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Abstract
This study explores the collaboration between the Swedish police and community actors in a particularly 
vulnerable area. Drawing on Horwath and Morrison’s framework, the study identifies three levels of collaboration
—communication, cooperation, and coordination—and examines the conditions that facilitate or hinder effective 
collaboration. Based on 22 qualitative interviews, the data were analyzed using reflexive thematic analysis. The 
findings highlight the importance of leadership, trust-based relationships, and structured approaches. Contextual 
factors such as resource imbalances, institutional presence, and community perceptions significantly influence 
collaborative dynamics. While collaboration is essential for enhancing safety and trust, it remains fragile when 
dependent on individual actors or uneven institutional support. The study concludes that successful collaboration 
requires shared goals, equitable capacity, sustained engagement, and a deep understanding of local conditions. 
These findings contribute to the broader research on community policing and interagency collaboration, and offer 
practical implications for improving safety and social cohesion in vulnerable urban contexts.
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1. Introduction
In recent years, some of the suburbs of southern Sweden have reported an alarming 
situation. These “particularly vulnerable areas” are characterized by high unemployment 
rates, low educational levels, poor housing conditions, and poor mental health among 
residents (Police Authority, 2019; Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brå), 
2018a). Additionally, these areas are marked by criminal activity, such as open drug 
trafficking and visible manifestations of violence, leading to a high level of insecurity 
among residents. There is also significant mistrust toward societal institutions, leading to 
the emergence of parallel societies.

The Swedish Police Authority has classified these areas into three levels of severity: 
1) vulnerable; 2) at risk of becoming a particularly vulnerable area; and 3) particularly 
vulnerable area (Police Authority, 2023). The latest survey identified 59 areas in 27 
municipalities in Sweden as “vulnerable,” meaning they suffer from low socioeconomic 
status as well as serious crime that has a significant impact on the local community. Of 
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these 59 areas, 17 are classified as “particularly vulnerable,” meaning they possess the 
same characteristics as the vulnerable areas but also feature the open trafficking of drugs, 
visible manifestations of violence, and a high level of insecurity among residents (Police 
Authority, 2023).

In recent years, this definition has become widely accepted. However, other definitions 
are also used to describe these areas. For instance, the Swedish National Council for Crime 
Prevention (in Swedish: Brottsförebyggande rådet, Brå) chose not to include exposure to 
crime and insecurity in their definition (Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention 
(Brå), 2018a). Instead, they have identified three area-based indicators that define socially 
vulnerable areas: income level, reliance on social welfare, and age structure.

In addition to descriptions of particularly vulnerable areas as places where criminal 
networks have taken control and where residents feel unsafe and are unwilling to 
collaborate with the police, there are alternative descriptions of these areas. These 
emphasize, among other things, that many so-called particularly vulnerable areas have 
a well-developed civil society that serves as a significant source of engagement and support 
among residents (Eriksson & Sundqvist, 2022). Other voices highlight how those living 
in these areas are stigmatized and subjected to systematic discrimination; residents do 
not have access to the same opportunities and resources as others, and are defined as 
problematic solely because of their place of residence (Hallin, 2019). These voices also 
describe that the media and authorities often present a misleading and unbalanced view of 
their residential areas (Gerell et al., 2020).

Over the years, there has been a trend for public administration to withdraw from these 
areas due to security concerns. Often, the police are the only public authority that remains 
consistently present, placing high demands on their resources. Studies have shown that 
insecurity is significantly higher in socially vulnerable areas compared to other regions in 
Sweden (Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brå), 2018b). Additionally, a 
report from the Swedish National Audit Office (in Swedish: Riksrevisionen) indicates that 
confidence in the judiciary and the police is lower in these areas than in other parts of 
Sweden (Swedish National Audit Office, 2020). This aligns with findings from other parts 
of the Nordic countries (Christensen et al., 2019; Kääriäinen, 2007).

