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A Labor of Love 

As parents of teenagers, it is important to understand how gangs draw in new members 

but more important that we work to prevent our teens from going down that path. Gangs gain 

new members by appealing to the sense of belonging and “family” members feel when part of 

one. Often members are recruited at a young age—some as young as 12 or 13 years of age. 

When our youth feel that they are not part of a family structure, or they have no sense of 

belonging, they may look outside the home for support. The search for that missing love and 

sense of belonging can sometimes be found by joining a gang. As parents, we can prevent gang 

activity by providing structure and support, as well as unconditional love to our teens.   

When my kids were teenagers, I almost lost them. The sweet, kind, loving kids I knew 

were suddenly different. They suddenly began to come home late after curfew, were 

disrespectful at best, and their grades dropped. They seemed distant and didn’t seem to want to 

spend time with me. Now, I have to admit that I was a busy father, busy working, working too 

much, and I know I began to spend less time with them. As a worried parent, though, I knew I 

had to do something. We live in an area known for problems with gangs, and even my kids, it 

turns out, could be drawn to the supposed glamour and sense of belonging and acceptance that a 

gang can provide. If you are like me, though, you have to ask yourself whether you are spending 

enough time with them and providing your kids with the support and acceptance they still crave 

from you but that, as teenagers, they may be too proud to admit to needing and wanting.   

How do we get a child back on the right path? A big appeal for joining a gang is a sense 

of belonging. We must make sure our teens derive their sense of belonging from their family 

unit, and not from a gang. So, I sat my kids down and we talked. I asked them what was going on 

and asked them to tell me if they needed to tell me anything. They hesitated at first, but 
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eventually, because I made it clear I loved them and wanted to be a part of their lives, they talked 

to me. I began spending more time with them. It wasn’t easy, but I realized I could spend more 

time with my kids and less time doing the things I liked doing on my own, in my free time. I 

enrolled them in a local softball league and I even volunteered to be the team father and help 

with coaching. I got involved in their lives, showed them by my actions how much I cared and 

loved them, and we started growing closer again. Their grades improved, they seemed happier, 

and they started listening to the family rules again. They no longer stayed out late, doing who 

knows what with who knows who.  

If your kids feel support and belonging and have structure at home, gangs will have no 

power to tempt them. Imagine living in a world free of gang violence. But more importantly, 

know that you can do something as a parent to make a difference. I had to first make a difference 

in my actions, make my kids a more important part of my life, and literally sit down and talk 

with them. Try it. You may just see the difference it makes, not only in their lives but your own! 
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