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In BC, 8% of the population 
identify as South Asian, but 
account for 25% of victims 
of gang-related homicides 
(Statistics Canada, 2017; 
Combined Forces Special 
Enforcement Unit, 2015). 
Entering high school has been 
identified as a high-risk time for 
gang recruitment (Brar, 2017; 
Tyakoff, 2003). 

  www.mcs.bc.ca         mccreary@mcs.bc.ca             @mccrearycentre         mccrearycentre

This fact sheet uses data from 
McCreary Centre Society’s BC 
Adolescent Health Survey (BC 
AHS). The most recent BC AHS 
was completed in 2018 by over 
38,000 youth aged 12–19. To 
learn more about the survey 
and view other fact sheets and 
reports, please visit mcs.bc.ca. 

This fact sheet was prepared by 
Rajanpreet Shinger following a 
practicum placement.

RISK FACTORS FOR 
GANG INVOLVEMENT 

It has been argued that South 
Asian gangs are a direct 
response to racism (Dunbar, 
2017; SARF, 2019). Also, expe-
riencing racism at school may 
lead to students losing inter-
est in academics, engaging in 
fighting, and being labeled 
delinquent (Frost, 2010; Tyakoff, 
2003; Wortley & Tanner, 2006). 

A lack of parental supervi-
sion has also been associated 
with gang involvement. Many 
South Asian parents work long 
hours to support their fam-
ilies; which can leave youth 
unsupervised and without 
parental involvement in their 
activities (Peterson & Morgan, 
2014; Maxson, 2011; Tyakoff, 
2003; Wortley & Tanner, 2006). 
Rebelling against the pressure 
to conform to traditional val-
ues has also been associated 
with South Asian youth gang 
involvement, as has the pres-
sure to achieve the symbolic 
manifestations of success and 
wealth (Brar, 2017; Tyakoff, 
2003). 
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In 2018, 11% of BC AHS par-
ticipants identified as South 
Asian. Most South Asian youth 
never carried a weapon to 
school (96%). However, 3% 
sometimes carried a weapon 
and 1% always did. 

In the past 12 months, 25% of 
South Asian youth reported 
they had experienced dis-
crimination as a result of their 
race, ethnicity, or skin colour 
(vs. 13% of non-South Asian 
students). Students who expe-
rienced this type of racism 
were more likely to have car-
ried a weapon to school than 
those who did not have this 
experience (7% vs. 3%).

Over a quarter of South Asian 
students (27%) felt quite a bit 
or extremely stressed or pres-
sured in the past month (vs. 
37% of non-South Asian stu-
dents). South Asian students 
who experienced this type of 
pressure were more likely to 
carry a weapon than those 
who experienced less pressure 
(5% vs. 3%).

Around 1 in 10 (9%) South 
Asian students reported that 
their parents rarely or never 
knew what they were doing 
with their spare time (vs. 12% of 
non-South Asian students), and 
29% rarely or never knew what 
the youth were doing online (vs. 
38% of non-South Asian youth). 
Youth were more likely to carry 
a weapon if their parents did 
not know what they were doing 
in their spare time (9% vs. 2% 
whose parents usually or always 
knew what they were doing) or 
online (7% vs. 2%).

Similar to other youth, 3% of 
South Asian youth had missed 
class due to bullying in the past 
month. These youth were more 
likely to carry a weapon than 
youth who did not miss class for 
this reason. 

Other risk factors associated 
with South Asian youth gang 
involvement include the nor-
malization of violence (Brar, 
2017; Tyakoff, 2003); weapon 
carrying (Kaloti, 2009); living 
in impoverished, high crime, 
or high violence areas (Sersli, 
Salazar, & Lozano, 2010; 
Dunbar, 2017; Tyakoff, 2003; 
Wortley & Tanner, 2006); low 
self-esteem; and lack of edu-
cational aspirations (Dunbar, 
2017; Rossiter & Rossiter, 
2009). Money has not been 
found to be a motivating 
factor for getting involved in 
gang activity but has been 
linked to South Asian youth 
staying involved in a gang 
(Kane & Smart, 2019; Tyakoff, 
2003; Kaloti, 2009; Dunbar, 
2017). 

The BC AHS did not ask about 
gang involvement but did ask 
if youth had carried a weapon 
to school in the past month. 
As weapon carrying is associ-
ated with gang involvement, 
this fact sheet considers risk 
and protective factors asso-
ciated with weapon carrying 
among South Asian youth. 

RISK FACTORS FOR WEAPON CARRYING 

Experienced racism

Felt pressure

Lacked parental  
supervision

Missed class because  
of bullying



Around 1 in 10 (11%) South 
Asian youth had ever been 
physically abused (vs. 15% 
of non-South Asian youth). 
Students who had been phys-
ically abused were more likely 
to carry a weapon than those 
who had never been abused 
(7% vs. 3%).

Similar to other youth, 63% of 
South Asian youth had friends 
who would be upset with 
them if they beat someone 
up. Youth who did not have 
these type of friendships were 
more likely to carry a weapon 
(8% vs. 2% of youth whose 
friends would be upset for this 
reason). 
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Similar to other youth, 15% 
of South Asian youth rarely or 
never felt safe in their neigh-
bourhood at night. These 
youth were twice as likely to 
carry a weapon as those who 
often or always felt safe (6% 
vs. 3%). 

