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Youth offending and weapon possession have become areas of increasing concern in
Victoria. Reports indicate that offences relating to possession of controlled and prohibited
weapons have risen in recent years (Crime Statistics Agency Victoria, 2024). This trend has
been reinforced by several high-profile incidents and homicides involving young people and
bladed weapons.

Weapon possession poses risks not only for community safety but also for young people
themselves. Research shows that carrying a weapon is correlated with higher risks of
hospitalisation for injuries (Pickett et al., 2005), antisocial behaviours such as gang
involvement, and substance misuse (Valdebenito et al., 2017).

Crucially, weapon possession is often driven by fear of victimisation rather than aggression.
Studies highlight that young people frequently carry weapons to protect themselves in
environments they perceive as unsafe (Brennan, 2017; Oliphant et al., 2019; McNeill &
Wheller, 2019). Prior victimisation, including direct exposure to violence or even witnessing
it, significantly increases the likelihood of weapon possession (McVie, 2010; Yun & Hwang,
2011; Khubchandani & Price, 2018).

At the same time, peer influence has a powerful contagion effect. The perception that peers
carry weapons is strongly predictive of an individual’s own weapon possession (Williams et
al., 2002; Dijkstra et al., 2010).

PROGRAM
BACKGROUND
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Sharp Choices is an evidence-informed group intervention designed to reduce youth
weapon possession by addressing the complex drivers that lead young people to carry. It
combines therapeutic, educational, and experiential components, with modules that:

Build group cohesion and trust to foster belonging and mutual accountability
(Burlingame et al., 2018).
Use Virtual Reality scenarios to simulate real-life decision-making around carrying
weapons, followed by facilitated reflection and alternative strategies.
Increase awareness of legal consequences through engagement with legal professionals
and lived case studies.
Encourage critical media literacy, allowing participants to deconstruct negative
portrayals of youth violence and reclaim their own narratives (Kellner & Share, 2007;
White & Epston, 1990).
Support the development of personal strengths, helping young people reframe their self-
perceptions and build resilience (Harzer & Ruch, 2015; Yu & Chan, 2019).
Focus on peer relationships, boundaries, and safety planning, equipping young people
with concrete tools to resist peer pressure and make safer choices.

THE INTERVENTION

Through Sharp Choices, participants will:

Reduce weapon possession by increasing awareness of risks and offering safer
alternatives.
Develop protective strengths that counter self-perceptions of victimhood and reinforce
resilience.
Improve knowledge of legal consequences and how weapon offences can affect future
opportunities.
Disrupt peer contagion by equipping young people with the skills to navigate peer
influence and set personal boundaries.
Enhance safety and autonomy through personalised safety planning and effective
communication strategies.

At a community level, outcomes include:
Reduced weapon-related offences.
Improved trust between young people, services, and law enforcement.
Increased engagement of at-risk youth in positive pathways.

INTENDED OUTCOMES
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The program is designed in direct response to evidence that:

Traditional deterrence-based measures (stop-and-search, amnesties, curfews) have
failed to demonstrate statistically significant impact on knife crime (Browne et al., 2022).
Holistic and personalised approaches that address responsivity needs (employment,
housing, education) show greater success in reducing weapon carrying (Browne et al.,
2022).
Victimisation and fear of harm are more predictive of weapon possession than offending
history (McVie, 2010; Yun & Hwang, 2011).
Peer contagion effects mean that interventions must disrupt group norms and promote
positive networks (Williams et al., 2002; Dijkstra et al., 2010).
Strengths-based and resilience-focused frameworks enhance coping strategies, self-
regulation, and social support, mitigating risks associated with victimisation (Park &
Peterson, 2009; Lavy & Littman-Ovadia, 2011; Turanovic, 2011).

RESEARCH &
EVIDENCE BASE

Weapon possession among young people is a multifaceted issue that cannot be addressed
by enforcement alone. Sharp Choices provides a scalable, evidence-informed framework
that aligns with international best practice and addresses both individual and social drivers
of weapon carrying. By fostering resilience, reshaping peer norms, and increasing
awareness of consequences, the program strengthens the capacity of police, community
services, and young people themselves to work together toward safer outcomes.

IN SUMMARY
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