
Characteristics of a Gang Member: 
 
1. Wardrobe 
 Wearing mostly one-color outfits (all dark 

clothes) 
 Having a scarf or item of one particular 

color with every outfit 
 Wearing a dark jacket or sweater with 

every outfit 
 Regularly wearing colored shoelaces in 

tennis shoes 
 
2. Tattoos 
 Having a tattoo of a rose, tear drops, or 

graffiti-like markings around the hand 
area, neck, forearm, shoulder or leg 

 
3. Makeup 
 Heavy eye makeup 
 Heavy rouge 
 Dark lipstick 
 
4. Hair 
 Wearing hair cut in the “feathered look” 

at the top, and left loose in the back or 
pulled to the back with a pencil or Afro 
comb 

 Wearing hair nets 
 Two-tone hair coloring 
 Wearing rollers and braids in hair 
 
5. Language 
 Excessive swearing 
 Using code names 
 An unusual description of ordinary 

objects, places or people 
 
6. School 
 Cutting classes 
 Getting into fights with teachers or 

students 
 Acting difficult in class 
 Not taking books home and not 

completing homework 

 No interest in any kind of school activities 
 Frequent truancy 
 Drawing gang insignias and graffiti on 

book covers and notebooks 
 
7. Social Behavior 
 No hobbies or constructive use of leisure 

time 
 Having friends who are gang members 
 Expressing racism 
 Hatred of specific religious groups 
 New unexplained money 
 
8. Participation in Family Activities 
 Unwilling to attend family gatherings 
 Not spending time with the family 
 Not taking an interest in family situations 
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Gangs are an increasing problem in 
America.  Research shows that gang 
membership and the number of gangs 
have rapidly increased in recent years. 
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Youth gangs are groups of young people who 
bond together and participate in violent, 
unlawful, or criminal behavior.  Young people 
who are attracted to gangs believe gangs will 
provide protection and a feeling of belonging.  
Gangs are an increasing problem in America.  
Research shows that gang membership and 
the number of gangs have rapidly increased in 
recent years.  Once young people are full-
fledged gang members, it is very difficult to 
break away. 

 
 

Characteristics of Youth Gangs 
 
1. Gangs are often made up of a core of 

leaders, a group of regular or full-time 
members and a few “hangers-on.” 

2. Young people who want to get into gangs 
may have to prove their courage and 
loyalty. 

3. Most gang members are between the 
ages of 10 and 21, with an average age of 
19. 

4. Gang members are mostly males; 
however, more and more females are 
becoming gang members. 

5. Gang members tend to meet and stay 
within their territory. 

6. Gangs refer to their territory as their 
“turf.”  They may draw graffiti on 
buildings or throw a pair of shoes over a 
power line to let others know what they 
consider to be their turf. 

7. Gangs usually have a name or symbol. 
8. Gangs give their members support and 

protection from other gangs. 
9. Gang members follow strict codes of 

conduct. 
10. Individual gang members are concerned 

about proving themselves and having a 
reputation. 

 
 

Belonging to a Gang Can Be Risky 
 
 Members are around illegal drugs and 

weapons. 
 They get into fights more often. 
 They often get arrested and spend time 

in jail. 
 Family members are at risk. 
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 Ten times more likely to have carried a 

weapon in the past year. 
 Ten times more likely to have been 

involved in gang fights. 
 Four times more likely to have used 

drugs. 
 Five times more likely to have stolen or 

bought drugs. 
 
 

Gang-Related Facts 
 
 Drive-by shootings are often the result of 

gang warfare and drug dealing. 
 Fifteen percent of students, ages twelve 

to seventeen, report that gangs are in 
their schools and they are afraid to 
attend. 

 Violence increases in school where there 
are gangs.  Turf battles take place.  Students 
pay money to be safe.  Drug-related debts 
or arguments can result in violence. 

 
 

Checklist for Gang Involvement: 
 
1. There is gang graffiti or crossed-out 

graffiti on or near your school 
2. Students wear gang clothing 
3. Drugs are used and sold near your school 
4. There is much fighting 
5. Weapons are sold or carried to school 

6. Students use beepers, pagers and cellular 
phones 

7. There has been a history of gang activity 
in your community 

8. There are social groups who have 
unusual names 

 
 

Resisting Gang Membership 
 
 Avoid being around gang members 
 Avoid being in locations that are gang 

turf 
 Avoid wearing any color or clothing that 

is gang-related 
 Avoid taking part in graffiti writing 
 Avoid alcohol and other drugs 
 Avoid having tattoos with gang symbols 
 Avoid staying out late at night 
 Attend school and school activities 

regularly 
 Be involved in family activities 
 Set goals and make plans to reach them 
 
 

Why young people join gangs: 
 
1. They want to feel like they belong 
2. They live in an unsafe place 
3. They want protection from other gang 

members 
4. They are having difficulties at home 
5. They may live in poor areas 
6. They struggle in school 
7. They have few job skills 
8. They join for money and status 
9. They think crime and drug trafficking are 

outs 
10. They are bored and lonely 
11. They rebel against their family 
12. They want a sense of excitement 
13. Peer pressure 
14. Family tradition 
 


