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Abstract
Focused deterrence-based strategies have been implemented in the United States since the mid-1990s, and the 
evidence base of their effect on serious crime is growing. Focused deterrence, also referred to as pulling levers, 
directs attention to the most violent members of a community, and conveys a clear message that violence will be 
met by swift and severe consequences and that those who want to leave criminality will receive help and support to 
do so. The strategy shifts focus from the victim to the perpetrator. The most violent, or those at risk of committing 
repeated crimes in a close relationship are identified and divided into groups (A–D) based on the severity of their 
crime. These individuals are informed that they are identified as (potential) perpetrators of violence in an intimate 
relationship and that future incidents of violence will be met with different types of sanctions. At the same time, 
support is offered to stop the violence, while support is also offered to the victim. This approach has been tried to 
prevent intimate partner violence to a limited extent before and is now being implemented in Malmö, Sweden. This 
paper will describe the initial phases of the process of implementing the strategy.
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1. Introduction
Sweden is often recognized for its high level of gender equality. However, often referred 
to as the Nordic paradox (Gracia & Merlo, 2016; Wemrell et al., 2020), intimate partner 
violence (IPV) in Sweden remains a significant societal issue that challenges this percep-
tion. To address IPV, the Safe Relationship—Free from Violence (SRFV) project was 
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launched in Malmö in 2021. Adapting the American Intimate Partner Violence Interven-
tion (IPVI) strategy to the Swedish context, the intention with the SRFV project is to 
reduce IPV through innovative strategies built on the principles of focused deterrence.

The urgency of such initiatives is evident. In 2023 alone, over 37,000 intimate partner 
assault cases were reported, a figure that likely underestimates the true extent of IPV due 
to the dark figure associated with this type of crime (Brottsförebyggande rådet [Brå], 
2024). IPV has a deep and lasting impact on mental and physical health (Campbell, 2002). 
Victims, especially women, often experience a range of mental health issues, including 
depression, anxiety, and PTSD, along with physical injuries and chronic pain as well as 
reproductive health issues and, in the most severe cases, fatal outcomes (Spencer et al., 
2023). These effects are not just immediate, but they can persist over time, significantly 
harming overall well-being and quality of life. The negative consequences extend beyond 
the victims, often affecting children and other family members (Knight & Hester, 2016). 
Moreover, childhood exposure to domestic violence, whether through direct abuse or 
living in an atmosphere of violence, is a well-known predictor of future domestic violence, 
creating a cycle of violence that can span generations (Ruddle et al., 2017).

In short, there are good reasons to put effort into reducing intimate partner violence. 
Law enforcement has traditionally viewed IPV as a challenging problem to prevent and 
control. Repeat offenses are particularly common in IPV cases, with many offenders 
cycling through the criminal justice system without encountering interventions that 
disrupt the cycle of violence (Babcock et al., 2004). This may—at least in part—be due to 
the inherent dynamics of IPV. These crimes usually occur in private, without witnesses, 
making them difficult to prove in court. Victims may also be reluctant to engage in the 
legal process due to feelings of shame, personal ties to the offender, concerns about shared 
children, and other complicating factors. As a result, responses grounded in the traditional 
criminal justice paradigm—centered on arrest, prosecution, and conviction—have often 
proven ineffective. A Swedish investigation (Socialstyrelsen, 2024) highlights this issue: in 
domestic homicide cases in 2017–2022, over half of the perpetrators had previously been 
in contact with social services, and a third had been reported to the police during the 12 
months prior to the incident. In other words, appropriate measures had not been taken, 
despite the authorities in many cases being aware of the individuals involved.

Recognizing these challenges, the SRFV strategy introduces a structured approach to 
addressing IPV. Offenders are categorized based on the severity and frequency of their 
behavior, with interventions escalating in response to repeated offenses. In this article, we 
outline the SRFV strategy and its early implementation as part of a broader evaluation of 
its processes and outcomes.

2. Background
In IPV, repeat victimization is common. In a review of the work of the police and 
social services in nine counties, conducted by the Swedish National Council for Crime 
Prevention (Brottsförebyggande rådet [Brå], 2010), it was found that 23–37% of reports 
were repeated; on average, 30% of the victimized women reported the same person 
for new crimes within a year. Similarly, reoffending is common. In a study by the 
Swedish Prison and Probation Service based on those convicted of crimes, between 
5% and 16% reoffend within 24 months, with the proportion increasing depending on 
whether they are assessed as having a low, medium, or high risk of reoffending. In the 
National Crime Survey by the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention, 4.7% 
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of respondents reported being subjected to repeated intimate partner violence during 
2022 (Brottsförebyggande rådet [Brå], 2023). Mellgren et al. (2014) studied police risk 
assessments and found that among those assessed by the police, repeated crimes occurred 
in just over a third of the cases. For repeated victimization of violent crimes alone, the 
proportion was 13–17%. According to statistics by the Swedish National Council for 
Crime Prevention, in 2023, there were ten cases of fatal violence where the victim and 
perpetrator had an ongoing or previous intimate partner relation, with most victims being 
women. Fatal violence in an intimate relationship account for two-thirds of fatal violence 
against women, while the corresponding proportion among male victims of fatal violence 
is significantly lower. In total, fatal violence in partner relationships accounted for 17% of 
fatal violence in Sweden in 2021.

Forte, the Swedish research council for health, working life, and welfare, was tasked by 
the Swedish government in August 2021 to conduct a knowledge overview of preventive 
work and risk management of intimate partner violence and honor-related violence 
and oppression (Forte, 2022). Several knowledge gaps were identified, and the report 
highlighted the need for more research focused on evaluating various interventions, 
both regarding the implementation process and the effect of different interventions and 
methods involving collaboration between several different agencies. Additionally, it was 
noted that cooperation between practice and research is required to implement new 
violence prevention methods. These recommendations were also given in a comprehensive 
study by the World Health Organization (WHO, 2010), which stated that extensive 
evaluations of interventions are needed to broaden the knowledge base and prevent 
intimate partner violence on a global level. The Swedish government’s action program for 
2024–2026,, titled Free and Safe without Violence and Oppression, focuses on preventing 
and combating men’s violence against women, IPV, honor-based violence, prostitution, 
and human trafficking. This program builds upon the national strategy and underscores 
the need to enhance efforts to prevent recidivism, particularly among high-risk offenders, 
while also prioritizing the development of evidence-based knowledge and methods 
(Government, 2024).