In Sweden, various strategies have been implemented to shift the approach to 
increasing public trust and addressing the challenges in socially vulnerable areas. For 
example, initiatives have focused on improving social cohesion and altering the physical 
environment to deter criminal activities (Gerell et al., 2022). Additionally, the Swedish 
Police Authority has emphasized the importance of community policing to build trust and 
collaboration with residents (Sjöberg & Turunen, 2022). In this work, community actors 
play a crucial role, as they are integral parts of the specific communities. These actors 
include, for example, representatives from local associations, youth centers, schools, social 
services, employment agencies, businesses, and housing companies. Often they reside or 
have resided in the vulnerable areas, which enhances their understanding and effectiveness 
in collaborative efforts with the police (Eriksson & Sundqvist, 2022). Similar approaches 
have been observed in other Nordic countries. In Denmark, an evaluation of community 
policing revealed mixed results regarding its effectiveness in enhancing citizens’ sense 
of safety (Holmberg, 2005). Iceland represents a related development, as community 
policing there is supported through formal collaboration agreements among police, 
municipalities, and social services, illustrating a more institutionalized and structured 
version of partnership-based policing in small-scale contexts (Reykjavík Metropolitan 
Police, 2021). In Norway, efforts have been made to identify and address vulnerable 
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areas, focusing on preventing the development of “Swedish conditions” characterized 
by high levels of gang violence and segregation (Allvin et al., 2024). In Finland, the 
multi-professional Anchor (in Finnish: Ankkuri) model brings together police, social 
work, youth services, and healthcare in a permanent collaborative structure aimed at early 
intervention and local problem-solving (Ministry of the Interior Finland, 2023). These 
initiatives highlight the ongoing efforts by police and community actors to improve safety 
and trust in socially vulnerable areas across the Nordic region.

From a police perspective, measures that can increase public trust in the police include 
proactive drug-trafficking prevention, continuous police presence, sustained targeted 
efforts, and increased collaboration with other community actors (Police Authority, 2015). 
These measures are based on the principles of community policing, which emphasize 
crime prevention through collaboration with other partners and efforts to make the police 
more visible, known, and accessible to citizens (Swedish National Audit Office, 2020). 
This can involve not only preventing crime and implementing early preventive measures 
that focus on the crime situation, the victims, and the perpetrators, but also changing 
the physical environment in vulnerable places, raising awareness, informing victims, or 
implementing measures to reduce exclusion. Despite the widespread recognition of the 
importance of collaboration in addressing complex social issues, there is less knowledge 
regarding the specific patterns and preconditions that make collaboration successful in 
particularly vulnerable areas (Alderwick et al., 2021). Existing research often highlights the 
difficulties and failures of collaboration but provides limited insights into the mechanisms 
that can enhance their effectiveness.

1.1. Aim and research questions
This study aims to fill this gap by examining different levels of collaboration and 
exploring the patterns and preconditions of collaboration between the Swedish police and 
community actors in a particularly vulnerable area. The analysis centers on organizational 
community actors, reflecting the study’s focus on interagency collaboration in this context. 
By investigating the prerequisites that either facilitate or hinder successful collaboration, 
this research seeks to identify key factors that enhance public safety, trust, and confidence 
in law enforcement. Specifically, the study aims to answer the following questions:

1. What specific factors contribute to successful collaboration in particularly vulnerable 
areas?

2. How does the contextual significance of a particularly vulnerable area influence 
collaboration strategies?

3. What role do personal relationships and engagement play in the collaboration process?

Sweden has a long tradition of interagency collaboration, supported by historical 
traditions in the Swedish public office structure and legislation encouraging such 
collaboration (Westerdahl, 2020). Various laws, including those governing the 
employment service, police authority, and social services, contain provisions promoting 
collaboration.
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2. Theoretical framework of collaboration
Collaboration is a common and legislated practice in Swedish public administration; 
however, it lacks a universally accepted definition. Various actors interpret the concept 
differently. Berggren (1982) emphasized the nature and integration level of collaboration, 
while Danermark and Kullberg (1999) identified structural, organizational, and individual 
levels. Abrahamsson and Rosenthal (1995) distinguished between interdisciplinary and 
interorganizational collaboration.

