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Background 

Juvenile delinquency has long been regarded as a social problem, but 
the issue has rarely been as high on the political agenda as it is today. 
There are frequent media reports of shootings and other violent 
crimes committed by boys who are not even old enough to watch a 
violent film at the cinema without adult supervision. One could 
easily get the impression that such serious violent crimes are typical 
among young offenders in Sweden. 

Behind these high-profile and exceptionally violent cases lies a 
broader picture of juvenile delinquency that has remained relatively 
stable over time. The Swedish National Council for Crime 
Prevention (Brå, 2024) reports from self-declaration surveys show 
that approximately the same proportion of ninth graders stated that 
they had committed crimes in 2023 (51.3 percent) as in 2015 (50.6 
percent). But although school surveys do not show any significant 
increase in general crime among young people, there is reason to be 
concerned about shifts over time in the types of crimes committed 
and the age of the offenders. The number of criminal suspicions 
involving children under the age of 15 has increased significantly 
over the past decade, and the suspicions do not only concern typical 
juvenile offences, but also include weapons offences, robbery, and 
obstruction of justice (Brå, 2025). 

During the current term of office, the Government has pursued 
a criminal justice strategy that includes allocating more resources to 
the judicial system, expanding the number of places in prisons and 
detention centres, and increasing penalties to "reflect the seriousness 
of the crimes" (Regeringen, 2023, p. 3). A temporary lowering of the 
age of criminal responsibility for certain serious crimes to 13 has also 
been announced (Prop. 2025/26:1), which goes further than the 
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reduction to 14 years proposed by the Government's investigator 
(SOU 2025:11). At the same time, the Government’s crime 
prevention strategy emphasises that a sustained and effective effort 
to reduce juvenile delinquency must involve society as a whole. 

The purpose of this ESO anthology is to present a scientific 
perspective on effective measures to prevent juvenile delinquency, 
identify key policy areas, and offer recommendations for crime 
prevention. The anthology brings together experts from different 
disciplines – political science, economics, sociology, criminology, 
psychology and social work – to reflect the idea that the 
responsibility for preventing juvenile delinquency lies with society 
as a whole. Throughout the anthology, there is a focus on early, 
proactive measures that primarily aim to prevent crime from being 
considered an option in the first place.  

Content of the anthology 

In addition to this introduction, the anthology consists of eight 
chapters divided into three thematic sections. Below is a summary 
of the chapters. 

Foundations for the development of crime prevention 

In the second chapter of the anthology, Per-Olof Wikström points 
out that crime prevention often lacks clear direction based on a solid 
understanding of the causes of crime, and therefore tends to be 
unfocused and unsystematic. He argues that crime prevention is 
mainly reactive – that is, focused on efforts targeting children and 
young people who are already prone to crime, and on places where 
crime occurs. These efforts need to be supplemented with proactive 
prevention that aims to involve parents, teachers and others who can 
influence children and young people’s likelihood of engaging in 
criminal behaviour. Wikström argues that crime is fundamentally a 
matter of moral action, and that proactive prevention should 
therefore aim to counteract environments that normalise criminal 
acts by justifying, excusing, tolerating or ignoring them. It should 
also contribute to strengthening children and young people’s self-
control. He proposes that self-control can be strengthened by 
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promoting training in natural environments such as the family, 
school and leisure activities, focusing on skills such as problem-
solving, concentration, patience and restraint. Wikström concludes 
by emphasizing that society needs to develop a strong, knowledge-
based national crime prevention programme that can integrate 
reactive and proactive approaches and provide support for the 
development of local crime prevention efforts to reduce the 
likelihood that children and young people will engage in criminal 
behaviour. 

Has crime prevention work in Sweden been excessively focused 
on organisation rather than content? Marie Torstensson Levander 
explores this question in her chapter, which examines and traces the 
role of collaboration in crime prevention programmes and policy 
documents in recent decades. Collaboration between relevant actors 
can be a rational and effective means of preventing crime, but it is 
not necessarily desirable in itself. The chapter describes crime 
prevention collaboration as mostly reactive: when a problem arises, 
local actors come together to address it. Torstensson Levander 
writes that collaboration is often given great importance in 
discussions about crime prevention, but more important than the 
question “with whom?” is “what?” Effective collaboration requires 
a knowledge-based, proactive strategy and a shared understanding of 
the causes of crime, as well as a clear idea of how the collaborating 
actors can best contribute to addressing them. This, in turn, requires 
that local actors have access to qualified knowledge support – 
something that is currently underdeveloped. 

