfranchised youth is one of the main reason 

gangs get involved in illicit activities for money (Rosen, & Kassab, 2018). Over 70% of 

the world's population is worth less than $10, 000 and survives on about $1.60 per day 

(Rosen, & Kassab, 2018). The drug trade is the most common and lucrative way in which 

gang members organize and make money as depicted in popular films such as ‘Breaking 
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Bad’ and ‘El Camino.’ Street gangs, prison gangs, and motor vehicle gangs are noted as 

being the major drug distributors through the United Stated (Geldenhuys, 2020; Rosen, & 

Kassab, 2018) The ‘kind of people’ that join gangs are typically perceived as those who 

are raise up in low socioeconomic societies, typically from the working class and in the 

toughest environments. They are also usually thought of those associated with Latinos 

and Blacks, or those who ‘fall by the wayside’ with low academic achievements and are 

seeking to get rich quick (Rosen & Kassab, 2018). 

Gangs in America are more prevalent among Hispanics and Latinos (National 

Gang Center, n.d.), with the police law enforcement reporting that 46% of total gangs in 

the USA are Hispanic/Latinos, while blacks made up 36% and whites making up 11% 

(National Gang Center, n.d.). Males predominantly make up gangs with a total of 93 % 

on average while females made up 7 % on average (National Gang Center, n.d.). Recent 

data have also revealed that gang involvement increased 11% from 2007 to 2012 with a 

24% increase in gang related homicide (Henderson, 2021). Chicago Police Department 

reported that 468 murders were committed in 2015 which is a 12.5% increase from the 

year before (Madhani, 2016). In addition, there were also 2,900 shootings that year which 

was 13% more than the year prior, which is indicative of a general rise in gang violence 

in that region (Madhani, 2016; Sekar, 2023).  

Reasons For Gang Initiation. 

To better comprehend the lived experiences of gang members and how they make 

difficult decisions in a gang, comprehending the reasons they initiate into a gang in the 

first place is very useful. There are several reported and studied reasons for gang 
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initiation. One of the major reasons juveniles initiate into gangs so as to satisfy a financial 

goal (Dickon-Gomez et al., 2017; Northman, 2023). Gang members have explained that 

they believe that the illegal activities that they do in a gang will be more profitable than 

pursuing pro-social channels such as going to school and getting a job (Dickon-Gomez et 

al., 2017; Northman, 2023). Drug-lords and top-tier gangs are often portrayed in films 

and music videos living very lavish lifestyles and are also often depicted as making their 

money fast and easy (Geldenhuys, 2020). It also often romanticized in these films that 

hip/pop-culture and lifestyle of gangsters as easy lifestyle, marketed and portrayed on TV 

and on radio, is very influential to many juveniles considering to initiate in a gang (Van 

Hellemont & Densley, 2019). For disconnected and disenfranchised juveniles who are 

seeking financial security amidst challenging home and community environments may 

view gangs to be an attractive alternative to prosocial endeavors (Rosen, & Kassab, 2018; 

Sonterblum, 2018). 

 For many poor families in inner cities and juveniles who come from low 

socioeconomic societies, joining gangs for economic opportunities may not only be a 

way for the gains of quick cash, but may also be a means of survival for them as they are 

limited by the opportunities that are presented for them (Abrams & Terry, 2014). Some 

researchers argue that gangs often emerge as a response to social and economic 

hardships, serving as a means of survival for many individuals in marginalized 

communities (Ibrahim et al., 2023). They also argue that gangs proved sense of identity, 

protection, and belonging to their members, who might otherwise feel vulnerable and 

isolated (Ibrahim et al., 2023). For some juveniles, joining a gang is a way to secure 
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financial resources, garner social status among peers, and gain support that are scarce in 

their settings (Ibrahim et al., 2023). The structure and solidarity within a gang can offer a 

semblance of stability and control in the face of systemic inequalities and limited 

opportunities (Ibrahim et al., 2023). However, this path to survival frequently comes at a 

high cost and hence some juveniles mya overlook the plausible ramifications that lie 

ahead (Ibrahim et al., 2023).  

There is also a correlation to gang involvement and gang initiation among 

juveniles with low academic achievement (Higgins et al., 2018; Rosen, & Kassab, 2018). 

Along with the desire to gain fast cash, many of whom end up gangs are underachievers 

academically (Rosen, & Kassab, 2018). In Latin America for example, over 20 million 

youths between of 15 and 24 are illiterate and most of who end up in gangs are recruited 

because of their vulnerability and diminished opportunity for gainful employment 

(Higgins et al., 2018; Rosen, & Kassab, 2018). Schwartz et al. (2017) also corroborated 

this sentiment and suggested in their study that students with lower academic 

achievement are more likely to initiate into a gang than their peers with higher academic 

achievement.  

Researchers interesting in the way reading disabilities affected behavior 

discovered in their studies that dyslexia were positively correlated with total behavioral 

problems, internalizing behavioral problems, anxiety, depression, social and attention 

problem (Alnne et al., 2020). In a similar study, researchers found that participants in 

their study who were diagnosed with dyslexia exhibited psycho-affective symptoms, 

especially anxiety and low self-esteem in social and academic situations more frequently 
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than the control group. The maladaptive behaviors were associated to reading measures 

(Zuppardo et al., 2023).  

There has also been a significant correlation between gang initiation and unstable 

homes. Sonterblum, (2018) pointed those juveniles that were raised in unstable homes, 

that is, those juveniles who had food insecurity, experienced poverty and those that had 

unstable housing were more at risk to initiate in gang. Sonterblum, (2018) references 

Maslow’s hierarchy of needs as being essential in understanding how disenfranchised and 

disconnected youths could find gangs as a safety net. Sonterblum (2018) argued that 

when basic needs, as suggested by Maslow, such as needs for safety, love, food and 

shelter are not met, juveniles may likely to try fulfill them by any means necessary such 

as joining gang. The need for adoration from their own peers may even drive them to join 

gangs, further illuminating the importance of the feeling of belonging and how it can 

affect a person's decision-making (Descormiers, & Corrado, 2016). Research has also 

shown that when children are neglected by their parents, they tend to get involved in 

gangs which highlights the need for love and parental monitoring to steer vulnerable 

youth away from gangs (Kubik et al., 2019; Passi, 2019). Should Juveniles in these 

challenging situations succumb to the hardships of their environment and fall victims to 

gang recruitment or should they be expected to develop a certain tenacity that sees some 

juveniles from challenging communities excellent in life? Popular actors such as Morgan 

Freeman has argued that leaving the gang and moving to an area of prosperity may be 

one solution to the problem.  
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Another crucial fact associated with gang initiation among juveniles is the 

element of negative influences. Gilman et al. (2014) conducted research using 173 

participants. Gilman et al. (2014) revealed in their study through survival analysis that 

living with a gang member significantly increased the likelihood of a juvenile joining a 

gang as opposed to those who did not live with a gang member. Besides living with a 

gang, research also indicated that when juveniles associate with peers that are in a gang 

or who exhibit violent behaviors, this also increased the likelihood of them joining a gang 

(Gilman et al., 2014; Kubik et al., 2019). Higgins et al. (2018) also found in their study 

that the odds of joining a gang and having gang increased when juveniles socialize with 

delinquent peers. Juveniles who also live in violent homes and violent communities tend 

to be influenced to join gangs (Maringira, 2018). 

This phenomenon may best be explained by learning theories that suggest that 

people often model behaviors that they are exposed to. This suggests that some juveniles 

may be initiating into gangs by just their association with delinquent peers without or 

giving much thought to their actions. It is believed that some juveniles who are involved 

in gang activities were actually coerced into joining the gang (Finelli, 2019). It is 

believed that such coercion is on the rise and that stronger penalties need to be 

admonished in order to reduce this coercive gang recruitment of juveniles (Finelli, 2019). 

Finelli (2019) argued that juveniles are not able to make congruent decisions under the 

influences of coercion and manipulation of adults. Finelli (2019) argued that juveniles 

with immature and under–developed brains do not have the tenacity to effectively find 

their way out of these coercions and are very vulnerable under these circumstances.  
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Another important reason that juveniles join gangs may be for the hope of 

protection. Pyrooz (2022) argued that some that inmates joined gangs while they were in 

prison for personal safety, a sense of pride, and for a sense of belonging. He argued that 

they joined the gang to avoid being bullied. Kerig and Mendez (2022) posited that poor 

attachments styles that are formed from traumatic experiences may influence juveniles to 

pursue gang involvement seeking protect and social attachment simultaneously. Kerig 

and Mendez (2022) argued that trauma exposure and posttraumatic stress are also 

associated with three distinct outcomes which include gang engagement as a risk factor, 

gang involvement as an outcome, and gang desistance. They also argued that trauma 

could lead developmental deficits could lead to posttraumatic hypervigilance, emotional 

numbing, risk-seeking behaviors, futurelessness, perpetration of trauma, trauma triggers, 

and traumatic grief.  

Adolescents and Decision Making 

Decision-making is a critical aspect of human existence and occurs multiple times 

per day. Decisions making can be considered as a major pillar in human existence as it is 

central to the way we evaluate our options in life and guides the path our lives (Sadana et 

al., 2024). It is therefore critical for us to fully understand and comprehend major aspects 

of this phenomenon. Individuals make decisions in several different ways. One way that 

individuals make decisions is known as the strategic method. The strategic form of 

decision-making is thought to be essential to actions that require organization and also for 

areas of our life that depend on competitiveness (Calabretta et al., 2017; Timmer et al., 

2021). This method involves both rational and intuitive form of decisions processes 
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(Calabretta et al., 2017; Timmer et al., 2021). Strategic decision-making is a core and 

valuable intelligent asset that also includes step by step planning analytic effort which are 

usually linear (Calabretta et al., 2017; Timmer et al., 2021). Researchers have suggested 

that intuition and rationality are two important aspects of decision-making (Elbanna & 

Child, 2007; Fischhoff & Broomell, 2020).  

 Intuition within the realms of decision-making is primal and his thought to be 

swift and utilizes rapid non-cognizant acknowledgment of examples and relationships to 

determine emotionally charged decisions (Dane & Pratt, 2007; Fischhoff & Broomell, 

2020). On the other hand, rational thinking is contrasted to intuition, the instinct which is 

more rapid does not usually have the precision of a calculated and strategic decision 

(Barnard, 1983; Fischhoff & Broomell, 2020). These studies illuminate the challenges 

that juveniles who must make decisions as part of their gang involvement face on a 

regular basis. Some juveniles might be more intuitive and intrinsic in their thought 

patterns while others may be more linear, step by step and competitive in their quest to 

dominate the opportunities that are presented to them in their lives. Psychosocial and 

developmental factors are crucial in understanding how juveniles make decisions in their 

daily lives (Berryessa & Reeves, 2020; Grisso, 1996).  

From its origin, the law and courts perceived youthfulness as a phase of formative 

adolescence and thus to be more immature and hence considered juveniles offenses being 

less culpable than those of grown-ups (Addams, 1925; Nagel et al., 2016). Researchers 

highlighted in his research that youths may have less dynamic skill than grown-ups in 

specific regions of their decision-making faculty, including areas of advice seeking, 
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adaptive goal setting, evaluation processes and in learning (Berryessa & Reeves, 2020; 

Byrnes 2002). Berryessa and Reeves (2020), argued that while juveniles share some 

common elements of decision-making with adults such as knowledge of options and in 

familiar areas or responding to certain moderating factors, it is the areas that they lack in 

comparability that lends them to risky decision-making. Some of the attributes include 

poor decision-making and may also derive from the lack of experience that some 

juveniles may have.  

For explanatory purposes, it is useful to consider decision-making as comprising 

of a progression of four stages. The initial step includes defining an objective (completing 

school). The subsequent advance includes arranging choices for delivering that objective 

(e.g., studying and attending classes). The third step includes rank-requesting alternatives 

(e.g., getting and education is better than hustling in the streets). The last advance 

comprises of choosing the most elevated positioned elective which completes the 

processes (Berryessa & Reeves, 2020). 

Juveniles might not be fully aware of the long-term consequences of their 

decisions and hence may not be sensitive to the extent of the ramifications of some of 

their actions. Zottoli and Daftary-Kapur (2019) posited that juveniles who are facing a 

plea deal may plea false guilty 27% of the time in comparison to their adult counter-prats 

who are typically making false guilty pleas around 17% of the time. Zottoli and Daftary-

Kapur (2019) argued that part of the reason juveniles take bad plea deals is because they 

are not able to assess the seriousness of the long-term ramifications of their decisions that 

they are making. This might explain why some juveniles get initiated into gang and find 
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themselves in serious trouble with the law, as they have not given enough consideration 

to the seriousness of the ramifications of such decisions.  