2.1 Intimate partner violence and focused deterrence
A promising approach to combat IPV involves strategies built on focused deterrence 
principles. Often referred to as “pulling levers” (Braga et al., 2019), focused deterrence 
is used in order to reduce crime by concentrating enforcement and resources on specific 
individuals or groups known to be responsible for a significant proportion of criminal 
activity. Focused deterrence initiatives (FDI) can vary in their specific measures but 
typically involve some key elements: selection of a narrow target behavior; attention 
to identifiable offenders; communication of a clear deterrent message; backing up that 
message through enforcement activity on a potentially wide variety of fronts; and matched 
applications of various support services. This approach has been successfully employed 
in other areas of violence prevention, particularly through Group Violence Intervention 
(GVI) programs, which target gang-related violence. Since the mid-1990s, GVI has been 
implemented in numerous locations, primarily in the United States. A systematic review 
by Braga et al. (2019) found that, overall, these programs had a significant impact on 
reducing various forms of violence, although none of the included studies were targeted 
at IPV specifically. Since then, GVI has also been implemented in Malmö under the name 
Sluta Skjut (Ivert & Mellgren, 2023) and in other cities around Sweden (Gustafsson et al., 
2023; Hellfeldt et al., 2023; Starke & Larsson, 2023).
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The overall effectiveness of focused deterrence in addressing gang violence has sparked 
the idea that these principles could also be successfully applied to address IPV. The 
National Network for Safe Communities (NNSC), an American organization behind 
the development of GVI, developed Intimate Partner Violence Intervention (IPVI) as a 
focused deterrence strategy targeting intimate partner violence specifically. In the IPVI 
strategy (NNSC.org), the basic idea is to increase the severity of the interventions in 
response to reoffending. Known perpetrators of domestic violence are identified and 
categorized into four levels based on the characteristics of the crime, frequency of 
offending, and violations of protection orders. Offenders at the lowest level receive a letter 
informing them that they are under close police monitoring. The letter also communicates 
the community’s moral stance against partner violence and outlines the legal consequences 
they will face if they continue to offend. If violent acts are repeated, the offender receives 
a similar message, but in a direct face-to-face interaction with a detective, called a 
custom notification. Should the behavior continue further, repeat offenders must attend 
a community call-in meeting where law enforcement and community leaders deliver 
clear messages about potential consequences, and offer rehabilitation opportunities. The 
goal is to make clear that they are being monitored and that any further violence will 
result in increasingly severe consequences. The most violent offenders—those who, despite 
previous interventions, are suspected of multiple or serious assaults—are addressed using 
all legal means available. A critical aspect of the intervention is parallel victim support. 
At each intervention stage, victims receive tailored services, including safety planning, 
outreach, and third-party service options. An inter-agency working group—comprising 
police, prosecutors, advocates, and social services—meets regularly to coordinate efforts 
and prioritize high-risk cases.

So far, IPVI has not had the same reach as GVI, but it has been implemented in 
a few American cities. The Offender-Focused Domestic Violence Initiative (OFDVI) 
implemented in High Point, NC, and Lexington, KY, for example, demonstrated 
significant reductions in calls for service, arrests, and injuries related to IPV (Sechrist 
& Weil, 2018). Beyond these two, FDIs have been implemented in other places, such 
as Kingston, NY, Baton Rouge, LA, and Ulster County, NY, to name a few. An initial 
evaluation of the implementation of Offender-Focused Domestic Violence Policing 
Strategy in Hollywood indicated that it was not possible to determine whether the 
Hollywood OFDVI met its intended outcomes, including the primary goal of reducing 
domestic violence. Instead, there were indications that those who received information in 
written form tended to reoffend more quickly than others, though the reason for this is 
unexplored (McFann, 2021).

There are also initiatives similar to IPVI that emphasize inter-agency collaboration 
and a focused approach to perpetrators. One such model is the UK-based Multi-Agency 
Tasking and Coordination (MATAC), where police and partner agencies collaborate to 
identify high-risk IPV offenders and implement tailored interventions to prevent further 
violence. Findings suggest a reduction in reported offenses (Davies & Biddle, 2017), 
although the evidence is limited by methodological issues, including the absence of a 
control group and unclear follow-up procedures.

In summary, although there is limited scientific evidence supporting focused deterrence 
as an approach to IPV, and without experiences from contexts more similar to 
Swedish conditions, its theoretical foundations are promising. There are several potential 
mechanisms through which this approach could reduce violence. One is by increasing 
the perceived risk associated with the continued use of violence, achieved through 
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clear communication that the offender is being actively monitored. Another mechanism, 
facilitated by custom notifications, is promoting normative change by altering offenders’ 
attitudes toward violence. Although it may be unrealistic to expect lasting behavioral 
change from a single letter or conversation, direct interaction can nonetheless contribute 
to reshaping how individuals perceive the seriousness of their actions. This shift in 
perception may, in turn, increase their receptivity to support and intervention aimed at 
behavioral change.

3. The present study
In this article, we present a process evaluation of the SRFV project, outlining its key 
components and the early stages of its implementation. When introducing a strategy in 
a new context, evaluating the implementation process is crucial, as the strategy must be 
adapted to local conditions. Moreover, assessing whether the implementation works as 
intended is a prerequisite for any impact evaluation—without proper implementation, it 
is impossible to determine whether the program’s intended effects have been achieved. 
Malmö, Sweden, has a population of approximately 360,000 inhabitants, making it 
the third-largest city in the country. Around 2000 crimes involving individuals with a 
relationship are reported annually, with assault being the most common crime category. 
Approximately 1,500 individuals are suspected of intimate partner violence annually in 
Malmö. Repeat offending is a common pattern, with a smaller group of individuals 
responsible for a disproportionate share of reported IPV cases. This applies to both the 
number of crimes and their severity. Since IPVI has previously only been implemented 
in the United States, translating the strategy to a Swedish setting is a key challenge for 
practitioners, making this process of broader interest to knowledge about policing and 
crime prevention.