Several models describe collaboration based on integration level (Axelsson & Bihari 
Axelsson, 2007; Horwath & Morrison, 2007, 2011). Horwath and Morrison (2007, 2011) 
outlined five types: communication, cooperation, coordination, coalition, and integration. 
Communication is the simplest form, while integration is the highest level, where 
organizations intend to create a new identity together. Horwath and Morrison argue 
that low-level collaboration is authority-focused and characterized by working toward 
different targets and goals, whereas high-level collaboration focuses on services and is 
collaboration-oriented.

Previous research emphasizes that collaboration is complex and resource-intensive 
(Johnson et al., 2003; Sandfort, 1999). It requires planning, prioritization, and integration 
into daily work. Success depends on mutual understanding, respect, shared goals, and 
early agreement on methods and principles (Boklund, 1995; Danermark & Kullberg, 1999; 
Darlington et al., 2005).

Tensions may arise from differing professional mandates and power dynamics (Bryson 
et al., 2015). Despite this, working across sector boundaries is often the best option, 
though collaboration should typically be preceded by careful consideration. The legitimacy 
of different organizations can vary, such as that of social services compared to the police. 
If the social services’ legitimacy is weak, for example, in crime prevention, it can create 
an imbalance in collaboration. Basic (2018) addresses the uneven legitimacy between 
collaborating professions, noting that the search for consensus often makes the tensions 
and conflicts between professionals subtle yet present. Leadership and governance are 
central to effective collaboration.

Furthermore, numerous factors must be considered for collaboration to succeed 
(Axelsson & Bihari Axelsson, 2007; Bryson et al., 2015; Huxham & Vangen, 2000; Vangen 
& Huxham, 2014). Both Swedish (e.g., Danermark & Kullberg, 1999) and international 
research on collaboration (e.g., Bryson et al., 2015; Huxham & Vangen, 2000; Williams, 
2009) have identified factors that facilitate and hinder collaboration. These factors include 
structures, organizational conditions, institutional logic, and the varying mandates and 
conditions of actors. According to Villumsen and Kristensen (2016), reaching agreement 
on a common terminology and collaboration model is one of the major challenges, 
primarily because a shared understanding of the work form and a common language plays 
a crucial role in how collaboration unfolds in practice.

Collaboration can be costly; people may change roles, and different stakeholders 
may have varying goals (Waardenburg et al., 2020; Zaghloul & Partridge, 2022). While 
collaboration is promoted to improve outcomes, the actual benefits are often difficult to 
achieve and measure (Alderwick et al., 2021). Therefore, successful collaboration requires 
clear motivation and purpose, strong relationships and cultures, adequate resources and 
capabilities, and robust governance and leadership (Alderwick et al., 2021).

At the same time, while Horwath and Morrison (2007, Horwath & Morrison, 2011, 
provide a useful typology for structuring levels of collaboration, such models may 
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underplay power and resource asymmetries that often shape interagency work. Such 
dynamics are well documented in collaboration research and are reflected in this article’s 
empirical findings, particularly in the uneven capacities and vulnerabilities of individual 
actors.

2.1 Collaboration between Swedish police and community actors
The Swedish Police Authority promotes community policing in order to build trust 
and foster collaboration with residents. Defined as a philosophy wherein officers work 
consistently in the same area and partner with citizens to address crime (Gill et al., 
2014), this approach has been shown to enhance safety and trust (Hallman Jecic, 2020). It 
emphasizes regular interaction, participation in local events, and the establishment of local 
offices in vulnerable areas (Sjöberg & Turunen, 2022).

Collaboration within the police is frequently viewed as a universal solution suggested 
for complex situations (Gil-Garcia et al., 2019). Studies highlight barriers that can hinder 
successful collaboration, such as differing goals among stakeholders, resource constraints, 
and the complexity of coordinating efforts across various organizations (Jonsson, 2024; 
L’Hoiry, 2021; Waardenburg et al., 2020; Zaghloul & Partridge, 2022).

