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Transforming gun violence through group intervention: the 
Swedish experience of implementing focused deterrence
Anna-Karin Ivert a and Caroline Mellgren b

aDepartment of Criminology, Malmö University, Malmö, Sweden; bDepartment of Police Work, Malmö University, 
Malmö, Sweden

ABSTRACT  
This study evaluates the process of implementation and the impact of a 
focused deterrence-based strategy on group member-involved gun 
violence in Malmö, Sweden. This is the first attempt to implement and 
evaluate a focused deterrence-based strategy to combat gun violence in 
a Swedish as well as a Nordic setting. The study presents an overview of 
the entire project, aiming to describe both the implementation and its 
impact, while also identifying specific areas for further investigation in 
more specialised studies. The planning of what would later be called 
Ceasefire Malmö began in 2017 after an upsurge of gun violence that 
peaked in 2016–2017. We followed the process of planning and 
implementation until December 2022. The process evaluation finds that it 
was possible to implement the strategy in a Swedish setting, but also 
identifies challenges that need to be addressed in future 
implementations. The results further show that, in line with much of 
previous, mainly American, implementation studies, gun violence 
decreased following implementation. Results from this evaluation are, 
however, not fully conclusive and should be interpreted with some care. 
The evidence base for interventions to counteract group-related violence 
is limited and without more knowledge authorities risk implementing 
strategies with no proven effect, risking lives and wasting resources. As 
such, this evaluation makes a valuable contribution to policy makers, 
providing them with guidance on how to implement focused deterrence- 
based strategies in a European context and the effect of such strategies.
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Introduction

Beginning in 2011, Malmö, Sweden’s third-largest city, began experiencing an upsurge in gun vio
lence, which peaked in 2016–2017 with 65 shootings, resulting in 40 individuals killed or injured 
(Khoshnood and Gerell 2019). In response, representatives of the police and the city of Malmö 
turned to focused deterrence as a promising strategy. This led to the first implementation in 
Sweden of a focused deterrence-based strategy to combat the growing problem of gun-related vio
lence, called Ceasefire Malmö (in Swedish: Sluta Skjut).

Focused deterrence strategies have been applied in the US to reduce gun violence since the mid- 
nineties when the first was implemented as part of Boston Operation Ceasefire (Braga and Kennedy 
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2021). In recent years these strategies have also been implemented in several European countries, 
including Scotland, England (Williams et al. 2014, Davies et al. 2016) and Sweden (Ivert and Mellgren 
2023). Focused deterrence strategies, also called ‘pulling levers policing’, in essence target the most 
violent individuals and groups in society. Law enforcement, in collaboration with key community 
members – often referred to as ‘the moral voice’ – deliver a clear message: violence must stop or 
it will be met with swift and certain consequences. At the same time, the message includes an 
offer of help and social support. Several initiatives have evolved from the foundational work of 
Boston Ceasefire. While some closely follow the original model, others represent more loosely 
adapted versions. Ceasefire Malmö was developed in close collaboration with the National 
Network for Safe Communities (NNSC), the strategy developer, ensuring adherence to core com
ponents while allowing for contextual adjustments specific to Malmö.

Focused deterrence-based strategies have been successfully implemented in the US (Braga and 
Weisburd 2012, Braga et al. 2018, Mellgren et al. 2024). There is, however, less empirical support 
for its success in European settings, leaving the question of transferability from one national 
context to another partly unanswered.

In this paper, we first outline previous evaluations of focused deterrence with a focus on models 
that closely align with the Group Violence Intervention (GVI) strategy originating from Boston 
Ceasefire. Next, we present the results from an evaluation of the process of implementation and 
the effects of Ceasefire Malmö on the city´s gun violence problem, covering the period from 2018 
to 2022, making an important contribution to the limited knowledge on how focused deterrence 
works in a European context.

Prior literature

Focused deterrence strategies, developed from general deterrence theory (Becker 1968), have been 
implemented to tackle different crime problems, including drug markets, violent offenders, intimate 
partner violence and group-related violence, under many different names, often reflecting the city in 
which it is applied. While general deterrence aims to prevent crime by increasing the perceived cost 
of offending for the general public, focused deterrence targets specific high-risk individuals with tai
lored sanctions and social support to change behaviour.

The most well-known and most often implemented is GVI (Braga et al. 2001), focusing on the most 
serious violence in a community committed by individuals who can be linked to criminal groups 
(Kennedy 2009). Focused deterrence has been adapted and implemented in about 80 cities, primar
ily in the US but also in European cities such as London, UK (Davies et al. 2016), Glasgow, UK (Williams 
et al. 2014), the West Midlands, UK (Denley 2023), Malmö, Sweden (Ivert and Mellgren 2023) and non- 
European cities such as Pelotas, Brazil (Degli Esposti et al. 2023).

A central finding in relation to gun violence, and a central point of departure for GVI, is that a large 
proportion of shootings is generated by a small proportion of individuals involved in criminal groups, 
and that several actors, such as the criminal justice system, civil society (organisations and individuals), 
and social services, must team up in order to tackle violence in society (Kennedy 1998, 2009, Kennedy et 
al. 2017). Essential for the multi-agency collaboration is that all actors involved must agree that previous 
methods have not worked and that a new strategy is needed. The criminal justice system, social services 
and civil society, representing ‘the moral voice’ of the community, together send a clear message to the 
most violent groups that acts of violence will not be tolerated, that violence will be met with swift and 
certain consequences, but also a message that help and social support are available for those who wish 
to receive them. The message is mainly communicated in two ways: in call-in meetings that gather 
representatives from criminal groups in the city, and directly through custom notifications (CNs) 
where offenders are approached individually. A key mechanism is to target entire groups associated 
with violence rather than just individuals. This approach leverages peer pressure to align group behav
iour with the strategy and societal norms against violence. The focus on groups and networks sets 
focused deterrence-based strategies apart from other general or specific deterrence-based strategies 
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(NNSC 2016, Braga and Kennedy 2021). Involved actors use focused deterrence mechanisms by 
directing all resources at the next group that commits serious violence, and the most violent group. 
At the same time, the focused deterrence strategy entails an increase in, e.g. social resources allocated 
to all identified group members, not only those belonging to the currently most violent group.