Another reason juveniles may tend to make poorer decisions than adults are due 

to the fact that they have a higher affinity towards instant gratification in the face of 

adversity. Researchers found in their study that juveniles who make poor plea deals are 

sometimes influenced by the notion that they will ‘get to go home.’ (Daftary-Kapur, & 

Zottoli, 2014; Yeng & Mohamad, 2023). The desire is so strong among juveniles to be 

influenced by instant gratification that in some instances they take false guilty charges 

more often than adults do (Daftary-Kapur, & Zottoli, 2014; Yeng & Mohamad, 2023). 

Simane-Vigante (2018) highlighted H.J. Eysenck’s personality trait theory explained that 

criminal behavior is associated with the inability to curb instant gratification as well-

adjusted individuals are usually more socialized to delay gratification. 

Another critical reason that is associated with poor decision–making among 

youths is the underlined factor of mental health disorders among juveniles who exhibit 

delinquent behaviors. Nagel et al. (2016) illuminated the role that mental health plays in 

poor decision-making in adolescents. Nagel et al. (2016) highlighted that juveniles who 

have early onset psychological disorders such as schizophrenia, ADHD, Oppositional 

Defiant Disorder and Substance Abuse Disorders are more likely to exhibit delinquent 

behaviors. Nagel et al. (2016) revealed in their study that about three times as many 

juveniles who are in juvenile distension met the criteria for a mental health disorder as 

opposed to those who are in the community. Ozer and Akbas (2020) argued in their study 

pointed out that students who had lower IQs usually tend to have a poor length of stay in 
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school and were more likely to demonstrate violent and delinquent behaviors. Juveniles 

may be at risk for gang initiation due to the frustration that is associated with low IQ and 

mental health disorders. Gangs may be a sort of safe haven for juveniles who have these 

violent tendencies stemming from mental health complications as they relate more to the 

deviance that is usually associated with gang activities. 

Psychologists found that childhood trauma was linked with internalizing and 

externalizing behavior problems among adolescents. They also found that executive 

function partly reconciled the relations between childhood trauma and internalizing and 

externalizing behavior problems. They also found that life events stress was observed to 

moderate the relations between childhood trauma and executive function and 

internalizing and externalizing behavior problems (Wei & Lü, 2023). Researchers also 

conducted a study to better comprehend the mechanisms through which academic 

achievement and externalizing behavior problems interact found that there were d 

negative long-term outcomes and found that children’s low academic skills were likely 

associated with a variety of behavior problems and maladaptive outcomes throughout 

childhood and adulthood (Kulkarni et al., 2021).  

Decision Making in Gangs 

Decision-making in gangs is a very critical aspect of gang activity. According to 

Panuccio (2021), juveniles who are at risk navigate their neighborhoods and apply 

strategies to maintain their daily lives. They found in their study that gang members made 

calculated decisions about risk-taking and financial benefits and considered the risk as 

they applied survival strategies. Panuccio (2021), stated that many juveniles had to 
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assume adult responsibilities especially those of African American and Latino decent. 

Frequently incarcerated, juveniles from tough neighborhoods often come back in their 

communities and figure out a path to a financially successful life (Abrams & Terry, 2014; 

Panuccio, 2021). They are often torn between finding a job that can support their needs 

and going into a gang that provides both financial and emotional support. Researchers 

found that at-risk juveniles expressed that they made calculated risky decisions even 

though they could get into trouble but did it rationally for what they believed to be good 

reasons (Abrams & Terry, 2014; Panuccio, 2021). The research pointed out that one of 

their participants ‘Tyrone’, pointed out that he made calculated risky decisions for 

financial survival. They pointed out that Tyrone calculated that selling marijuana would 

lead to a lower level of charge and possibly avoiding felony charges (Abrams & Terry, 

2014; Panuccio, 2021). If juveniles calculate risk and still join gangs for financial gains, 

it suggests that they value financial gains more than they fear getting into trouble. This 

type of risk-seeking behavior is explained by prospect theory but is usually associated 

with loss-aversion. If the theory is to fit, it would be good to theory to demonstrate how 

these juveniles interpret certainty of loss to risk such small gains. 

Decision-making in gangs usually have hierarchal decision-making structures 

(Sullivan, 2002). Sullivan (2002) highlighted in his study of how drug cartels, street 

gangs and warlords develop and evolve. Sullivan outlined in his study that a part of the 

evolution of these gangs involved a sinister decision-making scheme that expands their 

influence and outreach. Some of the activities they decided to partake in includes 

“bribery, coercions and intimidation” (Sullivan, 2002). This further demonstrates the 



44 

 

importance of decision-making in gangs and the importance of maintaining the gang as a 

unit through these decisions. 

Another important decision-making in a gang that is critical in understanding the 

experiences of gang member is the decision to disengage from a gang. Tonks and 

Stephenson (2019) highlighted that the idea that the decision to leave a gang is unique to 

the individual and that we should take into account their differing experiences. The 

decision to take part in illicit activities versus disengaging a gang is also a difficult 

decision to make as it comes with several threats of negative consequences for the 

individual as well. They may find that gang members threaten them that if they leave the 

gang, they will be harmed (Tonks & Stephenson, 2019). They also find that going back in 

the prosocial world presents to them all the challenges that they were trying to escape in 

the first place. Some of the trouble that they were trying to avoid in a prosocial 

environment is the misconception that one set of rules fits all. The difficulty in leaving 

the gang could mean going back to seek support from family and friends that were less 

supportive and understanding of their plight in the first place. 

Many juveniles are of the opinion that prosocial groups propagate slow and 

unsure paths of success (Dickon-Gomez & et al., 2017; Northman, 2023). This idea is 

demonstrated by the high dropout rate (high school dropout) among certain 

underprivileged groups. In 2018, there were 2.1 million status dropouts between the ages 

of 16 and 24, and the overall status dropout rate was 5.3 percent (U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2020). Many high school dropouts, 

low academics achievers and truant juveniles usually end up in low paying jobs and 
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usually experience low employability. According to Tentama and Abdillah (2019), those 

with higher academic achievement tend to be more skilled and resourceful and are more 

employable. Besides low employability and low paying jobs, there is a population who 

are those with low academic achievement, high truancy who are at risk for initiating 

gangs (Fritsch et al., 2017). For juveniles with lower IQs or a reduced affinity to 

academic pursuits, they may become frustrated with prosocial regime and opt for gang 

involvement and gang initiation for an easier alternative path (Ozer & Akbas, 2020). 

The decisions to initiate into a gang are also influenced by poor monitoring of the 

child by their parents, early aggressive behaviors and maltreatment of the child as in their 

sensitive emotional years (Kubik, et al., 2019). This reflects the classic case of the abused 

becoming the abuser. Gangs usually use violence as a means of conflict resolution which 

may attract the abused and victimized juveniles. Maltreatment of juveniles, especially 

multiple incidences can lead to excessive risk taking and impulsivity (Docherty et al., 

2018). The insights of this research indicate that the risk taking, and impulsivity seen in 

some gangs may be influenced by maltreatment and aggressive behaviors they 

experienced in earlier years, clouding their judgment. It may suggest that their aggressive 

decisions may be less calculated than was previously thought by some researchers.  

Other researchers have indicated that some juveniles may have joined a gang due 

to sexual trauma and abuse in their early stage of development (Data on Psychiatry 

Reported by Researchers at Imperial College London, 2020). Studies indicate that 

antisocial males and gang members generally showed higher levels of sexual aggression 

and also were more likely have been sexually traumatized (Data on Psychiatry Reported 
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by Researchers at Imperial College London, 2020). These studies have shed light on the 

association of sexual abuse and gang initiation in juveniles. There seems to be a deep 

emotional trauma of sexual abuse that pushes some juveniles to seek comfort and 

restoration in violent gangs. The maltreatment of adolescents should be assessed and 

seriously thought of as a major factor that could influence their behavior, increasing their 

risky behaviors including sexual behaviors (Kubik et al., 2019). Since there is a risk 

associated for juveniles to become risk seeking due to maltreatment, there might an 

association that can be further research to see the extent to which maltreatment of 

juveniles may push them to initiate into gangs as a part of their new risk seeking 

tendencies.  

McLachlan, (2020) described the transition route from adolescent to adulthood as 

a difficult path for juveniles to traverse. The authors explained that developing and 

forming a successful path to adulthood required life skills that were developed through 

the formative years. The authors insinuated that if those formative years are not 

developed properly and is affected in any major social way, then many adolescents may 

become vulnerable to joining a gang and becoming involved in gang activities under 

theses strenuous circumstances, often to make money or feel a sense of belonging to a 

peer group (Geldenhuys, 2020). The difficult situation for these individuals during the 

formative years is to contemplate whether to join the gang for their perceived benefits 

despite the dangers that involved joining a gang or to remain a more prosocial group.  
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Ramifications: Perspectives and Experiences  

Juveniles initiating into gangs may or may not be aware of the likely ramifications 

of gang involvement and gang activities. With an estimated figure that around 90 % of all 

violent acts in the United States is carried out by gangs in some cities such as Los 

Angeles where gang-related homicides are responsible for up to 69% of homicides, it 

more likely that juveniles may be aware of the ramifications of gang activities (Bhatt & 

Tweed, 2018; Sonterblum, 2018). Ramifications of gang activities may include lengthy 

prison sentences and even death from gang violence (Patalano, 2020; Terry & Abrams, 

2014). With such high stakes at risk, many juveniles who are initiating into gangs are 

likely to bet that the risks and tradeoffs of illicit gang activities are worth it and will 

likely be in their favor (Patalano, 2020; Terry & Abrams, 2014). In communities where 

juveniles are at high risk for gang involvement based on low socio-economic factors, 

dissipated infrastructures, and negative cultural influences, many of these juveniles opt 

for gang involvement citing that survival is more important than focusing on the 

ramifications of gang involvement (Patalano, 2020; Terry & Abrams, 2014). Using 

coping mechanisms such as avoidance may be a factor in the type of connivance that 

juveniles display when it requires them to think of the dangers and ramifications of gang 

initiation and gang involvement.  

Immaturity cognition and immature way of thinking may also fuel the reasons 

behind why some juveniles tend to overlook the seriousness of the likely ramifications of 

gang initiation. Finelli (2019) argued that juveniles with immature and under –developed 

brains usually do not handle challenging situations well, especially regarding gang 
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involvement to make accurate decisions regarding their circumstances. Some juveniles 

are not fully capable of seeing through the entire big picture and see the sequences of the 

likely events that are likely to play out (Finelli, 2019). In these situations, they are likely 

to join a gang because they are unable to process the realities of the ramifications to come 

because the ramifications are usually far removed in time from their initial entry into the 

gang. 

Prospect theory may also provide us with another explanation as to why juveniles 

seem to ignore the likely high-stake ramifications of joining a gang. Prospect theory 

suggests that people will become risk-seeking when financial gains appear to be high, 

over-estimating possibility over probability, known as the ‘possibility effect’ (Kahneman 

et al.,1979; Patalano 2020). For juveniles who are lured to gangs by the notion that gang 

involvement will be lucrative and will be an easier way of making money, they probably 

overestimate the possibility of making money and underestimate the probability of being 

arrested or being hurt. Many juveniles that were arrested for violent crimes appeared 

stunned by the lengthy prison sentences that were looming and usually taking bad plea 

deals just to get reduced sentences (Patalano, 2020; Terry & Abrams, 2014). Abrams and 

Terry (2014) highlighted in their study, juveniles who expressed that they were of their 

opinion that they could disengaged from gangs before they ever faced any serious 

ramifications is a good example of juveniles falling victim to the possibility effect.  

Juveniles who tend to ignore the seriousness of the likely ramifications of gang 

initiations and the dangers of gang involvement may also be experiencing cognitive bias 

known as optimism bias. Optimism bias is defined as a type of wishful thinking where 
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people tend to be overly optimistic about favorable outcomes and diminished the likely 

hood of unfavorable outcomes (Baron 1994; Fairley & Sanfey, 2020). People tend to 

think that the bad that happens to others will never happen to them (Baron 1994; Fairley 

& Sanfey, 2020). For this reason, many juveniles may be influenced by this bias when 

they are considering gang initiation, thinking the ramifications that they have witnessed 

happened to some others, such as long imprisonment, may not apply to them. One good 

example of optimism bias in criminal activity is the infamous story of the Loomis Fargo 

Heist in 1997 which was the largest heist in US history. Criminals watched on the news 

the heist of a bank robbery in Florida whose assailants were caught. The would-be 

robbers in North Carolina decided that they would pull off a similar heist, disregarding 

that the earlier robbers in Florida were caught by the police. They would eventually get 

caught as well. 

Reaping the gains of gang activity while avoiding reprisals and being caught by 

the police is an optimal situation for many gang members. Those who seek to be initiated 

in gang activities may rely on tactics that gangs use to evade prison sentences and 

reprisals. Gangs often use violence and intimidation as one tactic to evade ramifications 

of their illicit activities (Finelli, 2019). Some gangs are deemed untouchable because of 

the high level of intimidation that they churn out in their territories. Gangs in Jamaica and 

Mexico, intimidated the police force, bragging about having far more powerful weapons 

than the police. This intimidation tactic, arrest rates, and low incarceration rates for some 

gang members in certain high-risk territories have created an enclave of lawlessness 

(Bunker, 2019). Juveniles that think they may be under the protection from these 
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powerful gangs may feel as though they are unlikely to experience any serious 

ramifications from gang initiation and involvement. 