In vulnerable areas, tailored approaches are essential. For example, the establishment of 
community policing in such areas has been shown to foster a sense of security and trust 
among residents (Sjöberg & Turunen, 2022). A study by Eriksson and Sundqvist (2022) 
also demonstrated that involving community actors who have a deep understanding of 
the local context can significantly enhance the effectiveness of collaborative efforts. These 
actors can provide valuable insights and resources that the police might not have access to 
otherwise, thereby improving the overall impact of the partnership.

3. Methods
This study focuses on a particularly vulnerable area in the Stockholm region, Sweden, 
as part of a broader project called Mareld, which aims to enhance police strategies to 
strengthen social capital in vulnerable areas (Sundqvist et al., 2021). Ethical considerations 
related to this research were reviewed and approved by the Regional Ethical Review Board 
at Umeå University (Dn. 2017/516-31).

3.1 Study design and setting
The research employed a qualitative case study approach, which is commonly used 
to explore social phenomena within their real-life contexts (Thomas, 2011) and to 
understand the boundaries between such phenomena (Yin, 2009). This approach is 
particularly suitable for studying complex social phenomena, such as vulnerable areas, 
and helps understand the intricacies of collaboration in this context. The empirical data 
is based on 22 interviews, involving a total of 23 respondents (one interview included two 
respondents), all of whom work in the same particularly vulnerable area. The interviews 
were conducted from spring 2018 until autumn 2019 and include both community 
actors from the municipality and local police officers. A more detailed description of 
the participants is provided below.
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Before data collection began, a list was compiled of key community actors to interview. 
The actors on the list were selected based on a pilot study of this particularly vulnerable 
area in the Stockholm region. This pre-study aimed to identify which actors were 
significant to the area and how they collaborated with the police organization to enhance 
safety, trust, and confidence in the community. Those deemed important were selected for 
interview (see Table 1 for the chosen actors).

Regarding the interviews with the police, the intention was to create a representative 
sample of the different positions involved in collaborative work in the local area.

3.1.1 Description of the study case: The village
The case of this study, referred to as the Village, is located in a municipality near 
Stockholm, Sweden’s capital. The municipality has approximately 95,000 residents and 
is divided into two different areas: one predominantly vulnerable and the other more 
prosperous (Economy Fact, 2020).

The Village is classified as a particularly vulnerable area with low socioeconomic status, 
significant criminal influence, open drug trafficking, frequent violent incidents in public 
places, and high levels of insecurity among residents (Police Authority, 2023). The Village 
has around 8,000 residents, 91% of whom are either born abroad or have both parents 
born outside Sweden (Botkyrka Municipality, 2016). This is notably higher than the 
municipality’s overall figure of 60%. The municipality has the highest proportion of 
residents with a foreign background in Sweden (Statistics Sweden, 2020).

Most residents live in rental apartments owned by the municipal housing company 
(Botkyrka Municipality, 2020). Employment rates show gender disparities, with 55% of 
women and 66% of men employed, which is significantly lower than the county averages 
of 77% for women and 80% for men (Botkyrka Municipality, 2018).

3.1.2 Community actors in the village
Some community actors do not have offices physically located in the Village, but cover the 
area from other parts of the municipality. The Swedish public employment center is one 

Table 1. Breakdown of respondents (n = 23)

Community actors: n = 15 Gender Police officers: n = 8 Gender
Swedish public employment center employee 
(n = 1)

Male Higher police management 
officer (n = 1)

Male

Cultural employees (n = 2) Male
Female

Community police officers
(n = 2)

Male
Female

Community youth center employees (n = 3) Males
Female

Team leaders (n = 2) Males

Local authority housing company (n = 1) Male Patrolling police officers
(n = 2)

Males

Municipality personnel (n = 1) Female Undercover officer (n = 1) Male
Social Services personnel (n = 2) Males
School representative (n = 1) Male
NGO representative (n = 1) Male
Local politician (n = 1) Female
Businesspeople at the local center (n = 2) Males
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such actor, with its office situated in a more prosperous part of the municipality. Similarly, 
personnel from social services and the local police organization are also based in that part 
of the municipality. The remaining actors operate within the Village.