This initial evaluation of the implementation process is part of a larger evaluation 
project that includes a full process evaluation of implementation and program fidelity 
as well as an effect evaluation of SRFV when it is fully implemented. Evaluation is of 
utmost importance in crime prevention and the basis for developing evidence-based 
strategies (Farrington, 2003). A comprehensive study by WHO (2010), states that extensive 
evaluations of interventions are needed to broaden the knowledge base and prevent 
intimate partner violence on a global level. A combined process and impact evaluation 
of especially a novel strategy in a new context in such a serious area as IPV is of utter 
importance for responsible implementation, allocation of resources and victim safety. The 
evaluation of the implementation was approved by the Swedish ethical review authority 
(DNR 2024–04401-01).

In the present study, the following questions are addressed:

1. What were the participants’ perceptions of the strategy going into the project?

2. What challenges and facilitators have influenced the implementation of SRFV during its 
early phase?

3. How were the challenges handled by the practitioners?
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4. Methods
Two main sources of data were used: interviews with project group members and other 
key individuals involved in the early stages of preparation prior to project launch, and 
observations from meetings within the SRFV.

4.1 Interviews with key informants
The interviews were held early in the implementation process, when the project was still 
in a strategic phase and one had not yet started working with cases operatively. Some 
interviews were conducted with participants individually, while others were conducted 
in a group setting. The group interviews were based on either associated authority 
or on professional role. The interviews lasted between 40 and 90 minutes and were 
semi-structured. Main themes in the interview guide included: how participants became 
involved in the project, how they perceived the project upon entering it, their views on 
what is new about the strategy, and how the collaboration had worked so far. These 
themes served as starting points for the interviews, but participants were given flexibility 
to expand their reasoning in any direction. In total, seven interviews were conducted with 
nine participants representing the different agencies. Written consent was obtained prior 
to all interviews Table 1.

Table 1. Overview of interviewees, their associated agency, and role

Interview no. Name Agency Role
1 Daniel Police Crime investigator
1 Leif Police Project leader
2 Kim Probation service Coordinator
2 John Probation service Coordinator
3 Kristina Social services Project leader
4 Johannes Social services Development secretary
5 Marianne Social services Lawyer
5 Katrine Police Lawyer
5 Johanna Police Lawyer
6 Moa Probation service Lawyer
7 Lena Malmö city Coordinator

4.2 Participant observation of project group meetings
Throughout the project, participants have held weekly meetings to discuss the 
implementation of the project. The meetings served as a forum for collaboration, 
where everything related to the implementation of the project was discussed. Typically, 
discussions revolved around topics such as information sharing and confidentiality rules, 
categorization, future concerns when including more cases, cultural differences between 
agencies and experiences related to implement specific interventions, to give a few 
examples. The internal purpose of the meetings was to monitor the implementation 
process and to discuss the progress being made, alongside ongoing challenges. The 
research team responsible for evaluating the project attended these meetings and made 
observations to follow the implementation process.
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Approximately 70 meetings were attended, although the level of involvement in this 
specific setting varied among the research team members. Some members of the research 
group have attended meetings more frequently and engaged more directly with group 
members, while others maintained a more distant role. In general, the research team has 
maintained an “outsider role” and has not been directly involved in the project’s design, 
the planning of meeting agendas, or the directions of the discussions. The field notes 
were written in real time during the meeting discussions. As they were based on how 
the meetings unfolded, the note taking did not follow any predefined themes. Hence, the 
meetings also provided a good source of information to follow the implementation process 
for an external actor.

4.3 Data analysis
To analyze the data from interviews and meeting protocols, a thematic analysis approach 
was employed. This approach is suitable for in-depth analysis of the material, allowing for 
a nuanced understanding of the themes that emerge from the interactions and narratives. 
Thematic analysis is a flexible method for identifying and analyzing patterns or themes 
within qualitative data while still requiring systematic steps, as described below (Braun & 
Clarke, 2006).

The analysis began with familiarization with the transcribed interview and meeting 
protocols. Next, codes were generated to capture features in the material that were 
recurring and relevant in relation to the research questions. These codes were then 
manually organized into themes based on conceptual similarities. In the final step, themes 
were reviewed to ensure coherence within each theme and distinctiveness across themes. 
Each theme was then defined and named based on the core of the data it represented. 
The themes are presented with descriptions of each theme, including illustrative quotes to 
capture a representation of the narrative that was derived from the data.

While thematic analysis is a flexible and widely used method for qualitative data, it does 
have limitations. Thematic analysis, by its nature, may not capture the full depth of the 
complexity of the implementation process. While it allows for capturing the overarching 
patterns, finer nuances between individual narratives may be overlooked.

There is also a risk of bias due to the inherent subjectivity involved in identifying 
and interpreting themes. Despite efforts to maintain rigor through systematic steps, the 
analysis is influenced by the researcher’s perspective and prior knowledge, which can 
lead to bias in coding and theme development. Moreover, the process of establishing 
themes carries a risk of bias in information selection, as data that do not neatly fit into 
any theme may be overlooked. To mitigate this risk and strengthen the reliability of the 
themes, the research team held discussions throughout the analysis process to ensure 
shared understanding and agreement in interpreting the data. Additionally, themes were 
developed progressively throughout the analysis, allowing emerging issues or discussions 
to form new themes rather than forcing them into predefined ones.

5. SRFV in Malmö—initial phases
In this section, we first present an overarching description of the SRFV project, the 
organization and the strategy. Next, we provide results from the early implementation 
of SRFV based on observations from work group meetings and interviews that were 
conducted at the start of the project.
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5.1 About Safe Relationship—Free from Violence
5.1.1 Organization
SRFV is a collaborative project involving the social services, the probation service, and the 
police. The project is overseen by a cross-agency steering group with representatives from 
Malmö municipality, the police, the probation services, and the County Administrative 
Board. Malmö university, responsible for the evaluation, is also represented in the steering 
group to update project owners about the progress of the evaluation. SRFV is operationally 
overseen by two project leaders representing the social services and the police, respectively, 
who are also members of the steering group. Despite being an inter-agency collaboration, 
the project is primarily anchored around the police. This is largely because cases are 
initiated through police reports and because the police have broader legal possibilities to 
share and access information compared to other agencies.

