
A young persons guide to understanding 
how to safely intervene when someone 
you know is carrying a knife. 
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USEFUL CONTACTSUSEFUL CONTACTS

CRIMESTOPPERS 
An independent charity that gives you the power to speak up 
to stop crime, 100% anonymously. 
Telephone: 0800 555 111  Website: crimestoppers-uk.org 

SAFE CALL  
A specialist team offer support to professionals, parents and 
young people on gang involvement. 
Telephone: 0208 392 5710 Website: missingpeople.org.uk 

KOOTH 
A free, safe and anonymous online counselling and 
emotional well-being platform available to all children and 
young people attending Kent secondary schools. The service 
provides online support and can be accessed through mobile, 
tablet and desktop.  
Website: kooth.com 

KENT RESILIENCE HUB 
A resource that helps young people, parents and carers and 
practitioners to understand emotional wellbeing and resilience. 
Website: kentresiliencehub.org.uk 

NSPCC 
Offers information and advice to people involved in gangs as 
well as families and friends who are concerned. 
Telephone: 0808 800 5000 Website: nspcc.org.uk 

MOODSPARK 
A place where young people aged 10-16 can learn how to 
look after their emotional and mental health and find ways 
to help them bounce back when life gets tough. 
Website: moodspark.org.uk 

THE BEN KINSELLA TRUST 
We are one of the leading anti-knife crime charities in the 
UK, set up following the tragic murder of Ben Kinsella in 
2008. Working with over 4,000 young people a year in our 
purpose built exhibitions, and help thousands more with our 
free, online resources. 
Website: benkinsella.org.uk 

NO KNIVES BETTER LIVES 
The website provides information for parents, young people 
and professionals on how to avoid harm from knives, and 
resources to help you talk about knives and weapons. 
Website: noknivesbetterlives.com 

KENT POLICE 
To call the police use 999 in an emergency, or call 101 
at other times. 
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WE WERE JUST FIVE MATES.
NO DIFFERENT FROM ANYONE ELSE.
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This booklet is for young people to understand how to 
safely intervene when they know or suspect someone is 
carrying a knife. It introduces our approach to being an 
active bystander. We want to encourage young people to 
be empowered to take action and to actively debate and 
challenge what actions to take in the situation. 

We want to offer an alternative to young people who see 
‘snaking’ on their mates as unacceptable and so allow 
knife carrying to continue. We want to offer an alternative 
to young people who see ‘snitching’ on their mates as 
unacceptable and allow knife carrying to continue. 

It is aimed at 11-16 year olds and can also be used as a 
training tool for peer educators, volunteers, youth workers 
and other face to face workers in communities. 

Taking active steps to help a friend might prevent knife 
carrying in the first case. Intervening earlier if you know a 
friend is upset or in trouble with an individual or a gang 
could prevent an escalation to knife carrying behaviour. 

A bystander is a person who observes or knows about 
a situation (such as knife carrying). They know that the 
behaviour is unacceptable and is likely to have destructive 
consequences or result in injury or death. An active 
bystander takes steps that make a difference. 

WHO IS IT FOR?WHO IS IT FOR?

WHAT IS AN ACTIVE BYSTANDER?WHAT IS AN ACTIVE BYSTANDER?
ARE YOU 
ALRIGHT? have you seen what they say 

they’re gonna do to me?
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I was worried about my mate. he was 
being badly bullied and was very 

quiet and withdrawn



THE TRUTH ABOUT KNIFETHE TRUTH ABOUT KNIFE
CARRYINGCARRYING

We can often get a different picture from the press 
and social media who report on stories that will sell 
papers or result in more hits to their site. This can 
make us feel that knife carrying is far worse than it 
actually is. 

Knife carrying is not normal. 

Crimes associated with offensive weapons like 
knives have reduced in Scotland by 61% over the 
last ten years. We have seen a significant reduction 
in the number of young people under 18 convicted 
of handling an offensive weapon, from 456 in 
2008-09 to 68 in 2017-18. 