3.1.3 Local police organization in the village
The Swedish police is one organization divided into seven regions, one of which is the 
Stockholm region. This region is further divided into various local police areas. The local 
police area covering the municipality where the Village is located roughly corresponds 
geographically to the municipality itself. This local police area comprises approximately 
160 employees, including patrolling police officers, detectives, and civil investigators. The 
Village is a priority area for the police, and a significant portion of police resources is 
allocated to it.

3.2 Sample and data collection
3.2.1 Ethical considerations
In conducting research in a high-risk environment, particular attention was given to 
confidentiality and participant protection. Direct and indirect identifiers were removed 
or generalized, and quotations were reviewed to avoid deductive disclosure, especially 
for actors with visible public roles or small population groups. Separate key files, 
encrypted storage, and restricted access routines were used. For interviews conducted 
by telephone, informed consent was obtained verbally and documented in the research 
log (date, time, and information sheet version). The same information about the study, 
voluntary participation, and confidentiality was provided as in the recorded face-to-face 
interviews. Because some participants, such as local business owners, might face unwanted 
consequences for openly collaborating with the police, their contributions were treated 
with additional caution; no verbatim quotes from non-recorded interviews are used, and 
these data were triangulated with other sources before inclusion in the analysis.

3.2.2 Community actors
Community actors (n=15) in the Village were included if they (i) held a role with formal 
or practical responsibility for safety, youth support, social services, or local infrastructure 
in the Village, and (ii) had direct experience of collaboration with the police or of its 
consequences. Recruitment was guided by the preliminary mapping of key actors in the 
area and combined direct contact, snowballing, and follow-ups from the pilot study. 
To capture variation, actors with differing perspectives, including those critical of local 
collaboration, were actively sought. All interviews followed the same procedure for data 
collection. If necessary, permission was obtained from a senior officer before contacting 
the potential interviewee. Contact was then made via telephone or email to inform them 
about the study, including its aim, voluntary nature, and assurances of confidentiality. 
Interviews were scheduled at a time and place chosen by the participant, preferably at their 
workplace or organization.

The interview with the local politician was conducted by telephone. Before the 
interview, an information letter detailing the project, its aim, its voluntary nature, and 
confidentiality was emailed. The politician also requested an overview of the interview 
questions.

The semi-structured interviews (both face-to-face and by telephone) covered five 
sections: the participant’s background, description of the Village, description of 
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collaboration partners, collaboration with the local police, and views on police work 
in the Village, including what is needed to increase trust and confidence. Each section 
included a set of questions, and all interviews followed the same format. With participants’ 
permission, interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. The average interview 
duration was approximately one hour.

The procedure for contacting the two businessmen at the local center differed. 
Spontaneous interviews were conducted by entering two shops at the local center and 
speaking with the local managers. After explaining the study’s aim, voluntary nature, 
and confidentiality, both managers agreed to short interviews, though neither wanted the 
interviews recorded. These interviews lasted about 30 minutes and only contemporaneous 
notes were taken. These data are therefore not quoted verbatim, and were triangulated 
with the recorded interviews.

3.2.3 Local police officers
Eight individual interviews with police officers in various positions were conducted in 
the spring of 2018. The interviewees included the highest-ranking police manager, team 
leaders, community police officers, patrolling officers, and an undercover officer. They 
were informed about the study, including its aim, voluntary nature, and confidentiality.

The local police officers received a semi-structured interview guide similar to that used 
for community actors. The guide covered themes such as the participants’ backgrounds, 
descriptions of the Village, working in a particularly vulnerable area, collaboration 
partners, and internal collaboration within the police organization. Additionally, there 
were questions about what is needed to increase trust and confidence in the Village. Each 
section included a set of questions that were consistent across all interviews. With the 
participants’ permission, the interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. The average 
interview duration was approximately one hour.