To organize the project and the operational work, a project group was established. 
The project group consists of approximately 12 representatives from the police, the social 
services, the probation service and the social administration of Malmö municipality. 
The project group members have different roles within their respective organization: 
coordinators, secretaries, probation officer, and analyst. The group has remained relatively 
stable over time, although some members have been absent for short periods or have 
left entirely, while others have joined over the course of the project. The project is 
implemented under the guidance of NNSC.

5.1.2 Description of the strategy
Drawing from the IPVI framework, the SRFV strategy applies focused deterrence 
principles with the aim of reducing IPV within Malmö municipality. By focusing on 
interventions as a form of secondary and tertiary prevention, the explicit goal of SRFV is to 
reduce intimate partner violence, disrupt the cycle of abuse, and prevent its escalation into 
more serious crimes (malmo.se).

A key feature of the SRFV strategy is inter-agency collaboration, with a primary focus 
on information sharing to enable a more detailed and comprehensive understanding of 
IPV cases. Since each agency holds different pieces of relevant information, collaboration 
facilitates more informed assessments of which cases to prioritize and how to tailor 
interventions to the specific circumstances at hand. In addition to its practical utility, 
collaboration is also thought to serve a symbolic function by signaling that society stands 
united against violence. To support this work, representatives from the police and social 
services hold weekly briefings to exchange information about ongoing cases.

In the strategy, suspected offenders are classified into four categories, labeled A through 
D. Each category is based on the following criteria:

• Group A (high-level offenders) includes the most severe cases, with three reasonable 
suspicions of partner violence within six months or a single severe crime combined with 
a risk factor for lethal violence.

• Group B (mid-level offenders) consists of clients with two reasonable suspicions within 
six months or violations of an extended restraining order.

• Group C (low-level offenders) includes cases with one reasonable suspicion within six 
months.

• Group D (potential offenders) addresses cases without reasonable suspicion but with 
concerns about potential IPV.
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In the Swedish system, “reasonable suspicion” is based on observed facts, but requires a 
lower standard of proof than “probable cause” and is used to justify police interventions 
such as temporary detentions and limited searches. Probable cause, on the other hand, 
requires a higher likelihood of involvement in a crime and is necessary for more invasive 
actions, such as arrests or search warrants.

In each category, both the offender and the victim receive basic information about 
the project, either verbally or in writing. Beyond this, each offender level has a set of 
interventions, referred to as the response chain (see Table 2). Some project interventions 
are newly introduced, while others are the same as prior to the release of the project but 
are now implemented within a newly structured framework.

Table 2. Response chain for offender categories A–D

Category Police action Social service action Probation service action
A Focused investigations, 

enhanced risk-reduction 
measures, and collaboration 
across units for prosecu­
tion; Increased attention in 
internal meetings; Risk-reduc­
ing interventions conducted 
through victim and personal 
security group;

Social services and 
women’s shelters assist 
in motivating victims 
of crime to apply for 
restraining orders.

Addresses behavior through 
conversations; Uses sanctions, e.g., 
treatment for drug addiction or 
mental illness; Supports the victim 
during the time the client is 
in custody. Immediate action 
for non-compliance; Expedites the 
process in cases where a court 
sentence is due for enforcement.

B Provide verbal and written 
information about SRFV; 
Custom notification is carried 
out by the police and social 
services; In some cases, direct 
attention to the perpetrator 
during internal meetings; 
Concerns are reported to social 
services based on individual 
assessment; Investigates the 
crimes.

Risk and safety 
assessments; Contacts 
the victim through 
phone call; Women’s 
shelters assist in 
motivating victims of 
crime to apply for 
restraining orders.

Addresses behavior through 
conversations; Uses sanctions, e.g. 
treatment for drug addiction or 
mental illness; Supports crime victims 
during the time the client is in 
custody.

C Provides verbal and written 
information about SRFV, contact 
details for police and local 
support; Sends concern report 
to social services based on 
individual assessment.

Offers targeted support 
and counseling; 
Increased focus on 
detecting children.

Addresses behavior through 
conversations; If necessary, uses 
sanctions, e.g., treatment for drug 
addiction or mental illness; Swift 
handling of mismanagement in the 
case of, e.g., mismanaged contact with 
the probation service.

D Verbal and written information 
about SRFV, contact details 
for police, local support units, 
and national support lines 
included; The household is 
flagged for review by the 
“Safe Relationship—Free from 
Violence” project group.

In some cases, social 
services issue a 
concern report and 
contact the adults in 
the household.

A new aspect of the strategy applies to individuals at the D-level, where no specific 
suspicion of a crime exists. In these cases, the residence is flagged in an incident report. 
Based on this report, the SRFV group can submit a concern report to social services
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—a step that was previously reserved for cases involving children in the household. 
Additionally, social services now proactively reach out to every victim at the C-level, 
offering guidance on how to access support.

At the B-level, a key intervention in the strategy is custom notification. During this 
intervention, police and social services hold a face-to-face meeting with the alleged 
offender to deliver a clear message: violence will not be tolerated, help is available, and 
any further violence will have consequences. This meeting occurs only with the offenders’ 
consent, and it is not related to any ongoing criminal investigation.

While some measures are not entirely new, they are now implemented in a more 
structured and systematic manner. For instance, at the A-level, focused investigation 
entails prioritizing cases involving persistent offenders, who may also be suspects in other 
crimes. Although the investigative procedures themselves remain largely unchanged, the 
added structure ensures that such cases receive heightened attention.

It should be noted that this is the protocol for SRFV. When put into practice, 
unforeseen challenges may occur. Therefore, during 2024, the strategy has been tested 
through seven scheduled flow tests: limited time periods where a certain amount of 
personnel works according to the strategy, followed by discussions on its implementation. 
With each flow test, the number of personnel managing IPV cases according to the strategy 
has increased, providing opportunities to observe case management in practice as the 
workload increases. During the flow tests, more than 70 cases were handled.

The flow tests were for the most part described in positive terms. During the time 
period, positive relations between agency representatives emerged, information was being 
shared on a set schedule, and the strategy was well received outside of the project. 
Meanwhile, police analysts created a registry where each client is assigned a unique code 
name linked to various key variables, such as interventions and re-offenses. This data will 
be crucial for evaluating the strategy’s impact. Beginning in 2025, the goal is to scale up 
the project to involve all personnel working with IPV cases in Malmö. At this stage, the 
program can be viewed as a “proof of concept.” An impact evaluation is planned, and if 
the results prove successful, the ambition is to further develop the strategy (Mellgren et al., 
2024).