In some instances, gang members are known to pay off corrupt police in the form 

of collusion and connivance to elude the ramifications of being caught. Baltimore 

Detective was implicated in drug related case where he provided information to drug 

dealers about police whereabouts so that the drug dealers could avoid police route 

(Baltimore Man Sentenced to 188 Months for Participating in Heroin Trafficking Ring 

Protected by Corrupt Former Baltimore City Police Department Detective, 8, February 

22). Bunker (2019) described in his book that drug cartels in Mexico paid-off corrupted 

police officers so that they can further their agenda. For juveniles who are considering 

gang initiation who learn that powerful gangs can be so wealthy and controlling that they 

are able to pay-off and corrupt police officers, maybe become optimistic that this will 

also be their experience and they would not have to worry too much about incarceration. 

In Jamaica where incarceration levels for gang members are very low, the punitive nature 

of the justice system does not pact enough power to deter would-be criminals or juveniles 

considering gang initiation. 

Some gangsters are also known to get involved in witchcraft and the occult to 

increase gains and avoid ramifications of gang activities. Geldenhuys (2019) posited that 

juveniles have resorted to joining the occult in order to gain protection in gang activities. 

Gangs in Jamaica are also known to use voodoo to provide them with what is known as 

‘guard ring’s that should protect them from dangers and the ramification from illicit gang 

activities.” Juveniles who have been lured in by these claims may be drawn into the idea 
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that they could also gain protection using witchcraft while benefiting from the gains of 

gangster lifestyle.  

Summary 

Comprehending the decision-making process in gangs and the risks that they take 

in gaining from their gang involvement is crucial to understanding the ways that 

psychologists and policy makers can deter them from making immoral and irrational 

decisions. Many gang members have expressed that their decisions to be involved in a 

gang is to have financial gains that are more likely from gang involvement and less likely 

from being prosocial groups (Dickson-Gomez et al., 2017). The temptation to get the 

desired benefits from gang involvement seems to outweigh their fears of the serous 

ramifications that are likely to follow in the aftermath of their decisions. This research 

therefore fills the gap, highlighting and bringing attention to the experiences of those 

decision-making moments lens through prospect theory.  

The study provided further insights into the risk-seeking nature of gang members 

and how they experience the ramifications and dangers of dicey situations and risk-

seeking behaviors (Dickson-Gomez et al., 2017). There was limited research on the ways 

in which gang members experience and consolidate their potential immoral acts and the 

way in which they perceive these acts before they commit them. While there is ample 

research on the reasons juveniles initiate into a gang, they have seldom expanded on the 

experiences of the internal conflicts of their psyche of juveniles. Prospect theory was 

used to lenses this phenomenon as it has major applicability for how decisions are made 

when risks are involved and also addresses risk-seeking behaviors (Patalano, 2020; Terry 
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& Abrams, 2014). In the next chapter, the researcher reviewed the methodology of the 

current study, including the design of the current study, participant recruitment and data 

analysis. 

Research demonstrated that some individuals may join a gang due the perceived 

power that the gang comes with. Theis may be very appealing to those who feel 

powerless and marginalized. According to (Bunker, 2019), Gangs in Mexico reportedly 

intimidated the police force, bragging about having far more powerful weapons than the 

police and were even able to cause ethe police to retreat beach the gangs have more 

members an power tin the community than the police.  
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Chapter 3: Research Method 

The purpose of the study was to investigate the experiences of gang members as 

they make decisions about difficult, dangerous, and dicey situations and the ramifications 

of those decisions. The experiences of how gang members reconcile the conundrum of 

likely immorality of their decisions to earn an income while in a gang is extremely 

understudied (Dickson-Gomez et al., 2017). In this chapter, I discuss the population and 

sampling methods that were used to provide insight into the participants of the study. The 

potential for bias and the reflexive nature of the research is discussed to enable 

transparency in the research process and limit researcher bias. Details of the procedures 

and instrumentation are explained in order to facilitate future researchers who are 

interested in this project. The data analysis technique is outlined within this chapter. The 

chapter is completed by addressing the ethical dilemma and issues that were confronted 

during the research and how they were addressed and resolved.  

Research Design and Rationale  

Research Questions  

RQ1: What are the experiences of gang members when making decisions in 

difficult gang related situations?  

RQ2: How do gang members experience and perceive the likely ramifications of 

their decisions?  

Phenomenon of Study 

The phenomenon I explored was decision making within gangs, especially in 

difficult situations and the ramifications they perceive and experience. Decision making 
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is at the heart of gang initiation and gang involvement (Dickson-Gomez et al., 2017). 

What gang members decide to do on a daily basis is affected by choices they are making 

consciously or unconsciously (Sutil-Martín & Rienda-Gómez, 2020). Another key 

concept I addressed was the ways in which gang members address the ramifications of 

their decisions. Gang members must handle the ramifications of their actions and 

understanding (Dickson-Gomez et al., 2017). How they experience these ramifications 

are critical developing a successful intervention that might deter them from joining a 

gang or leaving a gang.  

Research Design  

Qualitative research is best suited for phenomena that require further exploration 

(Creswell, 2013). The decisions that gang members make amidst difficult situations on a 

daily basis and the likely ramifications that they anticipate are underexplored. Exploring 

these issues has great implications for developing programs that will help at risk juveniles 

to make better decisions regarding gang initiations and gang involvement. A qualitative 

approach was best suited for the complexities that are involved to better understand the 

experiences for juveniles who must make these tough decisions as it relates to gang 

initiation and gang involvement. The lived experiences are very valuable and very 

difficult to quantify. In some instances, the qualitative design is more suitable not to 

quantify, but rather because the quality of the exploration would be reduced in such 

quantification efforts (Creswell, 2013). 

After deciding upon a qualitative design, I selected the best type of qualitative 

approach to utilize for the study. There are several types of qualitative approaches 
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available to a researcher who is interested in exploring a particular phenomenon. Some of 

the most respected and used approaches that I considered included phenomenological 

studies, case studies, ethnographic studies, grounded theory studies, historical studies and 

action research (see Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 

Phenomenological studies are best described as a design that extrapolates the 

quality of the human experiences based on the description of the information that the 

participants provide about their own lives (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2012). To reduce bias and increase trustworthiness the researchers use bracketing, 

a skill used to guard against the research findings and assumptions about the participants 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Phenomenological studies are 

revered for their ability to gather richer data from the participants than most other 

methods. Though this method offers deeper and more complete description of the 

participants, the data may be difficult to analyze which in term reduces its trustworthiness 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 

Grounded theory conversely to phenomenological studies, identifies a theory and 

used the data to derive a new theory through a process called constant comparisons. Data 

that is collected is repeatedly compared and analyzed and a theory is developed which is 

considered grounded in the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). In this approach, essential 

data are identified and given codes that form a part of the new theory. Though the method 

allows for thick details and tends to find out what truly happened, the method is very time 

consuming and attracts researcher bias (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 
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Ethnographic studies typically are studies that involve the researcher collecting 

data from a group of people and usually the researcher lives with the group to study their 

culture (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). The researchers usually 

identify key informants who are very knowledgeable of the culture to aid in their 

research. This format usually requires a long period of time (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; 

Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). While this method garners strength in building valuable 

relations between the researcher and the participants and is excellent at identifying 

additional needs of the participants, the method is also time consuming and can lead to 

cultural bias, and also bias from the forged relationship between the participant and the 

researcher (Merriam, & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 

Another useful qualitative approach is the historical studies approach. Researchers 

using this approach are interested in primary source of historical data that are of value to 

them (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). They typically identify the 

locations of artifacts, evaluation, analysis and synthesis of data of the past that has 

intrinsic value (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Two core features 

of this approach is using external and internal critique (Creswell, 2014; Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2012). External criticisms involve the analysis of the data to ensure that the data is 

genuine and authentic. This usually precedes the internal criticism which is more 

concerned with the accuracy of the data (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 

2012). The study is best suited for analysis of historical trends. The historical design is 

also vulnerable to excess bias and usually requires very skilled researchers (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012).  
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Case studies are in-depth and rigorous evaluation of a group of people of interest 

to a researcher (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Case studies may 

also include the examination of institutions. Case studies are usually conducted over a 

long period of time and collect and evaluate the data through content analysis (Merriam 

& Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Case studies have the advantage of having 

the ability to capture a lot of details on a phenomenon that other methods might not have 

the ability to do. With the intimate details garnered, new hypothesis may be derived from 

the data and is great for exploration. Conversely, the method can be very time 

consuming, unscientific at times, and lacks great degree of transferability/generalizability 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Action research is that type of 

qualitative approach that requires action to improve the phenomenon of study. The act 

action is examined and analyzed by the researcher to develop an effective theory about 

the phenomenon being studied. The process is usually collaborative between the 

researcher and the participants. This type of research can be extremely rigorous and 

typically lack a high degree of repeatability (Merriam, & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & 

Smith, 2012). I conducted an in-depth perusal and review of the various approaches 

previously discussed. I chose the IPA based on its advantages it offers in capturing the 

experiences of participants. Action research is valued for its inclusivity and its approach 

and its focus on collaboration. Such a high level of collaboration is suitable for managing 

changes. On the other hand, action research shows this method poses challenges in the 

area of repeatability (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012).  
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Interpretative Phenomenological Analysis (IPA) 

To develop a better understanding of how gang members make difficult decisions 

and how they maneuver the psychology of the likely ramifications of their decisions, I 

adopted and implement the research methodology of IPA (see Pietkiewicz & Smith, 

2012; Smith et al., 2009; Smith & Fieldsend, 2021). This approach enables the researcher 

and the participants to conjure and embrace a coconstructed understanding of gang 

members’ experiences (Creswell, 2014; Smith et al., 2009). IPA is founded upon the 

tradition of the hermeneutics traditions which places great value on human experiences. 

The method is inductive rather than deductive (Lowers & Larkin, 2009; Smith & 

Fieldsend, 2021). IPA emphasizes the quality of the experiences of the participant that 

the researchers is interested in. IPA values the subjective perspective of the individual 

about their own experiences and focuses less on quantifying phenomena. IPA is 

idiographic in nature, valuing each individual’s experience as a unique set of experiences 

and exploring those traits. The approach is also emic in nature and values the account of 

the individual and how they interpret their culture, placing more value on the intrinsic 

experiences rather than the forces of external frameworks (Kottak & Conrad, 2006; 

Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012; Smith & Fieldsend, 2021). Qualitative research designs such 

as IPA have an added advantage because they have the ability to develop great insights 

because of their ability to explore (Alayse, 2017). IPA has invaluable advantages as the 

quality of the research is enhanced by the valuable relationship between the researcher 

and the participants (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012; Smith & Fieldsend, 2021). Additionally, 

IPA qualitative method conjures the best opportunity for the participants to share their 
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lived experiences from which others can get a great insight into their lives and what is 

important to the participants at the core (Alayse, 2017). IPA in contrast to other 

approaches, allows for participant-oriented perspectives and gives the participants the 

ability to share their lived experiences without any sort of data (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 

2012; Smith & Fieldsend, 2021). Therefore, IPA was best suited for this research.   

Role of the Researcher 

I collected all data related to this study and coded and analyzed the data. I 

conducted the interviews using semi-structured interview method. I was cognizant of the 

reflexive nature of the interview process and allowed the participants to express 

themselves freely while adjusting to and updating my interview to allow a natural flow of 

conversation. The analysis and conclusions were processed based on the self-disclosure 

of the participants (Alase, 2017; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012; Smith & Shinebourne, 

2012).  

IPA research tradition values the subjective lived experiences of the participants, 

and the researcher demonstrates curiosity while conducting the interview and made 

endeavors to avoid preconceived notions and other established hypotheses (Alase, 2017). 

I was also a researcher-participant who was mindful of the temptation to prove 

assumptions and theories but was able to be more reflexive in his approach to explore and 

discover the truths of the participants (see Smith, 2007).  

I was cognizant of the possible biases that were likely to surface and Ir practiced 

bracketing and also used a reflexive journal to assist in setting biases aside while 

conducting the interview (see Pietkiewicz, & Smith, 2012). Bracketing involves the effort 
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of the researcher to curtail preconceptions about a phenomenon recognizing that it is best 

that the properties and truth of the phenomena be reveled naturally, rather than to assign 

scientific criteria and categories to the phenomena being observed (Pietkiewicz, & Smith, 

2012). Though it is challenging to eliminate all values, prior knowledge and beliefs 

which make it difficult to bracket during research, the use of semi-structured 

interviewing, using the natural cue from responses of the participants, an acceptable level 

of bracketing may be achieved (Vicary et al., 2017). Bracketing can also involve the 

mindfulness of the researcher to avoid all preconceived notions throughout the research, 

from data collection to data analysis (Pietkiewicz, & Smith, 2012; Vicary et al., 2017). 