Focused deterrence usually follows a number of clearly defined steps (NNSC 2016, Kennedy et al. 
2019). Initially, the city needs to assemble key actors (often police, social services, prison and proba
tion services and community members) to commit to implementing the strategy and providing 
necessary resources. Next, a project leader and an interagency working group are appointed. This 
group coordinates the actions taken for implementation. Simultaneously, a problem analysis is 
carried out to map the patterns of violence in the community and identify group members. This 
analysis forms the foundation for continued implementation. Next, collaborating actors begin to 
communicate the message, offer social support and, if necessary (if the violence does not stop), 
implement sanctions towards the most violent group(s). An important aspect of all communication 
is that it should aim to build legitimacy and be performed with respect in a procedurally just manner.

When Operation Ceasefire was first implemented in Boston, it was associated with reductions in 
shootings and homicides (Braga et al. 2001, Kennedy et al. 2001). Similar positive outcomes were 
observed in other cities that implemented the strategy (Kennedy and Braga 1998, McGarrell et al. 
2006, Papachristos et al. 2007, Braga et al. 2008). Systematic reviews and meta-analyses have summar
ised decades of research findings, showing that strategies based on focused deterrence usually lead to 
significant reductions in violence and that this type of strategy should be included in efforts against 
serious violence (Braga and Weisburd 2012, Braga et al. 2018). A systematic review and meta-analysis 
of psychosocial interventions against gang violence and gang involvement among youths found that 
focused deterrence-based strategies can lead to a 26% reduction in gun violence (Mellgren et al. 2024).

Evaluations of focused deterrence strategies have measured citywide effects on violence (e.g. 
Engel et al. 2013, Sierra-Arevalo et al. 2017, Tallon 2019) as well as effects on groups and individual 
gang members (e.g. Moyer 2023b, Braga et al. 2024), depending on the implementation, city layout, 
local problem analysis and available data. There are also a few studies applying a randomised con
trolled trial (RCT) design measuring, e.g. individual arrests after receiving a focused deterrence notifi
cation (Hamilton et al. 2018).

Several concerns have been raised, however, regarding the evidence base for focused deterrence 
strategies. Firstly, research on focused deterrence has mainly used a ‘black-box approach’ and not 
evaluated which mechanisms initiate the reduction in violence (Braga et al. 2018).

A second shortcoming regards the often unclear descriptions of the implementation and appli
cation of the different components of the strategies. If it is not possible to follow the process of 
implementation of the different components in more detail, it is difficult to relate effects to the strat
egy (Braga and Kennedy 2021). About one third of the studies included in the latest systematic 
review by Braga and colleagues (2018) suffered from implementation problems, ranging from a 
lack of continual problem analysis and not being able to enforce action to organisational and collab
oration problems. To determine the effect of the strategy, evaluations need to consider both process 
and effect (Braga and Kennedy 2021).

Thirdly, most studies have been in American contexts, leaving the question of transferability 
between national contexts partly unanswered. Results from European adaptations of the focused 
deterrence principles are mixed. The Glasgow´s Community Initiative to Reduce Violence (CIRV), 
initiated in 2008, has been recognised as successful in reducing violence and improving public 
health (Williams et al. 2014). CIRV was modelled on the GVI strategy and findings show some positive 
effects, with a reduction in weapon possession (Williams et al. 2014). Project Shield in London, on the 
other hand, was not deemed a success due to challenges in implementing the core components of 
GVI (Davies et al. 2016, Densley and Jones 2016).

In summary, the collected evidence lends support to the effect of focused deterrence-based strat
egies on reducing group-related crime, but some questions regarding implementation, active mech
anisms and transferability remain somewhat unanswered.
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The current study

The current study addresses a part of the existing gap in research by investigating the implemen
tation process and impact on shootings in Malmö, Sweden. The study presents an overview of 
the entire project, simultaneously identifying specific issues for further investigation in more special
ised studies.

In 2017, Ceasefire Malmö was initiated by the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brå) 
and the Malmö Police Department, and an agreement was signed where the police, municipality and 
prison and probation services agreed to collaborate within the framework of focused deterrence. The 
current study reports on findings from the combined evaluation of the process of implementation 
and the effect, previously partly reported in Ivert et al. (2020), Ivert and Mellgren (2021) and Ivert 
and Mellgren (2023).

The aim of the evaluation was to: 

(1) Assess to what extent the strategy could be practically implemented in accordance with the 
focused deterrence framework.

(2) Identifying hindering and enabling factors for implementation in a Swedish context. And against 
this background, to:

(3) Assess the impact of the strategy by examining the level and development of shootings in 
Malmö before and after the implementation, in relation to other cities where the strategy has 
not been implemented and considering potential confounding factors.

Based on this evaluation recommendations for research and policy are made.

The setting: Malmö

Despite the modest population of approximately 10.5 million, Sweden has a disproportionate gun 
violence problem, with 2022 being a record-breaking year, with 62 gun-related deaths (Swedish 
Police 2025). A recent report concluded that Sweden is one of the most affected countries in the 
EU (Hradilova Selin 2021, see also Hradilova Selin et al. 2024). Even though gun violence has 
increased over the past 20 years (Sturup et al. 2019), it now seems to have reached a new level, sig
nificantly impacting society and raising public concern. The largest cities in Sweden (Stockholm, 
Gothenburg and Malmö) dominate the shooting statistics, but shootings also occur more often in 
smaller towns and communities (Brå 2020, 2025). Recent years have seen an increase in third 
party victims, gaining massive media attention and causing concern among the public, responsible 
authorities and government. This violence has led to more punitive criminal policies, including 
enhanced sentences, reduced penalty discount for young offenders, extended police powers and 
the implementation of special security zones where the police can stop and search people 
without a probable cause (Government office of Sweden 2025).