5.2 Implementing the strategy
In this section, the analysis of the early implementation process is presented.

5.2.1 Sharing information?
Going into the project, the project members had a very positive mindset about 
collaboration as a way to reduce IPV. Typically, when it comes to collaboration between 
agencies, the possibility to share information is a key aspect. Uncertainty about the right 
to share information is a common challenge in collaborative projects and has also been 
documented in similar projects in Sweden (Ekström & Olin Dahl, 2023). Hence, an 
important early step was to assess to what extent the implementation of IPVI would be 
legally feasible in a Swedish context. To this end, a “legal framework” was developed for 
the project by lawyers from the different agencies, examining the legal prerequisites for 
the strategy. Put simply, it was concluded that a Swedish version of IPVI could indeed 
be implemented in Malmö. Although, the answer is not entirely straightforward—some 
pieces of information are easier to share than others, and some information can be shared 
by some agencies, but not with others.
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The Swedish Secrecy Act (OSL) is a complicated legislation to work with, an issue 
that does not get resolved by one project. In addition to assessing the legal admissibility 
of the strategy, the legal framework was also designed to support practitioners in their 
operational decision-making. Members of the project group expressed strong appreciation 
for this document. Since different agencies have access to different types of information 
relevant to the project, the framework plays an important role in guiding information 
sharing. For example, the probation service may hold information about a client’s 
mental health, difficult separations, or substance abuse—details that can inform the 
categorization of cases and the tailoring of interventions. Similarly, social services may 
have received multiple reports of concern in cases that have not been reported to the 
police. The general perception was that this document would provide a solid ground 
for practitioners in their daily work. Although this might have been the case, difficulties 
related to confidentiality would inevitably still arise. As Johanna, one of the lawyers behind 
the legal report, expressed during an interview:

Yes, it’s a challenge, as I see it anyway [….] We cannot give general answers that you can 
always share certain information, that assessment must always be made in the individual 
case. And that can be time-consuming, and it requires administration and that you actually 
sit down and look at the circumstances.

This issue is central to the project. For instance, agencies are expected to respond swiftly 
to reoffending, but doing so requires timely information sharing about new offenses. The 
extent to which this is legally permissible depends on the specifics of the case. If a child 
is present in the household, information can be shared more easily to assess potential 
child protection needs. Additionally, the legal basis for sharing information depends on 
the nature of the crime. If sharing information can be assumed to contribute to preventing 
a crime with at least one year of prison in the penal code, confidentiality can be breached 
(OSL 10:18 c). The citation sheds light on the difficulties that follow with the adoption 
of new strategies: the legal ambiguity in procedures of sharing information makes the 
thought of institutionalizing or making such sharing “common practice” challenging. In 
handling these complexities, the project group has occasionally looked to Sluta Skjut for 
guidance, as it is also based on focused deterrence principles and collaboration between 
agencies. However, compared to gang violence, IPV was often described as more complex, 
particularly in terms of information sharing. A probation service lawyer noted that, unlike 
GVI, consent would play a central role in the SRFV project:

This type of crime is not considered to be organized crime or other crime that causes us to 
have a breach of confidentiality provision. We don’t have it when it comes to violence in a 
close relationship, but it [sharing information] is perhaps about the fact that we have to get 
consent.

The fact that obtaining consent, whether from the offender or the victim, is a key factor 
that will probably have significant implications. Unlike GVI, this requirement is likely to 
highlight the importance of building good relationships with both offenders and victims. 
This will, of course, demand more attention to engagement and communication, which 
reflects the unique dynamics and sensitivities involved in addressing IPV compared to 
when dealing with gang violence.
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For better or worse, secrecy laws are not only legal boundaries, but symbolic ones. 
In many ways, representatives from these agencies have formed a new agency unit. 
They reason together about cases, work together directly with clients, deliver public 
presentations about the project, and have shared experience of working with colleagues 
within their respective organizations who are not part of the project. These shared 
experiences may foster a sense of unity, a “we” that exceeds organizational boundaries. 
In this context, confidentiality underscores the lines between the agencies that still exist. 
Importantly, these boundaries are not necessarily problematic. Different agencies bring 
different tools, mandates, and professional identities to the table. These differences can 
be a strength by offering complementary perspectives, even as they sometimes complicate 
communication or decision-making. The project group is, in this sense, engaged in a 
balancing act: working to establish a shared identity and collaborative practice, while also 
navigating the tensions that arise from organizational diversity. This ongoing negotiation 
of unity and difference is central to the work of inter-agency collaboration.

Confidentiality rules may also give rise to peculiar and time-consuming situations. 
While the police can share some pieces of information with both social services and the 
probation service, these two agencies are not permitted to share the same information 
directly with each other. This creates a scenario where the police act as a messenger 
between the two, which ultimately receive the same information. For much of the project’s 
duration, information was exchanged in an analog form. This required practitioners to 
agree on when to meet, and to physically deliver documents. A police employee later 
suggested switching to digital information sharing, using personal codes assigned to clients 
within the project. This would enable direct contact between agencies in a faster and more 
flexible way. As the time gone between the incident and the response was viewed as a 
crucial aspect when dealing with IPV cases, digital contact could potentially have positive 
effects. This proposal, it turns out, was permissible, as it does not reveal any personal 
information about the client. This was not the original intention with the project, but 
it became a positive side effect. Although not part of the project’s original design, this 
proposal was legally permissible, as it did not involve disclosing personal data, and it 
emerged as an unintended but valuable outcome.

Despite extensive preparatory work, confidentiality issues have repeatedly arisen during 
meetings and have arguably been one of the most impactful aspects of the implementation 
process. These issues can be relatively minor, such as how the project group members 
are allowed to talk about the cases depending on who is present in the room. However, 
confidentiality issues may also become an obstacle when it comes to circumstances that 
are central to the strategy of the SRFV. For instance, information about whether or not 
a client has received and accepted support measures is crucial to authorities that are 
expected to follow up on the individual in question. Nevertheless, the question of whether 
one could share such information did not arise until a fairly late stage of the project 
implementation. This is particularly problematic given that a central aspect of the strategy 
is to communicate—and recommunicate—with the perpetrator.