I used a reflexive journal to monitor and reduced any temptations of automatic 

assumptions (see Vicary et al., 2016). I was therefore able to recognize some assumptions 

including that decision making in gangs is often affected by the level of maturity of the 

decision make. Another assumption that I was able to bracket was the assumption that 

juveniles would more frequently chose prosocial routes to financial stability rather than 

joining gangs, fearing that the likely ramifications of gang involvement. 

Methodology  

Participants  

Population and Sample 

The study population consisted of ex-gang members in North Carolina between 

the ages of 18 and 30. I chose that age group because of their experiences of gang 

involvement. The sample of participants by design was homogenous and I had nine 

participants, which satisfied the saturation requirements of qualitative study (Smith & 
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Fieldsend, 2021). IPA tradition recommends a compatible small sample size usually 

between six and eight participants to sufficiently explore the phenomena in detail (Alase, 

2017; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). 

The participants located in North Carolina were recruited by networking with 

half-way houses, drug rehab centers, day support organizations, correctional institutions, 

and social networks such as Facebook. The participants were notified that their 

participation was entirely voluntary and that they had the ability to quit or end their 

participation at any time without any form of duress or any form of risk or harm. In order 

to keep confidentiality in the study, participants were given a number for filing, but no 

names were identified.  

Sampling Technique 

Purposive sampling was used for this research. Purposive sampling is best suited 

for IPA tradition (Smith 2007). Purposive sampling is defined as a nonprobability or 

selective technique used by the researcher to choose the candidates based on the 

researcher’s judgment of what are the best characteristics that suits the research. Because 

IPA recommends that the participants who are selected for the study best represent the 

experiences which one wanted to study, purposive sampling and its inherent selectivity 

justifies this technique for sampling in this regard (Campbell et al., 2020). Also known as 

subjective of judgmental sampling, the technique offers a lot of benefits to a researcher as 

it may be less time consuming and is able to focus and capture quality and essential data 

relating to the population that researcher is interested in (Campbell et al., 2020). There 

are several types of purposive sampling, but for this study, I selected the homogenous 
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purposive sampling. Homogenous purposive sampling is a subclass of purposive 

sampling which focuses on the selecting participants for a study who share similar 

qualities or characteristics such as background, race or occupation (Rai & Thapa, 2015; 

Smith & Fieldsend, 2021). Homogeneous purposive sampling was selected for the 

sampling technique in order to capture participants who had a similar background to 

being in a gang.  

 For this study, participants were solicited from areas and organizations that are 

linked with gang involvement, gang activity, and interventions for gang involvement. 

Participants were selected based on the characteristic of between 18 and 30 years old and 

have been a part of a gang in the past. I also posted flyers near organizations that service 

the target population, soliciting persons who met the characteristics to join the study. 

Nine participants were selected for the interview as saturation was met at that time. As 

opposed to quantitative research where the design relies on a large number to increase its 

validity, IPA relies on the depth and quality of the data collected (Palinkas et al., 2015). 

The sample of participants by design was homogenous ranging from using nine 

participants who identified themselves as being formerly involved in gang activities and 

acknowledges that they had difficult decisions to make regarding initiation and gang 

involvement in gangs (see Smith & Fieldsend, 2021). IPA tradition recommends a 

compatible small sample size hence saturation because there is greater value in the 

rigorous details of the participants’ experiences rather than having a large number of 

participants and nine participants provided enough data to meet saturation (see Alase, 

2017; Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). Therefore, the number of participants outlined was 
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sufficient and I reached saturation for the study. Saturation is defined as the point in 

which no new substantial can be derived from the participants to due high quality and 

sampling and in-depth exploration. (Miles & Huberman, 1994).  

Instrumentation 

I used a Semi-structured interview that I developed to elicit the experiences of ex-

gang members who had to make tough decisions and experienced the ramifications of 

those actions. The Semi-structured interview is one of the most popular forms of data 

collection tool for qualitative researchers (Kallio et al., 2016). Semi-structured interviews 

are adopted by many qualitative researchers due to their high flexibility and versatility in 

nature (Kallio et al., 2016). The versatility of this data-collection method allows for 

additionally rigorous data collection as the researcher is able to use flexibility to get 

further depths of experiences from the participants (Kallio et al., 2016). 

An interview guide was developed which included a Semi-structured interview. I 

developed and refined the research questions through an interactive process. An interview 

guide assists the researcher in the process of developing a rigorous data collection 

process (Kallio et al., 2016). The interview was structured and designed to capture the 

lived experiences of the participants. The interview included questions that covered the 

participants’ reasons for joining a gang, the difficult decisions that are associated with 

gang activities, and their perspective on how they managed the likely ramifications for 

their decisions. The interview questions appear in the appendix of this study.  
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Procedures 

The essence of collecting data using IPA is to collect rich and dynamic data to elicit 

the experiences of the participants as the participants are viewed at as ‘self-interpreting 

beings.’ (Kallio et al., 2016). To enable this rich dynamic process of data collection, the 

researcher outlined the procedures in a systematic way to enable repeatability of the 

research (Kallio et al., 2016). In the phase of the research, the researcher establishes 

marketing parameters to attract the most suitable participants via purposive sampling. 

The researcher met each participant once to complete the semi-structured interview. The 

researcher then scheduled a time and a place that is convenient for the participants to 

meet. The location will be in such that confidentiality is upheld and is convenient for the 

participants. The data was collected in reasonable time that was both conducive to the 

participant and the researcher, which was mutually agreed upon. All participants 

expressed that they were not comfortable being recorded with a recording device such as 

a phone or any other device that would record their voice for their safety.  

A flyer containing all the necessary information regarding the study was posted 

near targeted facilities such as halfway houses. The flyer contained contact information 

for the researcher and was communicated that there would be a $15 visa gift card given to 

participants as a form of appreciation for partaking in the study. The researcher provided 

essential contact information to the participants including a functional phone number and 

an email address. The participants were notified that they could use these media to 

contact the researcher for any additional queries or concerns that they may have. The 
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researcher contacted the participants prior to the interview via telephone to confirm their 

participation in the study.  

The researcher enacted the inclusion criteria questions. Participants were asked to 

show their IDs to prove that they were 18 years old and older. Other inclusion criteria 

questions included asking participants whether they were a part of gang and if they had 

left the gang over a year priority to them joining the study. Eligible participants were 

selected for the study.  

Participants received complete and informative overview of the research to 

increase trustworthiness in the research. The informed consent outlined the purpose, 

procedures, risks and benefits of the study. Included in the procedures was information 

regarding time commitment of the study. Participants were informed that they had the 

right to and freedom to decline participation at any time until data analysis starts. 

Participants opted for verbal consent to the study and expressed their concern that they 

did not wish to have their signature on file for fear of retaliation. The questions were 

developed using 12 interview questions. Participants were encouraged to ask additional 

questions to get the better clarity that they can in relation to the research and the 

objectives of the study.  

The researcher explained the details of the level of confidentiality that the 

researcher would deliver in order to keep them safe from any research harm. The 

researcher explained to the participants that all related files to the research would be kept 

safe, password protected, coded, sealed, and locked away carefully. The researcher 

explained to the participants that the data would be shredded and discarded after three 
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years. The researcher reiterated that the participation in the study was voluntary and that 

they may withdraw from the study at any time with punishments or repercussions. 

Participants were notified that their information and identity would be kept confidential 

ensuring that no data from the research is associated with their identity. Raw digital data 

from the research were saved into Microsoft Excel and would be password protected.  

The researcher took notes that were to be analyzed later on. The research will also 

ask open-ended questions, apply active listening and ask reflexive questions that allow 

participants to express their lived experiences in totally and with freedom of expression 

(Hammersley, 2009).  Due to the reflexivity nature of the interview process, 

subcategories were developed which were not fully anticipated. This subcategory arose 

from additional information that was gathered through the effort of collecting an 

abundance of data, information that was not fully anticipated; the additional information 

that the participants provided through the natural flow of discussion and reflexive data 

collection process (Alayse, 2017). Additional data gathered identified during the 

interview was also recorded, analyzed and coded within existing or new themes. This 

allowed for more rigorous and more in-depth research that seeks to uncover the truths of 

the participants’ experiences. The data was categorized in themes and broken down to its 

core meaning.  

 Participants were debriefed after the semi-structured interview was conducted. 

Participants were informed of the implications of the study. Member checking was 

conducted by summarizing the data and asking the participants questions to confirm the 

truthfulness of the data collected. The data that was collected and was then categorized. 
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After the data has been categorized, identifying patterns within the data was the next 

objective that was pursued. Data was assessed to assimilate meanings and interpretations 

that were used for further analysis. The data was operational codes which were used to 

develop critical themes for the research.  

Data Analysis and Processing 

The IPA tradition also required a rigorous and detailed effort to analysis and 

process the data (Smith & Shinebourne, 2012). Rigorous Analysis was applied through an 

iterative process and systematic process of developing meaningful themes (Creswell, 

2013). The IPA tradition involves the triangulation of the data but leaned more on the 

finding truthfulness in the evocation of the participants who are experts on their own 

experiences (Suter, 2012). The data analysis process involved the techniques of finding 

coherent patterns and meaning categories that was used shed light of the research topic 

(Suter, 2012). A seven-step process was utilized in the IPA tradition to rigorously analyze 

the data (Smith et al., 2009). The seven steps are outlined below: 

1. Reading and re-reading: The researcher submerged himself into the original data 

(Charlick et al., 2016). The researcher processed constantly and consistently while 

perusing the document for areas that need to be improved upon.  

2.  Initial noting: Refers to the use of free association and use of semantics. For 

example, the researcher writes notes in the margins of reflexive journal (Charlick 

et al., 2016). The researcher also keeps a reflexive journal and made notes as 

needed. 
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3. Developing emergent themes: Themes emerged, and chunks of relevant data were 

identified and converted into themes (Charlick et al., 2016). The researcher kept 

an open mind and looked for emerging themes as the research develops. 

4. Searching for connections across themes: Refers to the process of abstracting and 

connecting themes (Charlick et al., 2016). The researcher was mindful to make 

any necessary connections that emerged as the study developed.  

5. Moving to the next case: The researcher endeavored to bracket previous themes: 

allowing for new themes to be discovered uninterrupted (Charlick et al., 2016). 

The researcher made a mental note of preconceived assumptions theories and 

endeavored to not allow those to interfere with new data that emerges while 

keeping an open mind.  

6. Looking for patterns across cases: The effort of finding shared patterns, looking 

for peculiarities and idiosyncratic instances simultaneously (Charlick et al., 2016). 

The researcher used the aid of the reflexive journal to make connections of the 

special phenomena that emerges in the study and make all necessary connections. 

7. Taking interpretations to deeper levels: The process of deepening the data 

analysis by using multiple layers of analysis such as referencing other theoretical 

frameworks to lens (Charlick et al., 2016). The researcher utilized an eclectic 

approach to theory, including and explaining aspects of variety of theories and 

how they provide value in the study.  

The researcher utilized the seven steps outlined as a guideline to analyze the data while 

managing reflexivity and subjectivity. The data analysis was conducted on the data that 
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was gathered from the semi-structured interview. The semi-structured was conducted to 

glimpse of the realities of others that we do not have the opportunity to directly observe 

(Patton, 1990). The data was reviewed and perused to identify and interpret valuable 

themes in the form of content analysis. Content analysis is the method of making a 

synthesis of qualitative analysis through coding that in an interpretation of the raw data 

(Creswell, 2013). 

Data analysis further allowed for the researcher to obtain meaning full patterns 

that addressed the goal of the research (Neuman, 2003). Emerging themes were coded 

and categorized. The researcher used an open-coded system to the data starting line-by lie 

then moving on the code the data phrase by phrase (Creswell. 2005). The researcher 

utilized. Additionally, the researcher coded the data manually by hand.  

Issues of Trustworthiness 

 Qualitative studies establish trustworthiness through rigorous work by the 

researcher and are a contrast to the quantitative approach (Saunders et al., 2015). 

Qualitative research uses a different perspective than traditional methods to improve 

trustworthiness since issues of researcher bias is a common crisis in this method. To 

counter this challenge, qualitative research adopts three fundamental principles to 

establish trustworthiness. The principles include credibility, transferability, dependability 

and conformability (Elo et al., 2014; Guba & Lincoln 1994). 

The most important tenet of trustworthiness in qualitative research is the aspect of 

credibility. To increase trustworthiness, researchers are asked to demonstrate that the 

research findings can be linked to reality (Saunders et al., 2015). To be credible, the data 



70 

 

should also demonstrate a high level of accuracy and should also be believable. The 

researcher will establish a high level of credibility by immersing himself in all aspect of 

the research, collecting very detailed data in a non-biased and reflexive manner. The 

researcher kept an open mind and followed the que of the participants throughout the 

interview process and captured their lived experiences and their truths while bracketing 

all preconceived notions.  