An example is SCOTLAND. A MUCH MORE 
PEACEFUL AND SAFER PLACE THAN IT WAS TEN 

YEARS AGO. NOT MANY PEOPLE KNOW THIS.
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WHY DO SOME YOUNG PEOPLEWHY DO SOME YOUNG PEOPLE
CARRY KNIVES?CARRY KNIVES?

Young people tell us that they carry knives because 
they are scared. This can often be the result of 
conflict with other young people. 

 If knife carrying becomes normalised then fear can 
escalate. This can lead to even more knife carrying. 

Social media and the news can sometimes fuel fears 
that everyone carries knives even when they don’t. 

EVERYONE HAS THEIR OWN 
REASONS FOR CARRYING, BUT IT 

DOESN’T MAKE YOU safer.

I STARTED CARRYING 
BECAUSE I THOUGHT 
EVERYONE ELSE WAS.

I FELT SAFER WHEN I WAS OUT OF 
MY OWN AREA IF I WAS CARRYING.

I WAS WRONG.

IF I HADN’T HAD A KNIFE IT WOULD HAVE 
JUST BEEN A REGULAR FIGHT AND NO-ONE 

WOULD HAVE BEEN STABBED.88



A WORD ABOUT ‘SNITCHING’A WORD ABOUT ‘SNITCHING’
‘Snitching’ is a slang word meaning informing the 
authorities or reporting crimes. There can be an unwritten 
code about not informing the police, even when you hear 
about a serious crime. This is reinforced by both culture (we 
don’t snitch) and fear (snitches get stiches). The threat can 
be real or imagined. 

This booklet is not about forcing you to report knife carrying 
if you don’t want to or are afraid of being labelled a snitch. 
There are other options that you can explore and still be an 
‘active bystander.’ You could try talking to your friend to find 
out why they have started carrying a knife for example. 

HOWEVER 

We would strongly encourage you to tell someone if you 
know about knife carrying, especially if you know that there 
is a potential for violence and death. This is different and 
potentially very dangerous. You can always do this privately 
if you want. 

Saving a life outweighs the fear of being called a ‘snitch’ 
– what if it was a member of your family who was saved? 
What if it was your best friend? Being a so-called ‘snitch’ 
can actually fit with being a good friend. You could save a 
life or prevent someone ending up in prison. 

If you know someone is in danger of being hurt or killed, 
then phone Crimestoppers on www.crimestoppers-uk. org 
0800 555 111 or Fearless on www.fearless.org 

YOU WILL REMAIN ANONYMOUS. 

YOU WILL NOT BE AT RISK FOR SNITCHING. 

SO I DECIDED TO CALL IT IN ANONYMOUSLY TO 
FEARLESS. THERE WAS No way I WAS LETTING WAS 

LETTING ANYTHING BAD HAPPEN TO ONE OF MY mates.
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INTERVENING IN A KNIFE CARRYINGINTERVENING IN A KNIFE CARRYING
SITUATION USING THE 5DSSITUATION USING THE 5DS

The 5D’S are different ways that you can intervene 
when you know someone is carrying knife. 

1. DIRECT 
You can take action yourself to intervene, but 
should only do so if you think it’s safe. You should 
not do this if you think you might get hurt. 

2. DISTRACT  
By finding something else to do or think about 
how you can help distract a friend when they 
are thinking about carrying or using a knife 
because they feel unsafe. 

3. DELEGATE  
There might be someone else who your friend 
respects or listens to. Delegation means asking 
that person to speak with your friend about any 
worries or concerns. 

4. DOCUMENT  
Make a note of when you were worried and 
why. Notes can help you see how many times 
something was happening, and can help you 
show others about why you are concerned.  

5. DELAY  
Checking in regularly with your friend to see if 
they’re OK can help to slow things down, and 
gives them an opportunity to talk with you 
rather than respond to the thing that’s making 
them feel unsafe. 

Intervening in a knife carrying situation is risky and 
you need to think through the possibilities in order to 
stay safe. Thinking through the 5Ds, and assessing 
the risk you personally face will help you to work out 
what action you will take. There is no one method 
that is better than another and you may wish to use 
a combination of strategies. A lot depends on the 
situation you want to intervene in and how well you 
know the person carrying the knife. 