The setting for Ceasefire Malmö is the city and municipality of Malmö, the third largest city in 
Sweden. When Ceasefire Malmö was initiated in 2018 Malmö had almost 320,000 inhabitants. 
About one third of the population was born abroad, almost half of the residents are under 35 
years old and one-fifth under 18. The employment rate in Malmö was about 67%, lower than 
the national average (78%). The median annual income was below the national average, while 
the proportion of the population with at least three years of post-secondary education was 
slightly above the national average (Malmö stad 2025). Malmö is a dense city, without any true 
suburbs and proximity between disadvantaged and more affluent neighbourhoods. It is posi
tioned at the southwestern tip of the Öresund Strait, which connects it to the Danish capital, 
Copenhagen, via the Öresund Bridge. In Malmö – and also nationally – shootings are nine 
times more frequent in areas characterised as socioeconomically disadvantaged compared to 
other areas (Gerell et al. 2021).
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Material and methods

A combined process and impact evaluation was conducted, combining interviews, observations, 
documents describing the implementation, documentation of delivery of core components and stat
istics on shootings, resulting in a rigorous set of data.

Process evaluation

The focus of the process evaluation was to assess the adaptation of the US model to Malmö and to 
Sweden and to assess organisation and multi-agency collaboration, the extent to which core com
ponents and planned activities were carried out, in what dose and the reach of the strategy. The 
process evaluation builds on interviews with professionals involved in Ceasefire Malmö, participant 
observations at call-in rehearsal and project meetings, project documents and follow up of delivered 
core components. The data was collected in two phases. The first phase covered the initial pilot 
implementation and was conducted between February 2019 and June 2020. The second phase 
was undertaken during the spring of 2023 after the strategy had transformed from a pilot project 
to being a part of regular everyday work.

Interviews
In total 42 interviews with 35 individuals were conducted by the authors, 32 during the first phase 
and 10 in the second, following up on how the strategy developed over time. Interviews were con
ducted with representatives from the steering group (8), project managers from the police (2) and 
social services (1), coordinators from the police (4), social services (1) and prison and probation ser
vices (3), legal experts (4) and communicators (1) from the collaborating authorities, analysts and 
intelligence officers from the police (2), front line police officers (2), a prosecutor (1), probation 
officers (4), the strategic advisor from NNSC (1) and representatives from the Swedish National 
Council for Crime Prevention (1). Some of the informants were only interviewed once, while 
others, like project managers and coordinators, were interviewed on several occasions following 
the development of implementation and especially in relation to a special police operation (Oper
ation Rimfrost) that was launched during the evaluation period and potentially affected the 
implementation.

Interviews were based on an interview guide with main themes following the different stages of 
implementation: planning, preparing and mobilising; identifying violent groups and individuals; 
implementing core components; and collaboration. Interviews were mainly held face-to-face, and 
on occasion digitally. All were recorded and manually transcribed. Duration was approximately 
60–90 min each.

Observations
The first phase of data collection included participation in and observation of steering group meet
ings, working group meetings, supervision sessions with NNSC and a call-in rehearsal. The purpose of 
the observations was to get an overview of how the practical and strategic work with Ceasefire 
Malmö was conducted and how this relates to the original GVI strategy. No observation schedule 
was used; instead, notes were taken on what was discussed. These notes were then compiled and 
used as a supplement to the meeting notes to get a deeper understanding of certain discussions.

Documents
The documentation primarily includes meeting notes from various groups, project directives and the 
documentation related to different initiatives. Meeting notes were reviewed to follow the project’s 
development and gain knowledge about the topics and issues discussed, as well as how and when 
decisions were made. Meeting notes from steering group meetings, working group meetings, and 
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coordination meetings have been summarised, and the content has been categorised to track which 
topics and issues were discussed over time.

Measuring activities
Quantitative data on different activities and enforcement actions were collected, including infor
mation on call-ins, CNs, periods of increased focus on the most violent groups and which law enfor
cement sanctions the police and the prison and probation services used during increased strategic 
focus on a particular group. Data were collected by the police, prison and probation services and 
social services.

Impact evaluation

The strategy was implemented in the whole city, and the focus of the impact evaluation was hence 
on city-wide effects on shootings rather than on specific areas, individuals or groups. The outcome 
was police-reported shootings in Malmö from January 2017 to December 2022. January 2017 was 
used as a starting point because the police started compiling shootings in a systematic manner at 
the national level at the end of 2016. Earlier data on shootings suffer several quality issues, including 
inconsistencies in reporting, registration and classification.

Data on shootings
The data was retrieved from the Regional Intelligence Unit of Police Region South and 
included events classified as shootings according to the national definition of the Swedish Police 
authority.1

Data was organised to display the number of incidents2 per month, resulting in a 72-month time 
series. The last 50 months (November 2018 to December 2022) represent the period following the 
first call-in conducted in October 2018. Using the first call-in as the breakpoint between before 
and after is in line with previous evaluations of focused deterrence (Sierra-Arevalo et al. 2017).

Data contains information on whether the event can be associated with any of the violent groups 
that were identified within Ceasefire Malmö, i.e. incidents where the police have information indicat
ing that it is a group member involved (GMI) shooting, and whether someone was killed or injured in 
the specific event.

To place the shooting trend in Malmö into context, we also examine the trend in the two largest 
cities in Sweden: (1) Stockholm and (2) Gothenburg. As shown in Table 1, both are much larger than 
Malmö, in terms of both land area and population. Gothenburg and Stockholm had higher average 
income levels and employment rates in 2018. In contrast, Malmö had a higher share of foreign-born 

Table 1. Differences between Malmö and comparison cities in relation to key metrics. All figures refer to 2018 if not otherwise 
indicated.