Qualitative researchers describe transferability as the extent to which one’s study 

is applicable to another population contextually which can provide insight for other 

research (Guba & Lincoln 1994). Researchers are invited to provide rich details in their 

research so as to allow for the applicability of places, times, people, and context (Guba & 

Lincoln 1994). Trustworthiness is enhanced if the findings extrapolated can provided 

valuable insight that can be transferred (generalized) to another group or setting.  

Another method that is used to improve trustworthiness in qualitative research is 

dependability. Dependability is the effort made to ensure that the research findings 

remain consistent and also involves the efforts to make sure that the research as the ease 

of repeatability (Noble & Smith, 2015). Dependability was achieved in this research by 

providing amble details in chapter three relating to the processes and steps taken to carry 

out the research. This process should aid any researcher seeking to repeat the study.  

Credibility is another criterion that is crucial to developing trustworthiness in 

qualitative research because each researcher has their biases, idiosyncrasies and biases 

therefore establishing confirmability is essential (Saunders et al., 2015). Confirmability is 

the extent to which the findings of the research can be corroborated and confirmed by 
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other researchers (Saunders et al., 2015). The researcher enhanced confirmability by 

conducting a data collection and data analysis audit at the end of the research and then 

perused the procedures for any presumed biases or distortions.  

Trustworthiness can also be established in qualitative research by conducting very 

rigorous and meticulous record keeping (Noble & Smith, 2015; Trochim & Donelly, 

2006). Rigorous record keeping includes making notes of the participants’ conversations 

verbatim as detailed as possible (Noble & Smith 2015). Besides rigorous record keeping, 

IPA tradition also encourages the researcher to monitor their own biases to ensure that the 

participants’ truths are observed and not their own assumptions. This also helps to build 

trustworthiness in the study (Noble & Smith 2015). Recognizing and ‘bracketing’ these 

likely biases are expected to be an ongoing process during data collecting process which 

improves trustworthiness through the use of reflexive journaling and researcher reflection 

(Noble & Smith 2015). Achieving trustworthiness can be particularly challenging in 

qualitative research because there is not any clear set benchmark for trustworthiness 

(Noble & Smith 2015). Therefore, making all efforts to provide rich details is the best 

way to build trustworthiness in qualitative research (Saunders et al., 2015). In light of this 

perspective, the IPA tradition invites researchers to be even more rigorous in data 

collecting through cross examination of the participants, getting similar and opposing 

views of peers to get a deeper understanding of their lived experiences (Noble & Smith 

2015). 

Trustworthiness in qualitative research can also be enhanced through the process 

of triangulation (Verma et al., 2023). Triangulation is the process or method of using an 
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eclectic approach in techniques to improve the validity of a research (Creswell 2003). 

Triangulation utilizes various qualitative methods and perspectives to richen the data 

collection and data analysis process (Noble & Smith 2015). Triangulation is meant to 

reduce the potential biases and shortcomings of any one technique that is used in 

research. Trustworthiness is also improved by the implementation of member checking. 

Member checking involves the undertaking of checking with participants at the end of the 

data collection process to ensure that their experiences and the appropriate themes have 

been truthfully represented (Noble & Smith 2015). Because qualitative research is more 

concerned with uncovering the lived experiences and truths of the participants, the 

trustworthiness of the research is dependent of the integrity of the researcher and the 

responses of the participants (Whittemore et al., 2001). Other areas that are very vital to 

the credibility of the study include areas such as authenticity, criticality, accuracy and 

integrity (Whittemore et al., 2001). 

Ethical Considerations 

The researcher sought permission from the Institutional Review Board (IRB) to 

conduct the research. The researcher attached the application along with the proposal and 

submit to the IRB. All participants were treated with respect and dignity. All APA ethical 

guidelines were followed with a focus on not causing any harm to the individual 

(American Psychological Association, 2011). Participants were briefed and informed of 

the details of the research and its implications. Participants were reminded that 

participation in the research is entirely voluntary and that they have the option to 
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withdraw at any time without punishment, not repercussions. All data relating to the 

participants were kept confidential.  

 Data collection can pose ethical challenges. An ethical concern that was addressed 

was the possibility of participants being overwhelmed with emotions as they could 

possibly relive traumas that they faced during their tenure of gang involvement. The 

researcher implemented measures in place to address any overwhelmed participants. The 

researcher was careful not to ask participants any questions about trauma or any 

questions intended to evoke traumatic memories. Participants were given access to a 

crisis line where they could call to have immediate counselling should they have felt 

overwhelmed due to any old trauma that was revisited through recollection.  

 The research took additional steps to ensure privacy and confidentiality. Each 

participant was approached in confidentiality with optimal privacy and was asked to join 

the study. Participant’s confidentiality was preserved by interviewing each participant on 

alternate days so that no two participants were able to meet each other. Another method 

that was employed to maintain the highest level of confidentiality was to assign each 

participant with a code name such as P1, P2, and so on. Participants were asked to 

consent to terms of limitation to confidentiality which highlighted that they could 

possibly speak about crimes and scenarios that others in the study could probably 

recognize.  

Summary 

The researcher discussed the most effective and data collection tools, design and 

also the most suitable sampling technique for the study of ex-gang members and their 
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lived experiences in decision-making. Highlighted in the chapter was the IPA approach 

and how it guided the researcher to uncover the truths of the participants. Purposive 

sampling was deemed the most appropriate sampling technique that would satisfy the 

IPA tradition that would also mirror the characteristics of the participants required for the 

study. The data was gathered, recorded, transcribed and interpreted from the semi-

structured interviews. And was analyzed. The researcher used triangulation to ensure that 

there was integrity and accuracy in the research. The proposal was submitted to the IRB 

for review and was accepted to be suitable to be conducted.  
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Chapter 4: Results  

Gang violence continues to be a major nuisance and stress in the United States 

and its adverse effects are far reaching with a lot of debilitating effects. Gang violence 

has accounted for around 30 to 40 % of all homicides in the United States (Howell & 

Griffiths, 2018). The proliferation of gang initiation across the country is rather alarming 

and the process of gang initiation itself is rather dangerous (Murer & Schwarze, 2022). 

Some juveniles have reported that they had to attack a random person on the street as part 

of their gang initiation (Murer & Schwarze, 2022). The ramifications of gang violence 

have had a very adverse and overwhelming effect on the nation (Stuart, 2020). Raising 

awareness of the possible ramifications to would-be gang members may help to reduce 

the number of gang initiations that continue to plague society. I attempted to fill the gap 

by focusing on the lived experiences of how gang members make their decisions in 

difficult situations as it relates to gang involvement and gang activities and how they 

perceive the ramifications of those decisions. The research was the lens through the use 

of prospect theory. The research questions addressed were “What are the experiences of 

gang members when making decisions in difficult gang-related situations?’ and ‘How do 

gang members experience and perceive the likely ramifications of their decisions? 

This chapter contains the essence of the research dealing with the settings and the 

demographics of the participants. Additionally, I discussed the data collection procedures 

and also unwrapped the methodology used for analysis. The matter of trustworthiness is 

explained in this chapter. I will also present the results of my study.  
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Settings 

The interviews were conducted at an authorized partner location in North 

Carolina. The interviews were done in a very private location in an office with a lot of 

consideration and effort put into making sure participants were not scheduled closely or 

could see each other. There were no significant interruptions to the interviews. 

Participants reminded me that they needed the information to be kept confidential. I 

reassured the participants of the measures that were being taken to ensure that their 

confidentiality was being observed. There were no significant external factors that 

affected the data collection process. Participants were given a $15 Visa gift card for their 

participation. The amount given as compensation to the participants falls within the 

minimum range and is deemed to be sufficient to not influence the participants in any 

significant way.  

Demographics 

A total of nine participants were interviewed. All participants were males and 

were over the age of 18 and under the age of 36. The participants identified themselves as 

being past gang members and were no longer in a gang for more than a year.  

Data Collection 

I sought approval from the IRB to conduct the research and approval was given. 

The approval number from the IRB is # 01-25-23-0726175. I advertised the study using 

flyers and social media platforms including Facebook, Instagram and WhatsApp. 

Participants were told that they could reach me by phone if they wished to participate; my 

phone number was provided in the advertisements. A total of nine participants were 
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included in the study who provided the necessary information required for the research. A 

Semi-structured interview format was used to conduct the data. The participants all noted 

to me that they did not wish to have the audio of the interview recorded due to concerns 

that they feared that there might the repercussions if the audio were ever accidentally 

leaked. I respected their wishes and documented their responses in note style. I also 

reassured the participants of the rigorous measures being taken to maintain the highest 

level of confidentiality in the study. 

The interviews were conducted in North Carolina at an authorized partner 

company. The interviews were done in a private office. Each participant was interviewed 

once. The sessions lasted on average 30 minutes but two of the interviews lasted for 

nearly an hour. I took notes as the participants spoke of their experiences. The sessions 

conducted were in line with how I intended it to be except that the participants did not 

wish to have their voice recorded.  

Data Analysis 

I collected data from nine participants. Based on the literature, the nine 

participants are sufficient for saturation (see Creswell, 2014). I was careful to adhere to 

all APA guidelines that were outlined in Chapter 3. There were no audio recordings as 

the participants all refused to use this method. Instead, I made notes of the conversations. 

I used a thematic analysis approach to analyze the data. I read and perused the documents 

of the interviews multiple times to be intimate a familiar with the data (see Alase, 2017). 

I commenced the analysis by generating initial codes, using short labels and tags that 

represent concepts, ideas, or patterns that could be found in the data (see Creswell, 2014). 
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I then grouped correlated codes to form potential themes that are wider, overarching 

patterns or ideas that capture meaningful aspects of the data. I divided and combined 

themes after reviewing them and refining them to enhance the connections among them 

giving greater clarity to the meaning of the narrative. I defined the themes and extracted 

meaningful excerpts that illuminated and justify the themes outlined. A thematic map was 

used to illustrate the connection among the themes created (see Creswell, 2014). The data 

was transferred to Microsoft Word, then various color highlighters were used to separate 

and categorize meaning data and create themes. Several iterations of the process led to 

emerging themes which created subthemes when major themes were identified, as seen in 

table 1.  
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Table 1 

Themes and Subthemes 

Theme Subtheme 

Survival and lack of opportunity Subtheme A: To obtain basic necessities 

Subtheme B: Protection and safety 

The need to belong and friendship  

Impulsivity  

Indifference lack of calculation  

Glorified violence and power  

Hope of favorable outcomes Subtheme A: Hope for wealth 

Subtheme B: Hope for recognition, love, 

and respect 

Diminished awareness of the 

repercussions of gang violence 

Subtheme A: Scant regards for the 

repercussions to gang violence 

Hopelessness  

 

Evidence of Trustworthiness 

Establishing trustworthiness in the research is a critical aspect of the study and I 

was careful and mindful of strategies to implement to achieve this fete. I focused on the 

five tenets of trustworthiness in the research: credibility, transferability, dependability, 

confirmability, and consistency of the data. To establish credibility, I used a variety of 

data sources to corroborate conclusions using interviews and observations as 

triangulation methodologies (see Creswell, 2014; Stahl & King 2020). 

I also used peer debriefing to ascertain insight into the validity of the research 

process and the findings. I also engaged the participants in member-checking procedures 
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through the process. I sought feedback from the participants to ensure that the findings of 

the study resonated with the lived experiences. I also induced prolonged exposure to the 

participants and the data to ensure that the researcher was immersed in the work and 

gained enough insight to enhance the findings of the study. I used direct quotes from 

participants to increase the credibility of the study and provide a deeper understanding for 

those who have an interest in the study.  

The matter of transferability was also addressed. I provided thorough and in-depth 

descriptions of the research context, participants, and data collection techniques so 

stakeholders could judge whether the findings could be applied to similar contexts. The 

purposeful sampling I used also increased the transferability of the research as it opens up 

the opportunity for diversity among the participants (see Creswell, 2014). Qualitative 

researchers seek to expand knowledge and understanding by transferring findings from 

one research to support the context of another (Stahl & King 2020). In this way, research 

findings in qualitative are useful and valuable in a similar way that quantitative research 

is valuable based on their reliability (Stahl & King 2020). 

Reliability is essential to preserving the validity and reliability of the results in 

qualitative research (Verma et al., 2023). Researchers use a variety of tactics to attain 

dependability and consistency throughout the study. To ensure that their methods are 

well-documented and reproducible by other scholars, researchers meticulously record 

their procedures (Verma et al., 2023). Due to the transparency of the methods used, 

results can be verified, which improves dependability. Furthermore, the credibility of the 

research findings can be further established by the use of triangulation, which entails the 
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integration of multiple data sources or views (Verma et al., 2023). Reducing potential 

bias through regular member checks and peer debriefings, wherein participants can 

evaluate the research procedure and findings, further enhancing the dependability 

(Creswell, 2014; Verma et al., 2023). 