Policies to prevent youth crime at the group or individual level 

In the fourth chapter of the anthology, Anna-Karin Ivert starts 
from the concept of social prevention, i.e. crime prevention efforts 
that aim to lay the foundation for young people's prosocial 
development. In the chapter, Ivert poses two important questions: 
Should early, proactive efforts to prevent youth crime be broad and 
aimed at all families, or narrowly targeted at those most in need? 
And can the same methods used to prevent general juvenile 
delinquency also be effective in preventing serious gang-related 
violent crimes among young people? Based on previous research, 
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Ivert concludes that interventions carried out with high intensity 
over a longer period tend to be the most effective. Regarding 
universal versus targeted interventions, Ivert finds that those 
focusing specifically on children at higher risk of developing 
antisocial behaviour have clearer effects. However, she emphasizes 
that regardless of the target group, it is the content of the social 
initiatives that determines their effectiveness. 

Children spend a large part of their time in school, which 
potentially makes it an important arena for preventing youth crime. 
Hans Grönqvist and Torsten Santavirta write in their chapter that 
there are several reasons to believe that education policy reforms can 
be effective in preventing crime among children and young people. 
Education tends to open up opportunities for jobs with higher 
earnings, which makes crime relatively less attractive. It can also 
influence young people's preferences by making them more future-
oriented and risk-averse. In addition, according to the authors, 
schooling can limit the opportunities children have to commit 
crimes through its incapacitating effect. Grönqvist and Santavirta 
present a selection of research on the effects of school and education 
policy reforms on crime, focusing on studies based on strong 
methodological approaches. Overall, they find evidence, both in 
Swedish and international studies, that measures to prolong 
schooling, reduce drop-out rates or raise the quality of education can 
reduce crime. However, the authors stress the importance of 
learning more about how specific school policy initiatives should be 
designed to achieve the greatest impact. 

Another environment that plays a central role in the everyday 
lives of children and young people is their local neighbourhood. 
Neighbourhoods can be places that uphold norms which deter 
crime, but they can also be crime-generating environments with 
poor role models and weak social control. In his chapter, Martin 
Grander writes that although it is well documented that people who 
grow up in less affluent areas are at higher risk of committing crimes, 
we still lack sufficient knowledge about the link between residential 
segregation and crime. The question is whether geographical 
concentrations of households with different socioeconomic 
conditions lead to crime. To explore this, Grander reviews research 
in the field and highlights ongoing studies on segregation, living 
conditions and insecurity in Malmö. He finds that neighbourhoods 
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can indeed reinforce or counteract individual risk factors for crime, 
but that neither crime nor perceived insecurity are strongly linked 
to segregation. Grander emphasizes that the root cause of 
segregation is unequal living conditions, and that policies to reduce 
segregation should primarily aim to equalize these conditions, rather 
than focus on physical changes in socioeconomically vulnerable 
residential areas.  

Leisure activities for young people, such as sports, exist primarily 
because they are meaningful and fun, but there are also hopes and 
political ambitions that sporting activities can help prevent youth 
delinquency. In their chapter, David Ekholm and Magnus 
Dahlstedt compile and discuss existing knowledge about how sport 
can contribute to crime prevention among young people. The 
authors highlight several important mechanisms through which 
sport may help prevent crime. These mechanisms are referred to as 
diversion, control, education and the development of life skills. The 
chapter emphasizes that these mechanisms should be seen as indirect 
and are not unique to sport as a leisure activity. Finally, the authors 
caution against placing too much faith in the power of sport to 
prevent criminal behaviour. Overconfidence may risk making 
important interventions for children's well-being appear 
unsuccessful, simply because it is difficult to evaluate the broader 
benefits generated by such activities. 

In the eighth chapter of the anthology, Pia Enebrink reviews 
what research says about serious mental illness and the risk of 
children and young people becoming involved in crime. Defiant or 
rule-breaking behaviour in children is usually not a sign of serious 
problems. However, the risk is greater for children who exhibit 
early, frequent and severe norm-breaking behaviours, especially 
when other risk factors are present, such as strained family 
relationships, poor school performance or impaired cognitive 
ability. Enebrink describes what we know about the psychiatric 
conditions in young people that are associated with a higher risk of 
antisocial behaviour and criminality. She also discusses the types of 
psychosocial crime prevention efforts that have been evaluated and 
what lessons can be learned. Among the interventions shown to have 
a positive effect on children's behavioural problems are parental 
support programmes. These have primarily been evaluated for 
parents with children under the age of twelve, and to a lesser extent 
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for families with teenagers. Based on the available evidence, these 
programmes appear to be more effective for younger children – 
perhaps because it is more difficult to break a criminal lifestyle later 
in childhood. 