Malmö Stockholm Gothenburg

Land area (km2)* 80.67 435.08 271.55
Population* 339 313 962 154 571 868
Mean income level (SEK)* 279 500 367 900 311 100
Employment rate age 15–74* 64% 73% 69%
Share foreign born* 34% 25% 27%
Average age* 38 39 39
Overall crime rate per 100,000 residents** 15 912 21 802 14 684
Violent crime per 100,000 residents** 1168 1129 946
Shootings per 100,000 residents 13.85 10.91 7.69
Total number of shootings 47 105 44

*Data from statistics Sweden (https://www.statistikdatabasen.scb.se/pxweb/sv/ssd/) **Data from Brå (https://statistik.bra.se/ 
solwebb/action/index). Overall crime rate refers to all crimes that were reported to the police. Violent crime refers to all 
violent crimes that were reported to the police, this includes murder, manslaughter, assault, gross assault, causing the 
death of another, occasioning danger to another.
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residents. The overall crime rate per 100,000 residents was higher in Stockholm than in Malmö and 
Gothenburg. However, when it comes to violent crime, including shootings, Malmö exceeded both 
Stockholm and Gothenburg. From 2018 to 2022, different interventions to reduce shootings were 
conducted in both Stockholm and Gothenburg, however, focused deterrence strategies were not 
implemented until 2023.

For comparisons with Stockholm and Gothenburg, data from national police statistics on shoot
ings were used, following the same definition as for shootings in Malmö.

Analyses
The quantitative analysis was primarily based on the total number of shootings regardless of the 
outcome. In some cases, GMI shootings are reported separately, as well as shootings resulting in 
injury or fatality.

Initially, a time series showing the monthly distribution of shootings is presented. A t-test was 
used to compare the monthly average of shootings before and after the implementation, both for 
the entire post-period and for each year individually against the pre-period. We also present the 
change in the proportion of shootings resulting in injuries or fatalities after the implementation 
of Ceasefire Malmö.

We further conducted a negative binomial interrupted timeseries analysis (ITSA) to explore the 
effect of Ceasefire Malmö. This analysis enables us to account for temporal dependencies. Data 
do not show signs of autocorrelation or stationarity issues (Augmented Dickey-Fuller test, total: – 
7.689; p < .05).

Comparing the shooting trend in Malmö to other cities is complicated due to the abundance of 
confounding factors. However, to put the shooting trend in Malmö in relation to those of Stockholm 
and Gothenburg we present a descriptive comparison of the annual number of shootings over a five- 
year period. To examine if the development in Malmö differed from the development in the com
parison sites, relative effect sizes (RES) and confidence intervals (CI) were calculated (Farrington et 
al. 2007, Welsh and Farrington 2009). Values above one (1) are interpreted as a more positive devel
opment in the intervention area than in the comparison area.

An ideal design for this evaluation would have been a difference-in-difference (DiD) analysis to 
contrast the trend in Malmö to the trend in the comparison areas. However, a difference-in-differ
ence (DiD) analysis builds on the assumption of parallel trends in the intervention and comparison 
areas. Yet, a test of parallel trends showed that the preintervention trend in Stockholm as well as 
Gothenburg differed significantly (p < .05) from the Malmö preintervention trend.

Ethical approval

The project has been reviewed by the Swedish Ethical Review Authority (Dnr 2019/00750; Dnr 2020- 
05193/2021-00512; Dnr 2022-06793-01).

Results

Implementation of ceasefire Malmö

Implementation was executed in three stages: (1) plan, prepare and mobilise, (2) identify and map 
violent groups and individuals and (3) implement core components of focused deterrence (communi
cating a clear message to the individuals identified in the former phase, applying swift and certain 
consequences and offering to help those who want to leave the criminal lifestyle). Findings from the 
process evaluation will be presented following these three stages of implementation as well as the 
other themes and sub-themes that emerged from the interviews, observations and documentary 
analysis.
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Plan, prepare, mobilise
In 2017 planning and preparing for Ceasefire Malmö began by mobilising key local actors and 
getting all to agree on the common goal to end gun-related violence by committing to the strategy. 
Core participating agencies were the local police, social services and prison and probation services. 
Also participating, but in a more peripheral role, was the public prosecution authority and represen
tatives of civil society, such as different community-based groups, non-profit organisations and reli
gious communities.

Support was offered by Brå and the Swedish Police Department of National Operations (NOA). 
NNCS provided support in the initial planning phase, basic education on focused deterrence and 
instructions on mapping of violent individuals, how to plan and conduct call-ins and CNs. In addition, 
regular sessions with NNSC were held where the project organisation in Malmö could ask questions, 
raise concerns and discuss adaptations to the Swedish context. A particularly important function of 
these sessions was to help the project organisation maintain focus on the core components of the 
strategy, as they sometimes tended to drift away.

Initially, some key stakeholders expressed scepticism regarding the implementation of an 
American strategy. This hesitation was primarily based on the perception that American criminal 
groups differ significantly from their Swedish counterparts, that gun violence is substantially 
more prevalent in the US and that the higher levels of social disadvantage in the American 
context contrast with the Swedish welfare model, which provides more extensive social 
support systems.

Ceasefire Malmö was led by a project manager from the police and a deputy project manager 
from the municipality (Malmö City). Coordinators from the police, city of Malmö and prison and pro
bation services were responsible for coordinating the operational work and anchoring it in their 
respective authorities. Project managers and coordinators, along with support functions for admin
istration, communication and legal matters formed a working group responsible for planning, adapt
ing and implementing the strategy. Ceasefire Malmö also had an overarching steering group 
responsible for strategic decisions. This group ensured resource allocation and created arenas for 
collaboration between organisations when needed. Collaboration is a key function in the strategy, 
and without the right conditions and understanding of the various actors’ capabilities and limitations 
the strategy cannot be implemented.

Identify and map violent groups and individuals
The initial problem analysis confirmed that a large proportion of shootings and explosions in Malmö 
could be connected to a small number of individuals involved in criminal groups. Mapping of crim
inals involved in violence forms the cornerstone of the strategy and the analyst described it as a new 
way of thinking that differs from the traditional way of analysing criminality in the city, shifting focus 
from narcotics and individuals to groups and more general violent crime – but also a new way to 
systematically collect and analyse information on violent groups, involving a broader range of 
police officers from various parts of the organisation. This led to new groupings being identified 
and a partially new picture of the criminality in the city. In ceasefire Malmö a criminal group was 
defined as a network of individuals connected through a shared social setting and involvement in 
criminal activities together, particularly violent crime.