To maintain confirmability, rigorous measures were employed which increased 

the validity of the research process. I used a variety of strategies and techniques 

throughout the research process which includes the use of clear and transparent data 

collection methods, such as interviews and observations, which are documented 

meticulously to establish a verifiable trail of evidence. I also engaged in reflexivity by 

acknowledging that I may be subject to biases and preconceptions and taking steps to 

minimize the impact on the research. Member checking, where participants review and 

confirm the accuracy of the data and interpretations, is often employed to enhance 

confirmability (Creswell, 2014; Verma et al., 2023). I diligently documented decisions, 

methods, and findings which allows for peer debriefing or external audit. I acknowledged 

and endeavored to demonstrate a level of high commitment to confirmability, ensuring 

that the study's outcomes are grounded in reliable and trustworthy data (Creswell, 2014; 

Verma et al., 2023). 

Results 

There are two major questions that the research sought to address. Within these 

two questions, major themes and subthemes were identified and the researcher coded the 

findings of the study.  
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RQ1: What are the experiences of gang members when making decisions in 

difficult gang-related situations?  

RQ2: How do gang members experience the ramifications of their decisions?  

I used a Semi-structured interview guide to elicit responses to the two main questions of 

the research. I interviewed nine participants. The data gathered from the interview was 

then coded using qualitative methods such as content analysis and thematic analysis.  

Theme 1: Survival and Lack of Opportunity 

The results indicated that survival in fierce communities where there was poverty 

and a lot of gang activities, survival was a crucial factor that influenced juveniles to a join 

the gang. P1 stated that  

In the community I grew up in, violence was pretty much everywhere, and no one 

was safe whenever the warring factions had an active feud going on. You could 

be innocent and still got shot because you lived in the opposing community, for 

that reason needed have protection, which the gang provided.  

The finding in the study indicated that some juveniles who initiate into gangs usually 

have a perceived divide between some inner-city adolescent as opposed to this that those 

who live in suburbs who went to better school and lived in the perceived riche part of 

town. It was pointed that by P4  

“Some juveniles like me who joined gangs sometimes had the perception that we 

didn’t have the same opportunities as some of the rich dudes. We were creating 

our own opportunities even though it was deemed illegal.” 
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Subtheme A: To Obtain Basic Necessities:  

The results indicated that some juveniles may join a gang to resolve basic 

financial necessities, especially when they are from regions and enclaves of low 

socioeconomic backgrounds. Some participants in this study alluded to the lack of 

concrete job opportunities, frustration from political biases, and what seems to be an 

indifference and apathy towards minorities. P5 stated,  

Gang money came easier than say, working at a fast-food chain or at a grocery 

store. It was big money and that was tempting. School and all that was going to 

take too long when the money was needed now.  

P4 stated that “Where we are from, our culture and ethnicity at time get overlooked and 

ignored by our politicians, we have to make a way for ourselves.” 

Subtheme B: Protection and Safety  

The need for safety and protection in communities and enclaves where there is 

enormous and ongoing gang violence has been a critical area of reflection for many 

stakeholders who are concerned with community intervention for juveniles at risk. The 

apparent and eminent threat to cause harm to these community members who live in 

these garrison and communities with strong culture usually encounter reprisal shooting 

from opposition gangs. This theme was expounded upon in this research. P1 stated that  

“We were like soldiers to our blocks and territories. We had to protect ourselves 

and our families from the opposing gangs. That is how we stayed alive. We had to 

patrol, ‘opps’ shopping, meaning we would try to make sure their powers were 
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reduced, less they men they had on their team was the better for us, if you get 

what I am saying”. 

P2 also stated that  

“We couldn’t allow them to take us out. We had to make sure we were always 

protected.”  Additional support was found for the theme as  

P4 stated that  

“We lost gang members through reprisal shootings, it's an ongoing war, and we 

just had to stand our ground. We came up and saw a long running feud between 

gangs and we got caught up in that feud naturally. I don’t feel like I got on with 

the goofy goodies, I feel more comfortable with the people I grew up with. I don’t 

have too many opportunities.” 

Theme 2: The Need to Belong and Friendship 

The need to feel a sense of belonging may be even more critical in certain 

demographics. The gang provides the lack. Some gangs are just a bunch of friends who 

agree to be made into a gang. This is often the case. They are the core gang members and 

occasionally they recruit others. P9 stated that  

“We are no different from say a biker gang or a driving crew. We are just friends 

trying to stay alive and making connections along the way.”  

P2 stated that 

“I didn’t join a gang in the way most people think you join a gang. I was just 

raised around gangs and people of that culture. They start showing you respect 
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and love, asking you for little favors, and being rewarded. I felt recognized and 

appreciated. I kept rolling with them.”   

P8 stated that  

“I lost my father at a very young age to violence. I had to be my father at a very 

young age. I had to find a way to protect myself and my mother. Without the 

guidance of a father, joining a gang felt like the best option, in fact, I formed my 

own gang in high school, and looking back I feel as though that might have been a 

major reason for that. The love I received from my friends and gang members felt 

real and welcomed.” 

Theme 3: Impulsivity 

One core theme as was extrapolated from the findings in this study the propensity 

for juveniles’ impulsivity may be a significant contributing reason for them, they join a 

gang. P1 stated that 

“I was young and impulsive. Sometimes I was just angry, I just wanted to have 

fun and to be doing something that was meaningful to me.” This concept of 

impulsivity which affected juveniles’ decision to join and was also evident in  

P7’s stated that  

“I gave little thought before I acted, I didn’t give f#@k”. The theme was further 

strengthened with statements from other participants in the study. P3 stated that “I 

was just ready to blast someone if they messed with me or my friends. I was ready 

to go.”  

P5 also opined that  
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“Sh#t, I just woke up being bad one day. I just kept on being bad.” 

Theme 4: Indifference and Lack of Calculation 

The result of the study indicated that some juveniles appeared to be indifferent to 

pain and suffering. It also appeared from the results that some juveniles who joined gangs 

and ignored the ramifications of gang activities may lack the care of the ability to 

properly calculate outcomes of there actions effectively.  

P5 stated that  

“I didn’t put much thought into anything really. I was just living my life with the 

people around me.  

P4 also stated that “No one really cared. I never cared.” In addition,  

P9 stated that “There nothing to think about, it's ‘kill or be killed’ type of 

environment, and ‘dog eat dog world’ if you know the saying.” 

Theme 5: Glorified Violence and Power 

Another major theme identified during the data analysis is the influence of 

glorified violence and power and how it influences juveniles to join gangs among 

juveniles who are exposed to gang culture.  

P4 stated that  

“I loved the feeling of being protected and watched over. I love the feeling of 

being untouchable. It gave me the feeling of being like a god. We felt superior to 

those that were not in a gang. The whole culture felt amazing. the way we would 

get the best of everything. We got respect from everyone in the community, we 

wore the best clothes, went to the best parties, and had the most fun and the drugs 
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only amplified the feeling. I had a blast; I didn’t care about anyone who was 

getting hurt in the process! The movies we watched and so the music we listened 

was filled with qualifications of hardcore lifestyle and we loved it.”  

P6 stated that  

“I was raided right, my mother would do everything to get me straight, but that 

was just the lifestyle I was drawn to. I just love the power it gave me.” 

Theme 6: Hope for Favorable Outcomes 

 Another theme that emerged from the data was the hope for favorable outcomes. 

The data analyzed revealed that many juveniles who joined a gang were often hopeful for 

their involvement in a gang would provide an overall better prognosis for a better quality 

of life.  

P6 stated that  

“We also imagined d that being in the gang would be the way out for us, we had 

the hope that we would be the ones to have a better life than our parent or 

predecessors.”  

P1 also stated that  

“I grew up with my mother and no father around. I had high hopes to give her a 

better life than I saw that she had, I wanted to turn things around for myself and 

also for her ad the gang life was the only way for me.” 
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Subtheme A: Hope for Wealth 

The results in this study also indicated that there was a particular interest and hope 

of garnering wealth from illicit gang activities. Participants pointed out that the risk of 

being in a gang was worthy considering the potential wealth that could be generated.  

P3 stated that  

“I noticed that other juveniles who weren’t in a gang suddenly was flaunting 

money that they couldn’t have achieved legally, and I was hopeful to get some of 

that money as well. The money was good. I lived the best life during that time.” 

P5 also intimated that “My hope of getting money from the gang become real; we 

robbed other drug dealers, we sold drugs, and we scammed people of their money. 

I had so much money and could do whatever I wanted and buy whatever I wanted. 

It felt like it was worth it, even for a short moment.” 

Subtheme B: Hope for Recognition, Love, and Respect. 

Another interesting result of the study revealed that juveniles often were hopeful 

of getting recognition, love and respect from their peers and felt that they could achieve 

this by joining a gang. It was revealed that for many juveniles, the hope and love and 

admiration was a strong enough force to get them to overlook the risks of joining a gang. 

P7 stated that  

“The love and respect that was showed in the gang felt real especially in long to 

the fact that I had no father.”  
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P2 also pointed out that “My family didn’t have that much positive effect on me 

as they felt absent though were there at times, I felt a greater love and connection 

to my second family, the gang.” 

Theme 7: Diminished Awareness of the Repercussions of Gang Violence. 

The results of this study showed that some juveniles who joined gangs 

demonstrated a diminished sense of awareness rot eh repercussions of gang activities. 

Dome of the participants were either not fully aware of the repercussions and others 

seemed to have given little thought to the likely outcomes. P7 stated that  

“I don’t think about that, I just kept going.”  

P1 also stated that  

“I was more worried about the other gangs catching up with me, I was more afraid 

of them than the police. I was not really worried about anything else.”  The lack 

of thought given to the ramifications was further evoked when  

P6 stated,  

“I just woke up being bad. That’s all I know.” 

Subtheme A: Scant Regard for the Repercussions to Gang Violence 

A theme of scant regard, a sense of apathy to pain and suffering, emerged as the 

data was further analyzed. Some participants expressed that they were not overly 

concerned with law enforcement, were too stressed to be concerned about outcomes or 

just did not care at all.  

P8 stated that  
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“Getting caught didn’t bother me because I felt like a god, like I was 

untouchable.”  

P3 stated that  

“Even the cops were scared of us in my opinion, s what was there to worry 

about?”  the experiences of were tenuous.” 

P6 stated that  

“I did a bunch and never got caught, so I felt like I’d never get caught.”  

P7 stated that  

“If you’re worried about that stuff, you weren’t meant for it.” And P1 stated that 

“In some way the benefit at the time seemed to outweigh the costs. You see your 

fellow gang members go in jail and out of jail all the time. It's like no big deal 

unless your caught on a major crime.” This sentiment continued as  

P2 stated that  

“I was making enough money through the gang, selling drugs and making 

scamming phone companies, I figured if I got caught, I’d get a good lawyer that 

could get me off the case.” 

Theme: 8: Hopelessness 

After analyzing the raw data, a theme of hopelessness emerged. The hopelessness 

identified within the study revealed that many juveniles were insensitive to the likely 

ramifications of the gang involvement as they felt as they there with little hope for them. 

This seeming hopelessness seems to have promoted continued risk seeking behaviors.  

P2 stated that  
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“There is little hope for some of us of make it out of the hood, without the gang, 

you could be killed by opposing gangs in the community whether you were 

innocent or not. More expressions of hopelessness were evocated by  

P7 stated that 

“Without the gang, you could be so impoverished that you’d be better off in 

prison anyways.”  

P9 stated that  

“Some of us who got the criminal background seems to have the most difficult 

time reintegrating, finding a job and so on, Joining the gang way of poverty. At 

threat time you don’t worry about consequences, as there are equally devastating 

consequences waiting for you in society.” 

Summary 

The aim of the study was to explore the ways in which gang members experience 

the decisions they are faced with on a regular basis. The researcher set out to conjure 

answers to the research questions: What are the experiences of gang members when 

making decisions in difficult gang-related situations and how do gang members perceive 

and experience the ramifications of their decisions? The sample consisted of nine 

participants who were all male, of mixed ethnicity, were previously gang-affiliated, and 

were no longer actively involved.  