3.3 Data analysis
All interviews, except for the two conducted with local businessmen, were manually 
interpreted, structured, and compressed using reflexive thematic analysis. This analysis 
employed Braun and Clarke’s updated approach to thematic analysis, which emphasizes a 
reflexive method. This approach highlights the researcher’s active role in the process and 
the importance of reflexivity throughout the analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2023). Reflexive 
thematic analysis (RTA) is particularly suitable for qualitative research that seeks to explore 
complex social phenomena, such as collaboration in vulnerable areas. This approach 
involves a more flexible and iterative process, allowing themes to emerge organically from 
the data while considering existing theories. Since this study employs both deductive and 
inductive approaches, this analysis thoroughly examines the data, including both theory-
driven and data-driven themes. This method supports the integration of predetermined 
collaboration levels while also facilitating the identification of new themes from the 
empirical material. The collaboration levels in the results section were predetermined 
based on Horwath & Morrison’s (2007, Horwath & Morrison, 2011 five types of 
collaboration: communication, cooperation, coordination, coalition, and integration.

To avoid conflating these analytic logics, the deductive use of Horwath and Morrison’s 
(2007, Horwath & Morrison, 2011 levels was restricted to structuring the descriptive 
overview of collaboration forms. Theme development, by contrast, followed an inductive 
and iterative RTA process, with codes generated from the full data set before being 
interpreted in dialogue with existing theory.
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The analysis was carried out solely by the first author, who has previous experience 
of research on collaboration in vulnerable areas but no operational role in the study 
site. While a research team assisted with data collection, the analytical process, including 
coding, theme development, and interpretive decisions, was conducted independently. In 
line with RTA (Braun & Clarke, 2023), a reflexive log was kept to document assumptions, 
analytic choices, and reflections on how the author’s background and professional position 
might shape the interpretation. Regular informal peer debriefing supported transparency 
and helped ensure that both inductive insights and theory-informed interpretations were 
critically examined.

NVivo 15 software was used to assist with the coding process. Initially, I became 
familiar with the data through a process-directed approach, meaning I read and re-read 
the transcribed interviews to immerse myself in the content. After that, initial codes were 
generated, identifying important features of the data relevant to answering the research 
question. Third, these codes were organized into potential themes using a mind map. In 
the fourth step, the themes were reviewed against the data set to ensure they accurately 
reflected the data. Fifth, the specifics of each theme were refined and defined to convey 
the overall story the analysis tells. Finally, the report was produced, including the final 
analysis and themes. An overview of the identified sub-themes and overarching themes is 
presented in Table 2.

Table 2. Overview of sub-themes and themes

Sub-themes Themes
Community perceptions and resistance to crime 
prevention efforts
Imbalance in economic resources for collaborating 
actors
The impact of community work on police effectiveness
Implicit support from top management
team Leaders’ impact on collaborative success

The importance of context in collaborative efforts in 
particularly vulnerable areas
Impact of leadership on collaborative efforts

Personal engagement in collaborative efforts trust and 
respect to understand each Other’s roles and tasks
Common goals
Structured meetings

Importance of relationships in collaboration
A strategic approach to collaboration

4. Results
The results section is divided into two parts. The first part presents the various 
collaboration projects in the Village, categorized by levels of collaboration. The second 
part discusses the findings from the thematic analysis.

4.1 Levels of collaboration in the village
The police organization, along with various local actors, is involved in several 
collaboration projects in the Village. The table below (Table 3) lists active collaboration 
projects as described by the police and community actors. It is important to note that 
these are the descriptions of ongoing collaboration provided by the interviewed actors 
and not a comprehensive account. This implies that some forms of collaboration may 
not be included in this summary. These projects are categorized into three levels based 
on Horwath and Morrison (2007, Horwath & Morrison, 2011, levels of collaboration (see 
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theory section): communication, cooperation, and coordination. The levels of coalition 
and integration are not included, as there were no examples from these levels in the actors’ 
descriptions.

Table 3. Project Levels (n=13)

Communication level
Information exchange projects

Cooperation level
Organized collaboration 
meetings

Coordination level
Established collaboration models

n = 3
– School visits
– Information filed from business­

men to the police
– The police collaboration tip 

phoneline

n = 3
– The Village Network
– Go against cheats at the Metro
– The municipality’s collaboration 

forum for security

n = 7
– Effective Coordination for 

Security, ECSa

– Police, Ambulance, Fire Brigade
– 112
– Concerning conversations
– Mentors in violence, MVPa

– The Train
– Social action groupsa

aThese models have been evaluated in Swedish contexts (ECS: Fahlgren et al., 2018; MVP: Eriksson et al., 2018; Social action 
groups: National Board of Health and Welfare, 2017).