Identifying the most violent individuals and groups was challenging. Several interviewees 
pointed out that the criminal groups in Malmö do not (always) have a clear geographical connection 
or boundaries and move all over the city. The police’s intelligence and analysis coordinator acknowl
edged a geographical dimension but that it can be misleading to place too much emphasis on 
geography in identifying the violent groups.

Another aspect that complicated the mapping was that the same individual could have connec
tions to several different groupings. The police intelligence coordinator explained that this was due 
to Malmö being quite a small city where everyone knows everyone.
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A related challenge was mobility between the groups, and there have been shootings and other 
serious acts of violence within the same group. There were also indications that the mapped individ
uals did not self-identify with a particular group, but rather as friends who may sometimes commit 
crimes together. This could pose a challenge when enforcement is introduced against groups.

Individual data on victims and perpetrators of gun violence in Malmö are limited, but on a general 
level, Brå (2025) reports that both victims and perpetrators are dominated by males. From 2005 to 
2021, 64% of the victims and 70% of the offenders were between 16 and 29 years old.

The police identified almost 50 groups in Malmö during the study period. These are not unique 
groups but include groups that have arisen from previous groups splitting or merging, and the same 
individuals can be part of different groups over time. About half of the groups were neighbourhood 
based, almost 30% could be classified as family based and about 15% as a combination of neigh
bourhood and family based. There were no groups that could exclusively be classified as motorcycle 
groups, but a few of the neighbourhood-based groups had relations with motorcycle groups. The 
operational periods and the frequency of these groups’ activities varied significantly. Most groups 
were rather small, ranging from 5 to 25 members, with an average of 15, mostly males but also a 
few females. It should also be mentioned that the strategy for identifying and mapping violent 
groups developed over time in such a way that more individuals, further out in the periphery, 
were included in the mapping.

Between October 2018 and December 2022 almost 70% of the identified groups were linked to 
shootings in Malmö, with members involved either as suspects or victims/targets. Approximately 
50% of these groups were associated with shootings that took place in a single year, while 30% 
were linked to incidents occurring in two years. A smaller proportion of groups (20%) were con
nected to shootings across three or more years. Roughly half of these groups were connected to 
only one or two shootings, whereas a few were tied to as many as nine separate incidents.

Implement core components
The following section reports on how the core components of GVI were delivered in Ceasefire 
Malmö.

Communicating a message. In Ceasefire Malmö both call-ins and CNs were used to deliver the 
message.

Four call-ins were conducted, the first three approximately six months apart, starting in October 
2018, with the last in October 2022 following a longer break due to the COVID-19 pandemic when 
restrictions made it impossible to gather large groups of people. At each call-in approximately 10 
individuals representing different groups attended. Due to legal restrictions (common to other 
implementations), only those currently under the supervision of the prison and probation services 
could be summoned to attend a call-in. All call-ins occurred at Malmö’s football stadium, chosen 
as a neutral yet symbolically significant venue for the city. The use of the stadium was an innovative 
adaptation of GVI to the Malmö context (see Hedlund et al. [2024] for a thorough description).

Delivering the message at call-ins was representatives for the police, social services and prosecu
tion authority. The call-ins also included community moral voices. These voices included a politician, 
a mother who had lost her child and religious representatives. In Malmö it was difficult to find the 
voice of ‘redemption and aspiration3’, which was therefore excluded from some call-ins.

Planning the call-ins was described as highly time-consuming due to the involvement of numer
ous individuals and the intricate coordination of various elements, but also as an important joint 
activity that involved all actors and brought the group together. Even though the overall structure 
of the call-ins remained the same over time, adjustments were made after every call-in to refine the 
setup. This included safety issues, choice of speakers and allocation of time to different segments of 
the call-in.

Even if it is unclear to what extent the message affected the individuals’ or groups’ crime involve
ment, representatives from the social services claim they established contact with several 
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participants after the call-in. Probation officers’ impression was that clients received and understood 
the message.

CNs were typically carried out by a team comprising two police officers (one with knowledge of 
the message and another with a local connection serving as a door opener) and a social service 
worker who provided information about available assistance and support. Call-ins were not possible 
during the pandemic, prompting Ceasefire Malmö to explore alternative methods to disseminate the 
message widely. They opted to conduct CNs more intensively over a shorter period, aiming to reach 
a larger audience and achieve a similar impact as with call-ins. This approach was deemed successful 
by those involved and communicated to the public through press releases to ensure awareness that 
the strategy was still being implemented. Similar strategies were employed in Philadelphia (Moyer 
2023a), where call-ins were replaced with mobile team CNs.

From October 2018 to October 2022 approximately 170 CNs were executed. Overall, CNs were 
regarded as an effective method, partly due to the flexibility, allowing for adaptation to individual 
needs and situations. Additionally, they could be swiftly implemented in response to a (violent) inci
dent, potentially diffusing escalating conflicts. CNs also enabled communicating directly with those 
who were not under probation, and hence could not be summoned to attend call-ins. These inter
actions generally proceeded smoothly, with the messages mostly being met with recognition and 
positivity. However, some individuals exhibited scepticism.

The primary obstacle encountered with CNs was to locate certain individuals due to their irregular 
lifestyles and lack of fixed addresses. Most CNs were carried out in the home environment. In cases 
where individuals were under ongoing surveillance, CNs were occasionally conducted at the pre
mises of the probation services in collaboration with the probation inspector. Furthermore, CNs 
were also facilitated via video link for clients nearing release from prison.

Within the police, attitudes toward CNs varied. Some officers favoured traditional law enforce
ment methods over dialogue, while others recognised the potential of this approach and its compat
ibility with broader policing goals. One officer, specifically trained for CNs, argued that these tasks 
need not be seen as conflicting but rather as complementary to traditional law enforcement 
duties. The officer further noted that group members have likely not experienced a law enforcement 
official expressing genuine concern for their well-being and said that individuals opened up in sig
nificantly different ways when engaged in conversation over a cup of coffee. Simultaneously, it was 
emphasised that their affiliation with a violent group is known, and should the violence persist reper
cussions would be imposed on the group as a whole.