The more items youth felt 
deprived of that their peers 
had (such as money to 
spend on themselves or a 
smartphone), the more likely 
they were to have carried a 
weapon to school in the past 
month. For example, 12% of 
South Asian students who 
were deprived of three or 
more items carried a weapon 
to school, compared to 4% 
who felt deprived of one item.

Experienced physical 
abuse

Lacked prosocial friends

Felt unsafe in their 
neighborhood

Experienced deprivation

Low self-esteem

Low academic aspirations

Fifteen percent of South Asian 
students reported not feeling 
good about themselves. This 
did not appear to be related 
to weapon carrying. 

In total, 1% of South Asian 
youth did not expect to 
graduate from high school, 
and 2% expected to graduate 
from high school but did not 
plan to go on to post-sec-
ondary education. Youth who 
planned to end their educa-
tion at the high school level 
were more likely to carry a 
weapon to school than youth 
who expected to pursue 
post-secondary.
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Experiencing racism, feel-
ing stress or pressure, lack of 
parental supervision, skipping 
school due to bullying, being 
physically abused, a lack of 
prosocial friends, feeling unsafe 
in their neighbourhood at 
night, experiencing deprivation, 
and not planning to finish high 
school or pursue post- 
secondary were all risk factors 
for weapon carrying. Generally, 
the more of these risk factors 
youth had, the more likely they 
were to carry a weapon. 

PROTECTIVE FACTORS 

South Asian youth were less 
likely to carry a weapon to 
school when they:

• Felt connected to family (e.g., 
felt their family paid attention 
to them, understood them, and 
respected them). 

• Had an adult in their family they 
could talk to about their prob-
lems (3% vs. 6% of those who did 
not have this type of support). 

• Felt safe at school (2% vs. 15% of 
those who did not feel this way).

• Felt like a part of their school (3% 
vs. 10% of those who did not feel 
this way).

• Felt like part of their community 
(3% of those who felt quite a bit 
or very much connected vs. 6% 
of those who felt not at all or a 
little connected).

Note: 2 risk factors was not significantly different from 1 risk factor or 3 risk factors.

YOUTH WITH MULTIPLE RISK FACTORS

SOUTH ASIAN YOUTH WHO CARRIED A WEAPON TO SCHOOL 
IN THE PAST MONTH

1 risk factor 4 or more  
risk factors

3 risk factors2 risk factors

2%

13%

5%4%

SOUTH ASIAN YOUTH WHO CARRIED A WEAPON IN THE PAST 
MONTH IN RELATION TO FAMILY CONNECTEDNESS

Family paid attention 
to them

Family understood 
them

Family respected them

Felt connected to family quite a bit/very much

Felt connected a little/not at all

7%

3%

10%

3%

8%

3%
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This fact sheet focused on 
weapon carrying because of 
its known association with 
gang involvement. Other risk 
factors for gang involvement 
such as experiencing racism 
were also associated with 
weapon carrying among 
South Asian youth in BC. This 
highlights the need to address 
racism and other types of 
discrimination, particularly as 
South Asian youth were almost 
twice as likely to have been 
discriminated against because 
of their race, ethnicity, or skin 
colour than other youth in BC 
(25% vs. 13%). 

Other risk factors for gang 
involvement, such as lacking 
post-secondary educational 
goals, feeling pressure, feeling 
unsafe in their neighbourhood, 
having been physically 
abused, and lack of parental 
supervision were associated 
with a greater likelihood of 
weapon carrying among South 
Asian youth in BC. However, 
South Asian youth were 
less likely than other youth 
to experience these risks, 
and most reported parental 
supervision and did not 
experience extreme pressure. 
Additionally, South Asian 
students who had low self-
esteem were no more likely to 
carry a weapon to school than 
students who felt good about 
themselves. 

The more risk factors 
reported by South Asian 
youth, the more likely they 
were to carry a weapon 
to school. However, the 
presence of protective 
factors such as feeling like 
their family paid attention to 
them, respected them, and 
understood them; having 
an adult to turn to; feeling 
safe at school; feeling like 
a part of their school and 
community; and having 
educational aspirations were 
all associated with students 
being less likely to have 
carried a weapon to school.

It is hoped this fact sheet can 
be used to support South 
Asian youth who may be at 
risk for weapon carrying and 
potential gang involvement.

DISCUSSION & CONCLUSION

RESOURCES

Options Community 
Services’ South Asian Family 
Strengthening Team (SAFST) 
is an outreach program targeting 
immigrant and refugee families. 
The program deploys culturally 
competent counsellors with 
knowledge of immigrant 
backgrounds to support families 
with at-risk or gang-involved youth.  
Phone: 604-596-4321  
Email: youthservices.intake@ 

Archway Community Services’ 
South Asian Community 
Resource Office (SACRO) aims to 
disrupt youth’s flow into organized 
crime. The program provides 
outreach, counselling, youth groups, 
and other services to at-risk youth 
ages 11–24 and their families in 
Abbotsford.  
Phone: 604-859-7544, ext. 222. 
Email: Manpreet.sarai@archway.ca

The Gang Intervention Team 
is a BC wide team that works 
with people engaged with gangs 
or “at-risk” of engaging in gang 
activities. The group provides 
outreach services and supports 
gang intervention. If you know 
someone at risk or involved in 
gangs, you can contact the Gang 
Intervention Team at 604-897-6023 
or gangintervention@cfseu.bc.ca.

options.bc.ca
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