4.1.1 Communication level
The focus at the communication level is on information exchange projects, which 
involve giving and receiving information between actors. Three collaborations have 
been identified at this level: school visits, information filed from businessmen to the 
police, and the police’s collaboration tip phoneline. School visits are conducted by 
the police to establish relationships and gather useful information from students and 
school personnel. The information file was devised by some businessmen to streamline 
reporting to the police. Instead of contacting the police for every instance of shoplifting 
or threats, these incidents are compiled into a file until a significant number of reports 
are accumulated. The manager then hands this file over to the police. Another example 
at the communication level is the collaboration tip phoneline. One of the team leaders 
describes this specially designated phone number as “frequently used by property owners 
and security guards to provide tips to the police” (Team Leader 1).

4.1.2 Cooperation level
The cooperation level involves a higher degree of collaboration and interaction among 
actors through organized collaboration meetings. These forums are often strategic and 
aim to develop forward-looking strategies for safety, trust, and confidence in the Village. 
One example of such a forum is The Village Network, which meets monthly to promote 
positive development in the Village, with participation from the police, the municipality, 
and the voluntary sector. The primary school head reports that many different community 
actors are involved in the network because “there are so many different actors here [in the 
Village] who play a role in people’s everyday lives.”

4.1.3 Coordination level
The coordination level represents the highest degree of collaboration in this study and 
the interaction within the Village’s collaborative projects involving the police. This level 
includes established collaboration models and encompasses more projects than the other 
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levels, ranging from initiatives for preschool children to their parents. Most projects target 
youths, particularly those at risk of criminal behavior or those seeking to exit a criminal 
lifestyle. Examples include concern conversations, where the police and social services 
conduct initial discussions with a child and their guardian following a criminal act.

Another collaboration model evaluated in the Village is Effective Coordination for 
Security, which focuses on crime prevention through systematic local situational plans and 
early interventions (Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention, 2013). In the Village, 
the police, municipality, and local housing company participate in weekly meetings, 
following a structured plan based on the national collaboration action plan developed 
by the National Police Board. The community police officer reports:

We create a shared local situational plan. When someone is not assigned to a specific task, 
they should know what to do instead. They look at the local plan, and currently, we see that 
there, for example, are many gatherings at a certain address in the evenings. This means they 
know where to go. For example, we cover all of Botkyrka, but we know that in the Village, 
police presence might be needed for certain actions, whereas in one of the nicer areas of 
Botkyrka, it might be enough for field workers to visit and check on the youths to see what 
is happening. This way, we can use the local situational plan together and utilize resources 
more effectively, making our operations more efficient. (Community police officer, 1).

There are thirteen listed activities based on different levels of collaboration integration. 
For collaboration to succeed, certain conditions must be met. In the next section, the 
police and community actors describe their view of these conditions based on working in 
a particularly vulnerable area. They identify four significant components for collaboration 
in the area: the importance of context in collaborative efforts in particularly vulnerable 
areas, the impact of leadership on collaborative efforts, the importance of relationships in 
collaboration, and the strategic approach to collaboration.

4.2 The importance of context in collaborative efforts in particularly vulnerable 
areas

This theme highlights how the context of a particularly vulnerable area significantly 
influences the conditions for effective collaboration. The classification of such areas brings 
both opportunities and challenges for the actors involved.

4.2.1 Community perception and resistance to crime prevention efforts
One consequence of being a particularly vulnerable area is that “everyone” has an opinion 
on how actors, especially the police, should act, particularly politicians and officials who 
demand stronger police action (Community youth center employee 1).

A social worker describes how the area’s vulnerability affects him, giving him the feeling 
that the Village is a forgotten area where no one invests and everyone fails to change the 
outcome of the vulnerability: “...you feel incredibly lonely...” (Social services personnel 1).