The data analysis resulted in identified eight themes and four subthemes. The 

eight major themes included survival and lack of opportunity, the need to belong and 

friendship, impulsivity; indifference lack of calculation, glorified violence, and power, 
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the hope of favorable outcomes; scant regard for the repercussions of gang violence, and 

hopelessness. The researcher will discuss the results in further detail in Chapter 5. The 

researcher will also discuss the strengths and limitations of the current study, implications 

for social change, recommendations, and conclusions of the study.  
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Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusions, and Recommendations 

The purpose of this study was to explore the lived experiences of gang member 

and how the experience the decisions that they are faced with in light of the various 

challenges that come with those decisions I further explored how gang members 

experienced the ramification so those decisions that they make during initiation of while 

being in the gang. The data revealed eight themes and four subthemes after the analysis 

was conducted. The eight major themes included survival and lack of opportunity, the 

need to belong and friendship, impulsivity; indifference lack of calculation, glorified 

violence and power, hope of favorable outcomes; scant regard for the repercussions to 

gang violence and hopelessness. I commenced interpreting the data and applying the 

findings adding to the body of scholastic work to enhance positive social change in the 

community.  

Interpretation of the Findings 

There are several factors that affect decision making as it relates to gang violence 

and gang activities. There were eight major themes identified in the study addressing the 

lived experience of gang members’ decision making and the reaction to those outcomes. 

The themes identified are discussed in relation to the literature reviewed the theoretical 

lens that was aligned with the study. The analysis and discussion illuminated the way in 

which the gap in literature was addressed. In this study, I identified eight main themes 

and four subthemes in relation to which unveiled the way in which juveniles make 

decisions about gang initiation, gang activities, and their ramifications. Subthemes are 
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also explored to discuss their meanings and demonstrate how they fill the gap in the 

literature. 

Survival and Lack of Opportunity 

Dickson-Gomez et al., (2017) revealed that many juveniles believed that they 

could fulfil their present economic needs through gang involvement. They also alluded to 

the fact that many juveniles initiated in gangs for survival. The results of this study 

corroborated this concept as participants explained that they felt as though they needed 

protection from the gangs to stay alive in some volatile and violent communities. 

Participants in this study explained that fear of reprisal was one the key elements that 

lead to gang initiation. Participants pointed out the traditional view that gang members 

are initiated in a systematically through rituals are not always accurate. Participants 

pointed that many juveniles who are in gangs found themselves only seeking protection 

from the imminent threat of gang reprisals and find that it would behoove them to be 

prepared for a war. These helps to fill the gap in the literature by showing that the 

decision process in gangs is not always straight forward and that some juveniles are not 

necessary always risk seeking when joining a gang but in some instances are seeking 

mere protection and survival from imminent danger and hardship.  

The results of this study add to literature as it found that academia achievement 

may influence gang initiation and gang activity. Tentama and Abdillah (2019) posited 

that low academic achievement often led to poor job outcomes and low employability. 

One participant pointed out that low academic achievement may influence gang 

participation in two ways. He pointed out that in the first instance those who struggle to 
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keep up with their academic achievement may chose an alternative to way to success 

which is gang involved. The other way that gangs influence academia achievement was 

those who were coerced into a gang or just found themselves in a gang by association, 

may not have the right influence, get distracted, and lose focus, hence producing poor 

academic outcomes.  

The Need to Belong and Friendship 

Results from my study indicated that the need to belong and feel a sense of belong 

matters greatly in the decision to be a part of a gang. Studies have revealed that children 

who were neglected by their parents were more likely to get involved in gangs 

(Descormiers, & Corrado, 2016; Kubik et al., 2019; Passi, 2019). Participants in the study 

consistently spoke of the importance of being a part of a group, have meaningful 

friendship with those of similar qualities and background to the extent that they will 

commit illicit and dangerous acts to maintain those friendships. One participant reiterated 

that they felt more like they were a part a crew which a more positive way of talking 

about a gang as it felt more like a group of friends than a mechanical gang as portrayed 

by media. He pointed out that a crew or a group of friends who are proud to be associated 

with each other and to do things there that would make the crew gel and insisted that they 

believe most gangs are more like that in nature until they get really huge. Research has 

alluded to some individuals may have initiated into a gang to satisfy the desire for love 

and to feel a sense of belonging. Sonterblum (2018) argued that juveniles may likely try 

to fulfill their need to belong and be loved by joining gang. Recognition and love seem to 
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be currency in a transaction for gangs where they meet those needs for those who seek in 

return for loyalty to the gang.  

Impulsivity 

Some gang related gang decisions were seemingly affected by impulsivity. 

Researchers have posited that impulsivity was one crucial factor that affected juveniles 

when making decisions and often led them to make risky decisions. Knight et al., (2015) 

posited that impulsivity was one crucial factor that affected juveniles when making 

decisions and often led them then to make risky decisions. Finelli (2019) also argued that 

juveniles with immature and under–developed brains were vulnerable to poor decision 

making and impulsivity. The results in my study corroborated these ideas as participants 

explained that they were young and impulsive, reacting emotionally to a lot of situations 

related to gang activities. They also shed light on the fact that impulsivity also depended 

on the personality of the individual and the situation that they were in. Participants 

explained that some people are not able to make good choices as they were not intelligent 

enough to do so or they were never nurtured to make prosocial choices, hence they react 

in ways that appear impulsive. Other participants suggested that some dicey gang related 

situations required impulsive actions to save one’s life or to maintain the respect of the 

gang.  

Indifference Lack of Calculation 

In some instances, juveniles seemed to lack the required judgment and care to 

comprehend the magnitude of their decision of initiating in a gang or being a part of a 

gang. Some gang members seemed to be indifferent to the consequences of their decision 
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to be in a gang and the consequent ramifications that await them. Some of these findings 

of indifference and poor judgment again may be attributed to this immaturity and 

undeveloped brain (Finelli, 2019). Those ideas have been corroborated by participant in 

this study stating that “I didn’t care.” about outcomes.  

Glorified Violence and Power 

The glorification of violence has always been a contributing factor for gang 

members to initiate in gangs or to continue through with their illicit and violent gang 

activities. According to Van Hellemont and Densley (2019), drug-lords and top-tier 

gangs are often portrayed in films and music videos living very lavish lifestyles and are 

also often depicted as making their money fast and easy. It is also often romanticized in 

these films that hip/pop-culture and lifestyle of gangsters as easy lifestyle, marketed and 

portrayed on TV and on radio. This portrayal is very influential to many juveniles 

considering to initiate in a gang. The title of one of the best-selling rap albums was titled 

Get Rich or Die Tryin, a seeming mantra for many juveniles who adhere to the gang 

culture. One participant in my study echoed similar sentiments, that he would rather be 

earning big bucks than living like a pauper: “I thought it was worth the risk at the time.” 

He argued that “gangster whore the best clothes in neighborhoods, drove the fanciest cars 

and had all the beautiful ladies.” This finding in my study revealed that most juveniles 

who enter into gangs are influenced by the glamorizing of violence, attention, money, and 

power that they perceive that gang to have and often feel as though would not get it 

elsewhere.  
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Hope of Favorable Outcomes 

Gang members appear to be hopeful that they will have favorable outcomes. 

According to Osbergh (2017) the possibilities effect is a cognitive bias that influences 

individuals to inflate possibilities over probabilities, usually anticipating a positive 

outcome. Many juveniles who seemed to be drawn to the gang culture may have been 

affected by this principle. They are seemingly influenced by the promises of riches, 

admiration and even fame. Many famous rappers are also gangsters for example. One 

participant pointed out that the rapper called King Vohn was heralded as a legend in his 

neighborhood with a large mural to eternalize his glory. They pointed out that King Vohn 

was also wanted for over 12 murders. They pointed out that he would subsequent be 

acquitted of all his charges and truly live like a king in his neighborhood flaunting 

millions of dollars and supporting the violence in the neighborhood. Based in these 

findings, some juveniles are who witness others in their neighborhood who make a 

supposed fortune from gang activities become hopeful that they could also have the same 

favorable outcomes too id they initiate and participate in gang activity.  

Scant Regards for the Repercussions to Gang Violence 

The results of my study also revealed that many gang members seem to have 

scant regard for the possible ramifications of the decisions and gang related activities. 

This seemingly lack of regard for the likely ramifications may be attributed to the 

immaturity of the juveniles who have initiated into gangs. According to Zottoli and 

Daftary-Kapur (2019), some juveniles who are facing a plea deal may plea false guilty 

27% of the time in comparison to their adult counter-prats who are typically making false 
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guilty pleas around 17% of the time. Zottoli and Daftary-Kapur argued that part of the 

reason juveniles take bad plea deals is because they are not able to assess the seriousness 

of the long-term ramifications of their decisions that they are making. One participant if 

the study revealed that when he was younger, he was more concerned about the fun and 

the money that comes with the gang and was either not able to think through all the 

scenarios that could get him into trouble, the seriousness of the matter and how decisions 

affected others.  

Another participant explained that he felt God-like when he was part of that gang 

and that he felt untouchable, he explained that they had no concerns for any ramifications 

as the cops were afraid of his gang and they were the most powerful in town. One 

interesting finding is that as gang members matured, they started having children, they 

became more concerned about ramifications and started to plan their exit from the gang. 

This data was supported Tonks and Stephenson (2019), whose study revealed that 

juveniles disengage from gang for several reasons citing such as maturational and other 

sociogenic factors. This implies that not all juveniles who are initiated in gangs intend to 

stay in the gang. Some juveniles might possibly hope to exit the gang before facing the 

ramifications that gang culture leads to.  

Hopelessness 

One of the themes that was concerning was the theme of hopelessness among 

some juveniles who lived in hardcore regions. Kerig and Mendez (2022) opined that 

juveniles who are exposed to trauma may seek gang involvement whenever and may 

develop a perspective of featurelessness and hopelessness. Participants revealed that once 
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one lived in a certain (low income) neighborhood they were essentially dragged in gang 

culture and gang lifestyle because their life depended on it. They spoke of reprisal 

shooting and how it affected their decision to be a part of a gang. Participants reported 

that if one lived in the neighborhood revival gang members would shoot at them if they 

knew you belonged to a certain neighborhood and their goal is to reduce the number of 

potential oppositions that they have. They pointed out that it would be prudent to find 

protection from a gang in the community to keep them safe.  

Prospect Theory 

Prospect theory is a probabilistic and loss aversion theory that describes how 

individuals make decisions about risks of gains and losses (Kahneman et al., 1979). 

Prospect theory attempts to explain how people make decisions when they have 

alternative options, but a risk is eminent along with the nexus of uncertainty (Kahneman 

et al., 1979). The theory is a predominantly risk adverse theory, explaining that people 

detest losing their valuable than they enjoy gains, especially if they are of legal value 

(Kahneman et al., 1979). 

Three major tenets of prospect theory are loss aversion, risk seeking, and point of 

reference (Kahneman et al., 1979). According Kahneman et al. (1979), people will loathe 

losses more than gain when the stakes are of similar value. Kahneman et al. also argued 

that people will become risk seeking if losses are perceived to be significant. Kahneman 

et al. posited that people were more likely to evaluate outcomes based on a reference 

point more often their current situation. Gains and losses are assessed relative to this 

reference point. The three major tenets were reflected in the finding of my study. The 
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first major tenet, which suggests people disliked losing their values more than taking the 

risk of a winning a bet of an equal value was observed in the discussions that the 

participants evocated. One participant pointed out that once they joined the gang, they 

found that they had love, protection, and money. They pointed out that losing that 

position and comfort to pursue a prosocial path that could offer an alternative status of 

comfort wealth was less appealing. They explain that perhaps the comfort of knowing 

what you already had as opposed to the unknown was more appealing.  

The second tenet, risk seeking behaviors, was found in the finding of this study 

and could be explained by prospect theory. One participant explained that he became risk 

seeking and joined a gang when he saw what his other friends who joined the gang was 

gaining. He explained that he felt left out and felt as though he wanted the same wealth, 

protection and respect that his peers and friends were getting from the gang. Kahneman et 

al., (1979) also argued that people will become risk seeking if losses are perceived to be 

significant. For the participant, he perceived loss of opportunity influenced his decision to 

join the gang.  

The third major tenet was also illuminated in this study which Kahneman et al. 

(1979) posited that people were more likely to evaluate outcomes based on a reference 

point more often their current situation. Participants in my study revealed that they were, 

at times, jealous of others making big strides in the community because of wealth they 

acquired through gang activities was usually from selling drugs. One participant admitted 

that even though his current life situation was not particularly difficult, he made the 

decision to join the gang to gain leverage on others who were seemingly moving ahead in 
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life and living the glamorous life. He explained that his decision to be involved in a gang 

was based on his perception of the reference point of where other was in their journey of 

perceived success smore than the pressure of his current living condition. This point 

corroborated the concept that Kahneman et al. (1979) posited in their theory about the 

importance of the reference point influence on decision making.  