In 2022 significantly fewer CNs were conducted compared to previous years, partly attributable to 
organisational changes. To overcome this potential threat to programme integrity more police 
officers were trained to conduct CNs, and additional resources were allocated for overtime if 
needed, ensuring availability to swiftly reach violent groups when required.

Table 2 summarises the distribution of communication activities. In total, members from 15 
different groups attended a call-in. Two groups were represented at all four call-ins – the same 
two groups that were linked to the highest number of shootings. Members from 30 different 
groups received a CN. In total almost 70% of the identified groups either participated in a call-in 
and/or received a CN, indicating that most of the violent groups in Malmö during this period 
received the message that the violence must stop.

It is challenging to evaluate the impact of call-ins and CNs on desistance from violence, as well as 
the extent to which the message reaches other members of the groups. However, it was highlighted 
that more emphasis should be placed on conveying the consequences for the entire group if an indi
vidual commits a violent act, as some individuals reached through CNs reportedly did not fully grasp 
the message conveyed. At the same time, the general perception among those working with 
Ceasefire Malmö was that the message was spread among group members and affected their 
behaviour.

Enforcement action. Eight groups were subject to increased focus on one or more occasions. These 
groups were suspected to be responsible for 25% of the total amount of shootings and 29% of 
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shootings connected to a specific group from the implementation of Ceasefire Malmö to December 
2022. The duration of sanctions varied between about a week to five months based on the group’s 
response.

During the interviews it became evident that it was not as straightforward as automatically linking 
the group associated with the latest shooting to being the most violent at the time and thus subject 
to sanctions. Determining the most violent group was instead based on a combination of various 
factors, collectively indicating which group was primarily responsible for driving the violence. 
Hence, the message conveyed during call-ins and CNs was that the group assessed as the most 
violent in the city would also be subject to sanctions. The adaptation was made to avoid risking 
the integrity of ongoing investigations and to maintain the project’s credibility even if sanctions 
did not immediately follow a shooting.

Prior to imposing sanctions on the most violent group, collaboration with the Department of 
Serious Crimes ensured that the sanctions would not disrupt ongoing investigations. Once sanc
tions were enacted on a group, there was heightened attention from frontline officers as well as 
from investigators and reconnaissance efforts, directed towards that group. When informing indi
viduals about the sanctions, the police clarified that they were targeted because they belonged to 
the most violent group. This step was crucial in demonstrating adherence to the message 
delivered.

Information regarding Ceasefire Malmö and identification of the most violent group was provided 
to officers during each deployment. Following the end of their shifts, officers were expected to 
report back on the sanctions imposed against the group. However, in some interviews it was 
revealed that this reporting did not occur as regularly as initially intended.

Sanctions involved repeated stops and searches, zero tolerance policies, proactive outreach 
efforts, targeted traffic controls and interventions against drug sales. In some cases the police 
employed what they call ‘covert increased focus’ when individuals within the group were under sur
veillance or when open sanctions did not yield desired results. While these covert sanctions may not 
have an immediate cooling effect on conflicts, police coordinators believe they are effective in pre
venting further acts of violence in the long run. In addition to sanctions by front-line officers, there 
was also heightened investigative activity targeted at the most violent group, involving prioritising 
cases involving individuals from this group.

While the police primarily enforced sanctions, the prison and probation services could apply 
leverage on those on probation by, for example, expediting institutional processes after sentencing. 
Swift responses were also implemented for mismanaged contact, resulting in shorter timelines 
before cases were reviewed by the probation services supervisory board. Other sanctions included 
frequent visits and urine tests, travel restrictions, bans from visiting certain areas and expedited 
execution of sentences. The prison and probation service’s ability to implement sanctions has 

Table 2. Delivery of call-ins and custom notifications (CN).

Call-in Custom notification

N 
activities

N groups 
represented

N 
participants

N 
activities*

N groups 
reached

2018 1 8 9 7 5
2019 2 11 17 30 13
2020 0 0 0 71 23
2021 0 0 0 52 16
2022 1 9 11 12 5
Total number of activities 4 172
Total number groups represented in 

call-in
15

Total number of groups reached 
through CN

30

Number of completed activities and number of group members that have been subjected to the intervention. 
*Some group members may have been notified on several occasions.
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increased in recent years due to legislative changes granting it greater autonomy in decision- 
making.

Several interviewees indicated that members of the most violent group were significantly 
impacted by the sanctions, finding it challenging to remain in Malmö, with some relocating to 
nearby areas. The sanctions also sparked internal shifts within the groups as it was perceived by 
some to be unpleasant to be around those who were perceived as most violent and thus under 
police scrutiny.

Additionally, according to one police coordinator the groups targeted by the sanctions grew 
resentful towards the police, making it potentially challenging for the police to endure. At certain 
periods two groups were subjected to sanctions simultaneously. It is difficult to draw firm con
clusions about the impact of sanctions on shootings, but there appears to be a pattern of lower 
levels of violence during or shortly after these periods of intensified focus.

With one exception, members from groups linked to shootings resulting in physical injuries have 
at least on one occasion been subjected to direct interventions within the framework of Ceasefire 
Malmö, such as attending a call-in, receiving a CN or being subject to sanctions/enforcement action.

Support and help. The third key component of focused deterrence strategies is to offer help and 
support for those who want to leave criminality. In contrast to the US, where social support is often 
based on cooperation between several different actors, authorities/public organisations and civil 
society organisations, the social initiatives in Ceasefire Malmö were exclusively provided by the 
social services. The difference between ‘treatment as usual’ and support provided within Ceasefire 
Malmö was the ‘one way in’, meaning that clients had one phone number to call and were prioritised 
when making contact.