What are the risks to you personally? 

Which of the 5Ds do you think would work best?  
Is there a combination you could use? 



STEPPING INTO THE STEPPING INTO THE 
BYSTANDER ROLEBYSTANDER ROLE

THE SITUATION 

Your friend has been the victim of bullying at school. Over 
the last few months they have been mixing with a ‘different’ 
crowd and you haven’t seen as much of them. You have 
noticed some ‘trolling’, i.e. provoke on social media and an 
argument involving your friend. One day they come into 
school and show you that they have a knife in their pocket. 

What can you do in this situation? 

Over the following pages we will explore a number of 
options relating to the 5Ds. 

WHEN HE TOLD ME I FREAKED OUT. 
IT WAS A REALLY BAD IDEA TO 

CARRY A KNIFE.
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DON’T TELL 
ANYONE... Are you mad? you could 

get killed or kill someone!
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DIRECTDIRECT

You can take direct action by talking to your friend. 

Only take direct action if you feel safe to do so or if 
you feel that your friend will listen to you. 

You may wish to take them somewhere quiet so 
that you will not be overheard. 

Try and stay calm if you decide to speak to your 
friend directly – you don’t want to agitate them 
further or make them feel even more unsafe.

You have two key points to make: 
• Carrying a knife does not make you safer 

• If you don’t feel safe we can talk through some 
options that don’t involve knife carrying 

HOWEVER 

Remember to only take DIRECT action if you feel 
safe to do so. 

WE WENT SOMEWHERE QUIET. IF WE 
COULD JUST TALK THROUGH SOME 

OPTIONS... I THOUGHT IT WOULD HELP.
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just avoid them. or maybe 
just chill with us lot

DON’T LET THEM 
GET to YOU...
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the time wasn’t right i could 
tell he wasn’t ready to have a 

real chat.
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Lets forget about them, come 
with me to the cinema.

we can talk 
about it later...

DISTRACTDISTRACT

You can distract the person carrying the knife by 
offering to do an activity or something that takes 
their mind off what is making them feel unsafe. 

Distracting buys time and can reduce the danger 
of a confrontation by removing the person carrying 
the knife from any potential conflict. 

Distracting can allow you to DIRECTLY intervene 
later and have a conversation about knife carrying 
at a more appropriate time. 

Distracting can take the knife carrier’s mind off 
their problems for a while. 

Distracting can help you get a bit closer by doing 
something fun together. 

DISTRACTING buys you time. You will still have 
to DIRECTLY speak to your friend about knife 
carrying. 
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His brother had always been popular and 
could handle anything, so I spoke to him 

about the knife.

I’m scared your bro is going end up 
hurt or hurting someone else.

I think he’s more likely to 
listen to you than me.

DELEGATEDELEGATE

You can always delegate to another person or 
someone with more authority to intervene. You may 
feel you can’t talk to your friend or that it would 
carry more weight coming from someone else. 

You can delegate to any of the following people: 

• Another friend or a family member 

• A partner 

• A teacher 

• A youth worker 

Or report it to the police if you feel that someone is 
in danger of being hurt. 

You can also report privately on either 
Crimestoppers or Fearless if you are afraid that 
there will be repercussions for yourself. There are 
lots of options. You are not alone in wanting to 
prevent knife carrying. 
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DOCUMENTDOCUMENT

If you decide not to talk to your friend immediately, 
make a note of any knife carrying instances. If the 
knife carrying is a one off and nothing happens, 
or your friend changes their mind about knife 
carrying, then you can always know it was a stupid 
decision where thankfully nothing bad happened. 

If your friend begins to regularly carry a knife, this 
‘normalises’ knife carrying. They are less likely to 
believe you if you say that knife carrying is dangerous, 
especially if this has not been their experience. 

Taking a note of knife carrying incidences will give 
you proof if you either decide to speak to your 
friend directly or delegate to someone else. 

i began taking a 
mental note in case 
it wasn’t a one off.