A great deal is happening in the crime policy area regarding these issues. It is possible 
that the confidentiality legislation’s form might change, although the outcome remains 
uncertain, as does its potential impact on the project’s legal and operational framework. 
In either case, the project takes place in the context of a legal culture, and the notion that 
paying close attention to the legal framework is essential when implementing a new crime 
prevention program (Bayley, 2006) appears equally relevant to this project.
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5.2.2 Cultural aspects and reaching a “shared understanding”
Most participants expressed a positive attitude going into the project. In fact, the project 
was commonly viewed as inherently positive. This was rooted in a shared view that 
intimate partner violence is often not given priority, especially by the police, and is not 
taken as seriously as issues like gang violence, despite its often severe consequences. As 
Daniel, a crime investigator in the domestic violence unit, expressed in an interview: “We 
are a category that is far down the food chain. Even if it is a very serious crime, it can still 
go far down the food chain, unfortunately.”

On the same note, a member of the steering group compared the mentality toward IPV 
with the mentality toward other crimes:

We asked ourselves the question: Would it be possible to work with reconnaissance missions 
when it comes to serious violations of women’s privacy? Or a serious rape or whatever, 
something that seems to happen repeatedly. “No, we can’t sit and look in on families”. But 
we kind of do that when it comes to drugs, so what’s the difference? But there is something 
psychological that stops it, that we cannot intervene in a family when domestic violence is 
committed, so to speak, but we can do it with drugs. I think it’s mental and cultural barriers, 
where intimacy and privacy create that for us.

The project, it is believed, can elevate the status of working with IPV within law 
enforcement. Early signs of this was expressed by one of the project leaders, who hoped 
that the project could spark an interest in working at the IPV unit:

If we do it right, it will be more interesting to work with domestic violence. We can offer 
something new and fresh […] when we start talking about an operational group that has 
the ability to do more than just investigations… Then it is clear and obvious that it becomes 
more interesting for those who are police officers. Maybe they won’t care about applying to 
patrol, but you stay, because here you get opportunities to do police work to the full anyway.

This quote expresses not only a desire to enhance the status of IPV work but also a vision 
for how that might be achieved. The suggestion is that by developing a more operational 
and proactive approach—moving beyond standard investigations—IPV work might come 
to be seen as more attractive within the police organization. Interestingly, this framing 
does not challenge existing ideas of what constitutes “real police work.” Rather, it seems to 
reflect an attempt to reshape IPV work so that it fits within current occupational ideals, 
often associated with action, autonomy, and enforcement.

The same observation was made in an evaluation of how the Swedish police work with 
violence risk assessment, primarily in cases of IPV (Mellgren et al., 2012). Interviewed 
police officers expressed that it was difficult to get recognition for working with “soft 
issues,” questions relating to crime victims and how victim-centered work was not central 
to policing. Police culture has historically been shaped by a pressure to appear “efficient” 
(Reiner, 2010), which often leads to a focus on immediate, tangible outcomes—such 
as making arrests or responding to emergencies—rather than on tasks viewed as more 
administrative or preventive.

At times, this cultural tendency became a point of friction during group meetings. 
Police representatives wanted to achieve clear, concrete results, whereas representatives 
from other agencies appeared more comfortable engaging in lengthy discussions that did 
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not necessarily lead to definitive and practical conclusions. Perhaps, this difference in 
need to appear efficient may also have influenced participants’ readiness to “scale up” the 
project. While the police favored a faster pace of implementation, social services expressed 
concerns about the potential impact on their workload. In part, this may have practical 
reasons, as social services handle cases involving not only victims and perpetrators, but 
also children. However, since none of the actors knew at the time how resource-intensive 
an SRFV case would be compared to handling cases through traditional methods, the 
various approaches clearly reflect a culturally conditioned difference in mindset.

Cultural aspects can also result in the undervaluation of work that requires patience, 
long-term planning, or collaboration with external agencies, which is often necessary 
when addressing IPV. Therefore, in the context of SRFV, it’s important to rethink 
what constitutes “real police work.” Building trust with crime victims, enhancing 
communication strategies to encourage offenders to seek help, and gaining a deeper 
understanding of the situation, beyond the scope of an investigation, are all critical for 
helping other agencies prioritize cases and tailor interventions. These efforts are essential 
in addressing IPV and are vital for the success of the project.

While the police have already taken some strides in this direction, it is not yet the norm. 
And cultural norms can have real-world consequences. As the project moved into its 
operational phase, a major challenge within the police organization has been motivating 
officers to perform tasks outlined in the strategy, such as delivering the SRFV message 
on-site. This is a difficult issue to address, given the significant discretionary power police 
officers have, especially further down in the organization (Wilson, 1968). However, this 
challenge also highlights a potential shift in police culture. The tasks central to the project, 
such as engaging directly with perpetrators, do not fit neatly within traditional notions of 
“real police work,” which have historically emphasized action, visibility, and enforcement. 
Although the project was not explicitly designed to challenge police culture, the difficulties 
in motivating officers to engage with these tasks reveal a potential need to reframe how 
IPV-related work is perceived. Reframing this work could help position IPV efforts as 
integral to policing, expanding the notion of “real police work” to include prevention and 
community engagement. This shift would align with the evolving role of policing, where 
addressing complex social issues like IPV is increasingly seen as a core responsibility.

The cultural aspects that organizations bring into the project, and how those aspects 
influence its various stages, were not as prominent in the other agencies as they were 
within the police. For the social services, the project interventions appear to align rather 
well with existing views and practices and is thus viewed as “real social work.” Although 
the social services have been assigned some new tasks through the project, such as 
proactively contacting clients at the C-level, the measures implemented are largely seen as 
similar to those previously taken—the significant difference lies in the coordination with 
other agencies. Regarding what SRFV adds to existing work routines for the social services 
specifically, a social services representative explained it this way during an interview:

It is the coordinated dance, or what should I call it [….] Each party has done what they are 
supposed to, but it has not been the case that we [the agencies] have been coordinated with 
the one being victimized, with the one exposing someone [to violence]. So it feels like there 
is a big difference in how quickly we can work together.
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[…] previously, it [social service work] wasn’t linked to the police investigation and when 
they see [IPV-related] things. So, I think it makes a big difference if we can work this closely 
together at the same time. Before, we were running around after each other, in a way.