The politics of crime prevention 

In the final chapter of the anthology, Jenny Madestam examines 
how Swedish political leaders view crime prevention for young 
people. Since juvenile delinquency is a complex problem that lacks 
quick or easy solutions, it is particularly valuable to gain insight into 
how political leaders and legislators—those expected to provide 
solutions—perceive the issue. Madestam summarizes the lessons 
learned from her interviews with politicians by stating that juvenile 
crime is difficult to address within the logic of the political system. 
The reason is that crime prevention takes significantly longer than 
can be accommodated within political election cycles, and that the 
work spans multiple policy areas as well as levels of government. 
Another important insight is that the interviewees, despite some 
expected differences, share a broad consensus when it comes to 
juvenile crime prevention. Madestam recommends the establish-
ment of a cross-party council for long-term crime prevention 
strategies, as well as a national programme to produce and 
disseminate research-based knowledge to decision-makers. 

Concluding Reflections 

How can juvenile crime better be prevented? This anthology 
presents several suggestions, and the main takeaways can be 
summarized in four points. 

Focus on the causes of crime and start early 

Crime prevention policy can largely be described as focused on 
addressing crime that has already occurred, but to reduce crime in 
the long term, efforts are also needed to ensure that fewer 
individuals come to see crime as a viable option. One of the key 
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insights from the anthology is that the first line of defence against 
crime – proactive prevention – needs to be strengthened. By the first 
line of defence, we refer to the adults in children's immediate 
environment and the social institutions they encounter in everyday 
life: parents, (pre)school, and child and maternal health services. 
Children develop their prosocial abilities, empathy, self-regulation, 
and their relationship to social norms and peer pressure during the 
earliest years of life – and especially before the age of twelve. It is 
during this period that proactive crime prevention has the greatest 
potential to be effective.  

Influence those who can influence 

Parents and teachers are often the adult authority figures who have 
the greatest opportunity to influence children's moral perception 
and social development. Probably the most effective way for society 
to influence children in a crime-deterrent direction is to support 
characters such as parents and teachers. Through knowledge-based 
parental support programs, the risk of children developing 
behavioral problems can be reduced. Training of school and after-
school staff can also be important. Another way to provide support 
to actors who can influence is to better provide local actors – 
municipalities, regions and the police – with qualified knowledge 
support regarding measures that can reduce crime. 

The role of schooling, housing and sports 

There is research on the deterrent effects of schooling on crime, and 
Grönqvist and Santavirta find in chapter five that students who 
complete their education and acquire labour market-relevant skills 
are at lower risk of ending up in crime. However, it is difficult to 
know what mechanisms are at play. For example, it is difficult to say 
whether education in itself deters crime or whether any effects are 
more to do with school as a fostering environment. In the 
anthology's chapter on residential segregation and crime, it is 
concluded that there is no strong correlation between crime and 
segregation. That said, involuntary housing segregation can 
contribute to children and young people being exposed to unsafe 
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environments to a greater extent. The unequal prevalence of 
crowded living spaces can mean poorer opportunities for children to 
withdraw and concentrate on homework. As for the effects of sport, 
there is no strong support for its impact on crime, but trained 
leaders, well-thought-out educational content and an opportunity 
for young people to be educated in important life skills might 
contribute to crime prevention. 

Long-term and knowledge-based strategies are necessary 

On issues where there is a particular need for long-term stability, 
political parties have chosen to make agreements across the political 
divide – examples of this can be found in energy policy, defence 
policy, and environmental policy. The political parties in Sweden 
generally agree on the importance of crime prevention for young 
people, but there is a risk that political measures to prevent crime 
will be ineffective if policies are changed every four years. To 
counteract this kind of short-sightedness and at the same time 
strengthen the consensus that exists on the causes and solutions of 
juvenile delinquency, one recommendation is to set up a cross-party 
cooperation council for the development of long-term strategies for 
crime prevention.  

A problem with today's crime prevention is that it is not guided 
by a solid understanding of what causes crime and therefore tends 
to be unfocused and unsystematic. There is a strong need to develop 
a qualified, knowledge-based national crime prevention programme, 
where reactive and proactive approaches are coordinated to support 
local crime prevention. Systematizing, developing and directing 
national support to local crime prevention actors is a task that could 
naturally lie with the National Council for Crime Prevention (Brå). 
For this to succeed, however, the authority needs to strengthen its 
competence and there needs to be more investment into researching 
crime prevention.  

What we present in this anthology marks a shift in perspective in 
crime prevention: from a one-sided focus on reactive efforts to a 
more balanced and systematic view of prevention where proactive 
efforts are given greater weight. It also means a shift towards 
understanding and influencing the causes of crime – in children's 
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everyday lives, in their relationships and in the environments where 
their morals are shaped. 
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