That’s three days 
in the last week. I’m 

really getting scared 
you’re going to use it!

It’s been going on 
nearly a week. 

you’ve got to do 
something.

let’s talk about 
how you can stop 

carrying.



DELAYDELAY

Even after the person has given up knife carrying 
(or been caught), you can offer follow up support to 
prevent the circumstances from occurring again.  

You can; 

• Talk to them about bullying 

• Check out from time to time that they are okay 

• Be a friend! 

Remember – knife carrying is not normal. Don’t 
let friends normalise knife carrying as it can lead 
to other young people carrying knives. Normalise 
other things – like looking out for one another, 
going to the youth club, playing football or some 
other activity. 
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it was a really bad time for them 
– problems at home. At school 
and in the community. It seems 

much better now.
We all look out for each other.



TALKING TERRITORIALISMTALKING TERRITORIALISM
Some communities have very strong identities. It can 
feel as if you have to fight or join a gang to keep your 
turf safe from others. Even small areas of only a few 
streets can be territorial and there is often pressure to 
identify with these areas through ‘tagging’ i.e. graffiti 
marking out your turf, or issuing a challenge in another’s 
turf. Sometimes this escalates into actual fighting.

Vulnerable young people can be at particular risk from 
joining local groups with strong territorial identities 
and rivalries. 

DIRECTLY INTERVENING before things get really 
out of hand is a good move. Your friend could easily 
get pulled into more serious stuff. But if you act early 
enough you could stop a lot of trauma later on. Getting 
involved in gangs and violence never ends well. 
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I had a tough time growing up. 
Dad was in prison and Ma was 
an alcoholic. I didn’t fit in at 

school.
It felt like family. For the 

first time I felt like I belonged.

But it went bad quite quickly...

Then it was all about violence 
and knife carrying.

... And I got involved in 
criminal activity.



03: Ask them to think of someone they admire who is 
not involved in violence – a potential role model. 

04: Offer them support to develop a non-violent 
lifestyle. Give them hope that a peaceful and 
meaningful life can be achieved and make them 
believe it will happen. 

05: Extra help is available through local youth workers 
or trusted adults. 

06: New hobbies such as football, boxing, or 
volunteering for a local charity can help develop new 
friendships and develop new skills away from gang-
related activity. 

GANGS, VIOLENCE & ESCALATIONGANGS, VIOLENCE & ESCALATION

Involvement in gangs can escalate into criminal 
activity and the constant fear of violence. For a small 
percentage of Kent’s young people this is the harsh 
everyday reality. 

What do you say to someone who feels that they 
have no choice? How do you REASSURE them that it’s 
not normal to carry a knife when it feels like it is? 

01: Acknowledge their ‘reality’. Value their 
experience. 

02: Explain that this isn’t everybody’s experience 
of ‘reality’. Other young people have different 
experiences. 

Everyone else 
was carrying a 

knife... I felt like I 
had no choice.



ABOUT THE DRINKABOUT THE DRINK

Alcohol is indicated in 46% of all knife related 
crimes, and spikes at weekends when drinking 
is more prevalent. Often these are house parties 
that have gotten out of control. Knives are easy to 
get hold of. 

Alcohol can make people aggressive and hard to 
reason with. If there’s tension or an argument kicks 
off, it can result in a fight. 

If you are at a party and people are edgy and 
getting drunk, go home and take your pals with you. 
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I never committed a violent 
crime where I wasn’t drunk.

C’mon let’s go to mine 
and get a chippy on the 

the way. ...Aye. Sounds like 
a plan!



FURTHER INFORMATIONFURTHER INFORMATION

You have a responsibility to keep yourself and 
others safe. Only challenge when it is safe to do so.

Further resources and activities to use with young 
people can be downloaded from the No Knives 
Better Lives website. 

www.noknivesbetterlives.com 

Illustrations by Steven Ingram. 

Produced by Jack and Emily, youth justice 
participation apprentices, and the Kent & Medway 
VRU. The work is adapted from resources produced 
by YouthLink Scotland and we would like to thank 
them for giving their permission to use their work. 
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