The quotes illustrate how the new enhanced inter-agency collaboration is what is perceived 
as the “new element” introduced by the project. As such, collaboration is almost perceived 
as a solution in itself, a view that was commonly held. This perception stems from the 
recognition that IPV is a complex issue, requiring a multidimensional approach. In more 
concrete terms, there was a perceived need to address both the suspect and the victim 
simultaneously, which aligned well with the responsibilities of the different agencies.

However, the varying aims, languages, procedures, cultures, and perceptions of power 
among different actors often make collaboration challenging (Huxham, 1996). If the 
project did not introduce new tasks that challenged the authorities’ self-image within the 
other two agencies to the same extent as it did for the police, cultural aspects could emerge 
within the collaboration itself. This was evident in how representatives from different 
agencies perceived IPV and its perpetrators, and how these perceptions influenced their 
communication about the issue. As John from the probation service noted:

[…] in the beginning, before I understood the police officers who are in the group … [I 
reacted to] how they spread the message to patrols. Of course, you have to have a certain 
language so that they [patrols] are also on track … but it sounded a bit harsh. That, “now 
we are going out on their hunting grounds, these perpetrators.” […] And when they say 
certain things, use a certain language, of course I get ideas like, how do they really see this 
target group? And how will those on patrol view the target group? Because that’s the whole 
thing, the whole thing [working with IPV perpetrators] is based on the approach [toward 
the target group].

This illustrates a difference in mentalities between agencies, which may not be surprising 
given their different missions. A general difference is that the probation service is 
based more on communication and treatment, while the police’s starting point is more 
about enforcing the law. Similarly, discussions emerged during the meetings about the 
differences between the police and social services. During one meeting the social services 
were described—both by themselves and by the police—as more subjective and perhaps 
emotionally driven in their approach when handling IPV cases. In contrast, the police 
were portrayed as more objective and focused primarily on enforcing the law. These 
distinctions, while reflecting a common view of each agency’s role, may oversimplify 
the complexities of their work. In practice, police work involves much more than 
enforcement, as it requires communication and building trust and legitimacy, especially 
when addressing sensitive issues like IPV.

Despite these differences, the project seems to have fostered a “shared perspective”, 
or at least an enhanced understanding of each other’s work, responsibilities and limits. 
In this sense, the SRFV project provided a platform for conversations that might 
not have taken place otherwise. Despite differing views, there seemed to be a shared 
understanding in the group that reducing violence now takes precedence over making 
arrests. Although, how this shared understanding translates into better crime prevention 
has yet to be demonstrated, as it depends on its translation into concrete interventions. 
Neither does a shared perspective mean that all disagreements or challenges have been 
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resolved. Instead, it reflects a better understanding of how collaboration can bridge gaps 
between different professional approaches. For instance, the police seem to have gained 
a better understanding of the legal constraints faced by the social services, as well as the 
rehabilitative role played by both the social services and the probation services. Conversely, 
other agencies have developed a clearer understanding of what type of information is most 
useful to the police.

5.2.3 Theoretical and practical challenges
Ideally, crime prevention initiatives are grounded in solid theoretical foundations and 
empirical evidence which, on average, should increase the likelihood of achieving the 
desired outcome (Lab, 2023). For practitioners, however, the underlying theory of an 
intervention may feel distant. For them, implementing a new project is more about 
how it will impact their day-to-day work in practical terms—managing workload, taking 
on new responsibilities, adapting to new systems, and navigating the complexities of 
sharing information with legal uncertainties. This is evident in the group meeting 
discussions, where the agenda often includes various practical problems, such as finding 
time to schedule meetings for information sharing between the agencies or transferring 
information in order to categorize offenders.

A core component of the strategy, custom notifications, is theoretically interesting 
as it is based on the idea that face-to-face interactions can disrupt the isolated context 
in which violence occurs, potentially reducing a perpetrator’s likelihood of reoffending. 
However, regardless of whether this theory holds true, and if so, how those meetings 
should be conducted to achieve that effect, it was not subject to comprehensive discussion. 
Instead, a more practical challenge was central: it was difficult to get in contact with the 
perpetrators. This raised the question of how much time and effort practitioners should 
put into reaching out to the individual. Such aspects of translating a theoretical concept 
into concrete actions highlight that access to resources can influence the implementation 
process. These aspects may impact the extent to which interventions are carried out as 
intended.

On a similar note of having a theoretical model to govern practical work, a recurring 
discussion was related to having the categorization model as a basis for prioritization 
of cases. When working with a model, the need to balance between actuarial methods—
making assessments based on statistical data—and practitioners’ experience, judgment, 
and tacit knowledge is unavoidable. During meetings, concerns were raised that the 
categorization (A–D) was too rigid, failing to account for the diverse needs in each case. 
The complex reality of working with IPV offenders cannot be “reduced to ones and zeros,” 
as one project group member framed it during a meeting. Although categorization is a key 
part of the strategy with an intent of directing resources, practitioners seemingly felt that 
it limited their discretion in a negative way. Discussions began around how individuals 
should actually be categorized. One suggestion that came up during meetings was that the 
criteria in the model could work as an initial categorization, which can then be updated by 
a practitioner. Naturally, this leaves the function of the first categorization in an uncertain 
spot. Another suggested approach was to find subcategories within the model categories. 
Certain cases labeled as category A that by practitioners were perceived to be more urgent
—referred to as “A+”—while other A-clients were not seen as equally urgent. Similarly, it 
was stated during a meeting that “Sure, this client is categorized at the B-level, but they’re 
a problematic case, so of course we’ll prioritize them.” This suggests that the current way 
of classifying offenders may not fully capture how practitioners assess the urgency of a case 
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in practice. One possible approach could be to reclassify less urgent A-cases to category 
B, prompting a revision of the model and the criteria for assigning categories. Yet, instead 
of seeking to adjust the model, practitioners tended to find ways to retain their discretion 
within the existing framework.