Seung-Lark and Bruce (2015) also posited that evaluated risk returns as 

underlined by prospect theory predicted that for returns beyond the objective, a 

substantial majority of individuals appeared to be risk averse but for returns beneath the 

target, a sizeable majority of persons appeared to be risk seeking. Using prospect theory, 

participants revealed how points of reference may have influenced their risk seeking 

behaviors. When gang members perceived that if their gang rivals were wealthier than 

they were, they were more likely to have more ammunition and more guns, they became 

risk seeking to amass mor wealth so that they could be more formidable opponent s or 

opps. On participant pointed out that a Chicago rapper by the name of Little Durk was 

bragging on social media that he spent a million dollars on weapons to strengthen his 

gang. The participants pointed out that another famous rapper by the name of Baby was 

rumored to have offered another million dollars to fortify the block. The findings in my 

study indicated that juvenile may be risk seeking as they not only chase the perceived 

glamour and money that come with gang involvement but may also be influence by their 

own reference point which make them think that they are losing out in comparison to 

their friends or peers who ae involved in a gang.  
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Limitations to the Study 

The researcher utilized a qualitative approach IPA as the main methodological 

approach for the study. There are several limitations to qualitative research including 

vulnerability to subjectivity, bias, lack of generalizability, data analysis complexity and 

limited quantification among others (Creswell, 2014). One particular limitation to this 

study is that there were no female participants in the study. While all sexes and gender 

were allowed in the study, no females showed up for the study. These further limits the 

generalizability for the study.  

Another limitation to the study was the small sample size of the study. The 

required for saturation for IPA is also an issue that reduces the generalizability of the 

research. (Creswell, 2014). IPA methodology is recommended a small sample size 

anticipating that saturation would be met (Goldman et al., 2014). The gang members 

communicated information that was very similar with a few differences and similar 

themes emerged. Saturation was met with nine participants. To combat this limitation the 

researcher provided a thorough and in-depth description of the research context, 

participants, and data collection techniques so stakeholders could judge whether the 

findings can be applied to similar contexts (Creswell, 2014). 

Another limitation of the study is that the researcher was not able to determine to 

what extent the participants were truthful, they embellished any of the information or to 

what extent they had a solid recall of the events that occurred. The researcher was aware 

that some participants may embellish their stories to other say what they thought the 

researcher wanted to hear or may have exaggerate pieces of the information they shared. 



104 

 

To combat those issues of recall, the research included only participants that had recently 

exited a gang and who were also no older than 30 thirty years old.  

Another limitation to the study is the inherent nature of qualitative research to 

attract bias from the researcher. In IPA, the researcher tries to put themselves in the 

participant's shoes, suspends prejudice, and examines their own responses and 

inclinations (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). The researcher acknowledged that his own 

interest in the effects of gang culture and experiences working as a therapist may 

influence the concept of confirmation bias, seeking to find what he had originally intend 

to investigate. In this study, the researcher utilized several strategies to reduce the impact 

of personal bias. To prevent any likely bias in the data collection and analysis process, 

the researcher kept to the semi-structured interview and used a reflective journal 

(Creswell, 2014). I was conscious of my own prejudice toward treating this community 

differently and unfairly, as well as my empathy for their difficulties upon reintegration. 

To reduce the level of the researcher bias in this study, the researcher applied 

bracketing techniques. Bracketing involves the effort of the researcher to curtail 

preconceptions about a phenomenon recognizing that it is best that the properties and 

truth of the phenomena be reveled naturally, rather than to assign scientific criteria and 

categories to the phenomena being observed (Pietkiewicz & Smith, 2012). The researcher 

achieved bracketing in this research by conducting a thorough self-reflection before 

conducting the study, turning over all likely biases and refraining from them during the 

study.  
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Recommendations 

Based on the findings of the research, there are several recommendations for areas 

fir future research opportunities. The literature reviewed in the study and the response 

from participants confirmed the theme of survival being a crucial reason that juveniles 

are joining gangs they are less worried about the ramifications that come with gang 

activities. For some juveniles who are living in impoverished communities, areas of low 

socioeconomic background who are of the opinion that only change activities can provide 

the financial rescue that they need, it is recommended that special intervention activities 

that includes providing subsidies for their education and food.  

The study also revealed that many juveniles are more likely to be too immature to 

fully comprehend the full dangers of joining and gang and fully comprehending the 

ramifications. The researchers recommended that additional educational programs are 

conducted in schools that highlight the dangers and consequences of gang involvement. 

The weather recommend that the interventions are made attractive to juveniles, possibly 

consulted in media that teens find fun and entertaining such as the use multimedia, 

videos, and even plays. It also recommended to conduct awareness campaigns to educate 

teachers, parents, and community members about the signs of gang initiation and how to 

take early action. 

The findings in the study revealed that most of the participants pointed to the fact 

that when parents are absent for the family, the risk of joining a gang increased 

significantly. I recommend that parental involvement should be encouraged and should 

participate more in the lives of their children, including regular communication and 
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participation in their activities. Stakeholders should provide support and resources for 

parents who may be struggling with their own challenges. Stakeholders should also 

establish mentorship programs that pair at-risk juveniles with positive role models. They 

should also involve local community leaders, teachers, and law enforcement officers as 

mentors. To reduce gang activities, stake holders should also consider including activities 

such as sports, arts, and vocational training to engage juveniles in positive 

pursuits. Stakeholders should also provide and encourage after-school programs that give 

youth a secure and productive environment. Stakeholders should also incorporate sports, 

the arts, and vocational education to get young people interested in constructive activities. 

The findings in the study revealed that many juveniles who imitate into gangs are 

often diagnosed with mental health disorders. Stakeholders should make sure at-risk 

youth and their families have access to mental health and counseling services. It is also 

prudent to deal with underlying problems that could lead to gang initiation, such as 

trauma, family issues, or substance addiction. Another way to reduce gang activities is to 

collaborate with local businesses to create job training and employment opportunities for 

young people. Stakeholders should empower juveniles with skills that can lead to 

meaningful employment and a sense of purpose which would lead them away from 

negative paths.  

Another avenue to reduce gang activities is to promote community policing 

strategies that involve law enforcement officers building positive relationships with 

community members. Focus on creating a sense of trust and collaboration rather than 

intimidation. It would be advantageous to provide support and resources for parents who 
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may be struggling with their own challenges. There is also an implication for exploring 

the topic with additional theoretical framework, rationale choice theory. According to 

rational choice theory, individual actors' decisions will result in aggregate social behavior 

(Harbeck, 2021). Preferences are the key tenet of an individual’s cost beneficial analysis 

(Harbeck, 2021). Comprehending preferences of juveniles who demonstrate risk seeking 

behavior and ignore serious ramifications may provide insight into what appears to be 

apathy to pain and suffering or ignorance to the likely ramifications of gang violence 

(Harbeck, 2021). In summary, by addressing the many variables connected to gang 

involvement, research on gang initiation can be extremely important for developing laws, 

programs, and interventions that support constructive social change. 

Implications 

Research on gang initiation has social change implications that can contribute to 

addressing and mitigating the challenges associated with gang involvement. Some 

potential implications include the creation of focused prevention initiatives that target the 

underlying causes of gang involvement and dissuade prospective recruits can be guided 

by research finding. Understanding the initiation process can help legislators modify 

juvenile justice laws so that rehabilitation efforts take precedence over punitive ones, 

resolving the root causes of gang membership. Community leaders and groups can create 

outreach programs to engage at-risk adolescents and offer alternatives to gang 

involvement by having a better understanding of the mechanics of gang initiation. 

Research findings can be used by educational institutions and community organizations 
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to create curricula that educate students about the negative effects of gang participation 

and encourage healthy alternatives. 

The research results can help law enforcement organizations better understand 

how gangs are formed, which will facilitate the collection of intelligence and the 

implementation of preventative measures. Implementing community policing strategies 

that build trust between law enforcement and communities can be informed by research 

to create a collaborative approach to reducing gang activities. Based on the knowledge 

gathered from initiation research, social assistance can be customized to meet the unique 

needs of those who are at risk of joining a gang. The insights gleaned from initiation 

research can be used to customize social services to meet the unique needs of those who 

are at risk of joining a gang. Recognizing the role of mental health in gang initiation can 

lead to the development of mental health services and support systems to address 

underlying issues. 

 Research findings can be used in public awareness campaigns to debunk myths 

surrounding gang initiation and raise awareness about the social, economic, and 

psychological factors that contribute to gang involvement. The research can be a basis for 

advocating for increased resources for social programs, community development, and 

education to address the systemic issues that contribute to gang initiation. Government 

agencies, non-profit organizations, schools, and communities can collaborate based on 

research findings to develop comprehensive strategies that address the multi-faceted 

nature of gang initiation. Research-Informed Programs: Working together, researchers 
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and practitioners may make sure that programs and treatments are continuously modified 

in response to new study findings and are grounded in empirical data. 

Conclusions 

A major goal of this study was to add to the current body of literature that 

addressed decision making in gangs and fill the gap to better comprehending the 

experience of gang members as they traverse those lived experiences of the ramifications 

that follow. The intention of the research was to better comprehend the thought process, 

decision making of juveniles as they initiate into gangs and whether they consider the 

likely ramifications of those decisions. Part of the researcher’s assumption was that when 

juveniles consider the likely ramification of joining a gang, they should be deterred, 

hence the needed to be further exploitation as to the reasons they continued to join gangs. 

The methodology utilized in the study, IPA, allowed the researcher to probe acutely into 

the experiences of past gang members, and to explore more intimately the phenomenon 

of decision making and the attitudes toward ramifications of illegal activities. The 

selection of the IPA approach was grounded in its alignment with the researchers' 

ontological, epistemological, and methodological convictions. Despite the limited sample 

size, this study shed light on numerous significant challenges confronted juveniles who 

face tough decision about gang initiation and gang activities, issues that conventional 

quantitative methods either cannot address or have yet to explore. The study highlighted 

that in some instances there were misconceptions about the reason juveniles form gangs. 

They explained that sometimes there are blurring of lines when for gang initiation and 

gang activities, where in some instances, a clear demarcation of joining a gang is 
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challenging to know. Participants shared that on some occasions they were just in a gang 

by the just bring friends with people who were already thinking like gangsters. The study 

also highlighted that for some persons who initiated in a gang, the consequences of not 

being in the gang outweigh the likely distasteful ramifications that were mostly likely 

waiting for them. For some participants, the threat that loomed over the heads from the 

rivals made it worth joining the gang for protection; not joining the gang could have 

greater consequences for them in their opinion.  

Perhaps most importantly, this study has provided grounds for the past gang 

members to share their lived experiences about the ways in which gang initiation, gang 

activities, and the ramifications of those decisions really play out for them. Their own 

words and experiences were given a platform to vocalize their experience. The data from 

this study will assist in developing strategies to address those issues, providing a way to 

reduce gang initiation and gang activities. In particular, this study demonstrated that their 

multiple factors affecting the reasons that juveniles initiate into gangs and seeming ignore 

the likely adverse ramifications that lie ahead in light of their participation.  

While many of the reasons were corroborated by the literature reviews such as the 

need to feel a sense of belonging, financial gains and for protection, what was more 

revealing was that many juveniles did not initiating into gangs in ways that we are more 

familiar with but a lot of them felt as though they were just being loyal friends to people 

they grew up with whether those individual were doing bad, they felt as though they were 

going with the motion and  did not make a traditional decision making about joining a 

gang. This makes it difficult for them to accept that they are joining a gang until it is too 
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late, and they find themselves practicing activities that bring negative outcomes their 

way. The study also revealed that many of the participants were indifferent to pain and 

suffering and hence they were indifferent to the likely ramifications that are likely to 

follow whenever they were involved in dicey and illegal gang activities. The most 

importance conclusion drawn for the study is that strategies designed to intervene into 

early gang initiations and increasing awareness of the ramifications of gang activities are 

essential to the reduction of gang violence across the United States. 
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Appendix: Interview Guide 

The Interview 

What are the experiences of gang members when making decisions in difficult gang 

related situations?  

1. What are the reasons you joined a gang?  

2. Please describe any considerations you gave in finding an option to 

joining a gang that could have met your needs. 

3.  

4. Please describe any hesitations you had about joining the gang?  

5. What were some of your fears prior to joining a gang?  

6.  

7. Please describe how joining a gang reduced your fears?  

8. How did you define success back then?  

9. What do you consider to be financial success?  

10. How important was financial success to you?  

11. How did financial success influence your decisions to join a gang?  

12. How did you weigh the pros and cons of joining a gang?  

13. To what extent did academic regimen influenced your decision to join a 

gang? 

14. To what extent did family influence your decision to join a gang? 

15. To what extent did the desire to have respect and recognition from your 

peers influence your decision to join a gang? 



134 

 

16. Describe ways in which a marketed glamorous gang lifestyle as depicted 

in movies and music videos influenced your decision to join a gang.  

 

How do gang members perceive and experience the ramifications of their 

decisions?  

17. Describe any experience that you are knowledgeable of where coercion 

was a contributing factor to gang initiation.  

18. How did you reconcile the idea that you might have to break the law while 

being in a gang?  

19. How concerned were you about the possible ramifications of your gang 

related activities?  

20.  

21. Please describe how you prepared for the likely ramifications for your 

gang related decisions? 

22. How concerned were you about the ways in which your actions could 

affect others? 

23. What made you leave the gang? 
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