Assistance and support were tailored to individual needs. Even though we lack precise data, the 
impression was that it often took a long time from when an individual received the message to when 
they sought help, and far from all proceeded to exit criminality. From 2019 to 2022 approximately 
130 assessments of the level of threats expressed to the criminal individual were conducted, over 
50 people were assisted in relocating from Malmö to a more secure and distant location and 
around 75 people received support services. Some were new to the social services, attributed to 
the work within Ceasefire Malmö as it is outreach-oriented and more proactive than ordinary 
support. This work resulted in a partly new group of clients: a group described as sometimes 
being less motivated to leave the criminal life compared to clients who contacted exit programmes 
on their own initiative.

Sustainability
During the interviews conducted in 2023 it became clear that it can be challenging to uphold the 
strategy over time. For example, there had been issues related to collaboration and how the work 
was affected by the actors’ different internal priorities, as well as views on how different parts of 
the strategy should be implemented. As key actors are replaced, there is also a need to ensure 
that knowledge of the strategy and its core components remain within the organisation. These chal
lenges were not unique to Malmö but have been identified as an obstacle to sustaining GVI (Braga et 
al. 2024). However, actors were aware of these challenges and activities were carried out to maintain 
knowledge about the strategy.

Based on the process evaluation, we conclude that the core components of GVI, with some adap
tations, could be implemented as intended in a Swedish setting, though questions remain about 
how these components actually work to reduce crime. Next, we present the findings from the 
impact evaluation.

Impact – did ceasefire Malmö lead to a reduction in shootings?

The following section reports on the shooting trend in Malmö, and comparisons are made with 
Stockholm and Gothenburg.
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Shooting trend in Malmö
Figure 1 shows a time series for the total number of shootings in Malmö from January 2017 to 
December 2022. During this period, a total of 203 shootings were reported in Malmö, 125 of 
which were categorised as GMI by the police. Throughout this period there was a downward 
shift in shootings. During the 22 months preceding the first call-in – late October 2018 – there 
was on average 4.36 shootings per month, while during the following 50 months there were 
on average 2.14 shootings per month (Table 3), which is significantly lower than before the 
implementation of Ceasefire Malmö (Welch’s t (29.5) = 3.1623; p < 0.01). The ITSA (data not 
shown) confirms this finding (b =  – 0.712; se = 0.20; p < 0.001). Controlling for seasonality does 
not affect these results. Importantly, however, controlling for the underlying trend shows that 
the trend is negative and significant (b =  – 0.021; se = 0.01; p < 0.05) and that the effect of 
Ceasefire Malmö is reduced and no longer significant (b = 0.001; se = 0.31; p > 0.05). This indicates 
that the decrease in shootings post-implementation should be interpreted with caution since the 
number of shootings was at a very high level in 2017, and the observed decline could be an indi
cation of regression to the mean.

Conducting the same analysis while excluding 2017 due to the very high level of shootings that 
year shows that also compared to a pre-intervention period from January to October 2018, the 
average number of shootings was at a lower level after the implementation of Ceasefire Malmö 
(Table 3). The difference was however non-significant (t (58) = 1.3770; p > 0.05), confirmed by the 
ITSA (b = 0.371; se = 0.238; p > 0.05).

Table 3 shows that the average number of GMI shootings declined significantly from 2.59 to 1.36 
per month (t (70) = 3.1740; p < 0.05). The proportion of GMI shootings account for a slightly larger 
proportion of the total number of shootings after the implementation of Ceasefire Malmö (59% 
vs 64%). This, however, should not be interpreted as if a greater part of the shootings in Malmö 
were GMI after the implementation, but rather that the police changed and developed their work 
of mapping violent groups, and had better conditions for linking shootings to violent groups. In 
addition, the proportion of GMI shootings was most likely higher considering that about 80% of 
shootings resulting in injury or fatality was GMI. Examining the shift in GMI shootings while excluding 
2017 yields similar results as for total shootings.

Figure 1. Time series graph of shootings per month in Malmö, January 2017 to December 2022.
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Table 4 shows that on a yearly basis the average number of shootings per month is at a lower 
level every year from 2019 to 2022 compared to pre-intervention from January to October 2018. 
However, the difference is only significantly lower in 2020 (t (20) = 2.2006; p < 0.05) and 2021 (t 
(20) = 2.1672; p < 0.05).

Results discussed so far refer to all shootings, but as also shown in Table 4, the proportion of 
shootings resulting in injuries or fatalities also decreased. In 2022, when there was an upward 
shift in shootings, fatalities and injuries remained at a low level.

Malmö shooting trend in relation to comparison sites
Figure 2 and Table 4 indicate that in Stockholm the shooting trend has been upwards during the 
period studied, while the trend in Gothenburg resembles that in Malmö.

The estimation of relative effect sizes (data not shown), using January to October 2018 as refer
ence, shows that the shooting trend in Malmö was more positive relative to the trend in Stockholm 
in 2020 (RES: 3.08, CI: 1.53–6.17) and in 2021 (RES: 2.85, CI: 1.39–5.86) (data not shown). Results show 
that shootings have remained at the same level in Gothenburg relative to Malmö during the period. 
Rerunning the analyses with 2017 as reference year yielded similar results.

Confounding factors that could influence shootings
Two factors may have influenced the shooting trend in Malmö. Firstly, Swedish police initiated a 
national special operation, Operation Rimfrost (in English: frost or frozen dew), in November 2019 
following the shooting of a 15-year-old boy, which lasted until June 2020 (Swedish Police 2021). Rim
frost did not build on focused deterrence but was rather a general crackdown on serious crime. 
During Rimfrost there was a temporal decline (data not shown), but the ITSA indicates that there 
was no significant effect of Rimfrost on shootings (b = −0.508; se = 0.29; p > 0.05), and that the 
inclusion of Rimfrost did not affect the impact of Ceasefire Malmö. As Rimfrost’s impact is difficult 
to isolate and special operations are unlikely to persist, Ceasefire Malmö is the more plausible 
driver of Malmö’s long-term shooting decline (Holgersson 2020, Swedish Police 2021).