Determining whether SRFV is implemented as intended requires understanding how 
much flexibility is built into the strategy. This is particularly complex because SRFV 
is based on focused deterrence, which relies on guiding principles rather than fixed 
procedures. A core principle is the classification of offenders and the delivery of tailored 
responses. However, while classification is central, the specific methods for identifying 
categories and designing responses are left open to local adaptation. This built-in flexibility 
makes it challenging to define and measure program fidelity, because the strategy is meant 
to vary depending on local conditions, crime patterns, and available resources. In the case 
of SRFV, the suggested approach when classifying offenders was to use the categorization 
as a starting point, but to allow reconsideration following a professional evaluation. If 
deemed necessary, this could then lead to an updated categorization, which would be 
registered as a “deviation” from the formal model. So far, registered deviations from the 
categorization have remained relatively few, but it is still early in the process and this 
discussion highlights a lack of clarity in the balance between tacit knowledge and actuarial 
methods in guiding resource allocation.

6. Summary and conclusions
The SRFV project is a problem-oriented initiative based on inter-agency collaboration, 
with the police at its center. Unlike traditional policing, which is largely reactive and 
incident-driven—focused on responding to crimes, conducting investigations, and making 
arrests (Lum & Koper, 2017)—SRFV emphasizes proactive, problem-solving approaches 
that rely on analysis and tailored interventions. This shift requires changes not only in 
operational structures but also in the mindset of practitioners. SRFV emphasizes proactive, 
problem-solving approaches that rely on analysis and tailored interventions. Achieving this 
requires changes not only in operational structures but also in practitioners’ mindsets. 
As Petras et al. (2021) describe, a “culture of prevention” means prioritizing strategies 
that seek to anticipate and interrupt harm before it escalates, rather than focusing solely 
on punitive responses after violence has occurred. In the context of SRFV, this culture 
involves shifting attention from merely prosecuting offenses to identifying patterns of 
risk and intervening strategically. Yet the notion of prevention in policing is complex. 
While SRFV is a crime prevention initiative, it does not engage in primary prevention—
that is, preventing intimate partner violence before it begins—but instead focuses on 
secondary and tertiary prevention by intervening in ongoing patterns of violence among 
known offenders. Although the broader aim is to change offenders’ future behavior, many 
key components of SRFV—such as warning letters, custom notifications, and focused 
investigations—necessarily respond to crimes that have already occurred. Rather than 
viewing this as a problematic blurring of prevention and reaction, it may be more accurate 
to recognize that effective prevention often relies on timely and targeted reactions to 
known risks. In this sense, reactive interventions are not inherently negative; they can 
be instrumental in preventing further harm. Therefore, the mindset shift embodied in 
SRFV may not lie purely in moving from reaction to prevention but in reframing the core 
question from “How do we prosecute the suspect?” to “How do we stop the violence?” 
This reframing not only aligns with the preventive aspirations of the project but may also 
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encourage more victims to seek help, knowing the focus is on ending violence rather than 
solely on punishment.

The ability to shift mindsets within SRFV is likely shaped by the broader context 
in which the project operates. While “context” can be defined in many ways, our aim 
is not to engage in a conceptual discussion here. Rather, we highlight that contextual 
factors are not just a backdrop to implementation—they actively influence how the project 
develops in practice. As Pfadenhauer et al. (2016) argue, contextual factors actively shape 
implementation by either facilitating or constraining it, making them an integral part 
of the process rather than a passive setting. Factors such as legal frameworks, agency 
structures, organizational cultures, and local conditions, e.g., crime patterns or project 
funding, may all influence practitioners’ openness to adopting new approaches.

The Malmö context appears particularly favorable for implementing SRFV, both 
in terms of timing and setting. Increased national attention to IPV, gender-based 
violence, and discrimination has created momentum for researchers, policymakers, and 
practitioners to introduce innovative responses to IPV (Alsina et al., 2024). This aligns 
with the Swedish Police Authority’s strategic plan for 2025–2027,, which prioritizes 
domestic violence (polisen.se). Locally, Malmö’s prior experience with Sluta Skjut—
the Swedish adaptation of Group Violence Intervention targeting gun violence—has 
influenced the development of SRFV in several ways. SRFV grew out of the GVI initiative, 
and the collaborative structures built during GVI provided a foundation for cross-agency 
coordination. Members of the SRFV group have also consulted with GVI representatives 
on issues such as adapting focused deterrence principles, managing confidentiality, and 
gathering information for custom notifications. At an individual level, familiarity with 
Sluta Skjut appears to have fostered openness toward new methods and strengthened the 
belief that initiatives like SRFV are worth pursuing. Preliminary results from the SRFV 
implementation process are promising. The adaptation of the American strategy to the 
Swedish context shows progress in adjusting legal frameworks for information sharing, 
fostering inter-agency collaboration, and translating theory into practice. However, 
significant challenges remain.

First, information sharing, a central component of the strategy, has seen improvements 
but continues to face legal and practical hurdles. Second, implementing inter-agency 
strategies to reduce IPV is particularly challenging due to organizational culture. 
Interviews with police personnel revealed concerns about the low status of IPV within 
law enforcement, which may impact how the project is received and implemented. 
Finally, the tension between theoretical frameworks and practical realities poses another 
challenge. While the categorization model offers a clear framework for prioritizing cases, 
practitioners have emphasized the need for flexibility to address case-specific nuances. 
How the formal strategy is balanced with necessary adaptations remains a key issue for 
evaluating the process, but also to understand program fidelity as such.

In conclusion, the SRFV project shows strong potential to address IPV in Malmö, 
offering a structured and collaborative approach aligned with both theoretical principles 
and practical needs. Early findings suggest that it improves inter-agency coordination 
and can provide a proactive response to IPV cases. By adapting focused deterrence 
principles to the Swedish context, SRFV could disrupt cycles of violence, improve 
victim safety, and address systemic challenges in IPV prevention. However, barriers 
such as legal uncertainties, cultural resistance within law enforcement, and the challenge 
of balancing flexibility with program fidelity must be addressed. Targeted efforts and 
ongoing evaluation to overcome these obstacles will be critical to the program’s long-term 
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success. If proven effective in reducing violence, SRFV could become a model for wider 
implementation, promoting a more cohesive response to IPV throughout Sweden.
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