The second factor pertains to the COVID-19 pandemic and stay-at-home restrictions. The involved 
actors experienced a lack of collaboration during this period. An ANOVA analysis of the average level 
of shootings during three distinct periods, from the implementation of Ceasefire Malmö to the 
implementation of COVID-19 restrictions (November 2018 – February 2020), during the restrictions 

Figure 2. Time series graph of shootings trends in Malmö, Stockholm and Gothenburg, January 2018 to December 2022.
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(March 2020 – September 2021) and post-restrictions (October 2021 – December 2022), shows that 
the average number of shootings per month did not differ significantly during these periods (F =  
1.767; p > .05). The results for Gothenburg (F = 0.021; p > .05) were similar to Malmö, while Stockholm 
(F = 6.723; p < .05) experienced an increase in shootings during COVID-19. Overall, the pandemic had 
limited effects on crime in Sweden, and the observed decline was primarily associated with crimes 
linked to routine activities, such as burglaries and violent crimes between strangers (cf. Nivette et al. 
2021). Similar observations were made in the US, where decreases in, for example, burglary and 
traffic stops could be observed along with increases in domestic violence and non-residential bur
glary (Mohler et al. 2020). A study on the impact of stay-at-home orders on gun violence in 
Buffalo, New York, showed a long-term increase in gang-related gun violence following the pan
demic (Kim and Phillips 2021).

Discussion

This article has reported on the first implementation of a focused deterrence-based strategy to 
combat group-related gun violence in a Swedish as well as a Nordic setting. We have observed 
the implementation over a period of five years. Based on the combined results from the process 
evaluation and impact evaluation, together with the growing empirical evidence that focused deter
rence strategies can reduce violent crime (Braga et al. 2018, Braga et al. 2019, Mellgren et al. 2024), 
we draw some conclusions and make recommendations for research and policy.

First, overall, the strategy was largely implemented in accordance with the GVI framework. Find
ings show that it is possible to work collaboratively in accordance with focused deterrence in a 
Swedish setting, given some adaptations to national and local conditions. Transferability of a strat
egy of American origin appears to be a minor issue. The main challenge has been to involve com
munity members in the implementation. During the study period this was limited to community 
members participation at call-ins. As noted in the literature covering other implementations (e.g. 
Braga et al. 2024), Malmö did experience challenges related to continuity/sustainability and 
fidelity. However, this has been acknowledged and addressed, and Ceasefire Malmö is today an inte
grated part of Malmö’s strategic violence prevention.

Second, in line with previous studies (e.g. Braga et al. 2018), results indicate a reduction in shoot
ings following the implementation. The average number of shootings per month is at a lower level 
every year after the implementation. The proportion of shootings resulting in injuries or fatalities also 
decreased. However, high quality data on shootings was restricted to 24 months prior to the 
implementation of Ceasefire Malmö and begins with an extreme level of shootings, thus a longer 
pre-implementation period would have strengthened the analysis and provided more robust 
results. Relating the development in Malmö to other cities shows that shooting trends in Malmö 
and Gothenburg are similar, while Stockholm saw an increase during the study period.

However, the results from this evaluation should be interpreted with some care. First, as men
tioned above, DiD analysis, would have strengthened the evaluation, but available data is not 
sufficient for that type of analysis. Future research could investigate the possibility of creating syn
thetic controls (Abadie 2021), although the same challenges with data would remain. Upcoming 
studies should also address the possibility of displacement effects. Since the implementation in 
Malmö, GVI has been implemented in several Swedish cities. An upcoming national evaluation 
will attempt to answer some of the questions left unanswered here concerning both implementation 
and effect.

Second, the impact was assessed at the city level, and there is no direct evidence that specific 
individuals or groups have refrained from engaging in violent crime. Assessing such effects would 
have required a quasi-experimental design with comparisons between a treatment and a compari
son group, or alternatively, an RCT targeting individuals and groups. In recent years a number of 
RCTs on the effect of focused deterrence have been conducted, with mixed results (Hamilton 
et al. 2018).
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Continued implementation in Malmö and other cities is needed to deepen understanding of 
the strategy´s effectiveness. It is also important to note that Malmö adopted Ceasefire following 
an exceptional surge in shootings in 2016–2017, and the subsequent decline may partly reflect a 
return to baseline levels. This evaluation tracks developments over more than four years since the 
implementation of Ceasefire Malmö, during which reduced levels of violence have been sus
tained – even beyond the conclusion of the formal impact evaluation. While concerns have 
been raised about the long-term effectiveness and sustainability of such strategies (Braga et al. 
2014, Fox and Novak 2018), there is no indication that these challenges have materialised in 
Malmö.

Consistent with prior research, we conclude that further studies are needed to unpack the black 
box of focused deterrence and develop methods for isolating the effects of its core components – an 
analysis we were unable to perform (cf. Braga et al. 2018, Roman 2021, Trinkner 2019). At the same 
time, the strategy’s strength lies in its integrated approach, combining swift and certain sanctions 
with social support to both curb acute violence and promote long-term desistance from crime. 
While existing reviews distinguish between strategy types (e.g. DMI, GVI) and exclude studies not 
applying core components of focused deterrence, they scarcely differentiate between varying adap
tations of group violence interventions. Variations in emphasis placed on specific components may 
influence outcomes, and analysing these variations could help unpack the strategy’s underlying 
mechanisms. Focused deterrence remains a complex strategy – a black box of multiple components 
– on which this study has shed a little light within a non-US context. Its effectiveness likely stems 
from the interplay of interventions rather than a single component. Nevertheless, we encourage con
tinued research aimed at isolating and evaluating individual elements to better understand their 
specific contributions to overall outcomes.

Notes
1. A shooting is defined as an incident where projectiles have been fired from a firearm loaded with gun

powder, and where there are traces in the form of bullets, empty casings or damage to materials or indi
viduals resulting from the shooting, or alternatively, there are multiple independent eyewitnesses to the 
shooting. The shooting must also be illegal and not obviously accidental. (Swedish Police, 2025; our 
translation).

2. If a single shooting incident has more than one victim it is still counted as one incident.
3. This voice is often represented by an individual who was previously involved in a violent group but has now 

changed their life.
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