Local businessmen also feel the impact of the area’s label. They avoid openly 
collaborating with the police due to fear of retaliation from criminals. They describe 
situations where other businessmen had their shops repeatedly vandalized because the 
criminals did not approve of their cooperation with the police. One businessman recounts 
lending a ladder to the police, which led to threats. He describes a very closed system 
where criminals have full control over what everyone (including the businessmen) in the 
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area does. As a result, some refuse to engage in collaboration, feeling it is impossible. One 
businessman compared the situation to his home country, saying that despite living in a 
democracy, he feels less free to speak (Businessman 2).

Both he and businessman 1 refuse to attend collaboration meetings with other actors 
in the Village to which they are invited. Besides the threat from criminals, businessman 1 
argues that “it solves nothing to speak to each other, besides, dishonest people are sitting 
there who collaborate with the criminals.” This distance is also noticed by the police, who 
interpret this reluctance as resistance, noting that it complicates their work with local 
traders and property owners (Police officer 2).

4.2.2 Imbalance in economic resources for collaborating actors
The classification of the area as particularly vulnerable has led to increased funding for 
the police, resulting in more officers and a more substantial presence. However, other 
entities such as social services and schools have not received comparable support, which 
has created an imbalance. While the police can file more reports and seek prosecution, 
other services are struggling to meet the growing demands placed on them. This generates 
frustration, as articulated by a community police officer: “We see all this, but what do the 
social services do?” (Community police officer 2).

4.2.3 The impact on community work on police effectiveness
The police officers working in the Village have gained valuable experience and legitimacy 
through their efforts, which have often served as stepping stones in their careers. However, 
the initial confrontational approach taken by some officers led to increased tensions 
and resistance from the community. Over time, the police have adapted their methods, 
focusing on building relationships and understanding the area’s unique characteristics. 
This shift has been crucial for effective collaboration, as noted by a community youth 
center employee: “Now we have good police officers in the Village; they are known and 
they do great things” (Community youth center employee 2).

4.3 Impact of leadership on collaborative efforts
This theme demonstrates that leadership plays a crucial role in fostering and sustaining 
collaborative efforts between the police and community actors in the Village. In a 
particularly vulnerable area, collaboration is shaped by concentrated disadvantage, 
competing demands on frontline services and heightened expectations on local actors, 
which makes stable and consistent leadership especially critical.

4.3.1 Implicit support from top management
Both the police and social services indicate that their upper management has 
communicated the importance of collaboration between them in the Village. However, 
the actual execution of collaborative efforts is often left to the discretion of individual 
actors. Social services personnel, for example, feel that while their leadership supports 
collaboration, the responsibility to integrate it into their daily work falls on them, 
particularly in interactions with the police. They sense they have “silent” support from 
their team leaders, but they encounter difficulties in establishing genuine collaborative 
work with other actors. This can be challenging, especially when collaboration is an 
additional task on top of their regular duties. As one social worker noted: “We may not 
have landed in it fully …” (Social services personnel 1).
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4.3.2 Team leaders’ impact on collaborative success
Team leaders’ attitudes and priorities strongly influence police collaboration. While some 
emphasize crime prevention and teamwork, others focus on traditional enforcement. 
As one team leader notes, interpretations of the mission vary (Team leader 1). This 
inconsistency can hinder collaboration, and one community police officer points out that 
clearer guidance is needed since “No other organization or company would go against 
what is decided, but that is the case within the police.”

4.4 Importance of relationships in collaboration
This theme emphasizes the relational aspect of successful collaboration. According to the 
respondents, personal engagement and the establishment of trust and respect among 
collaborators are essential for creating a functional and practical partnership. In the 
context of a particularly vulnerable area, these relational dimensions become even more 
salient, as high workload pressures, rapid staff turnover and fluctuating local conditions 
make trust-based ties a crucial stabilizing element in daily collaboration.

4.4.1 Personal engagement in collaborative efforts
All respondents emphasize that individual engagement is key to successful collaboration. 
While structures like meetings exist, they are insufficient—personal motivation and 
relationships matter. A community youth center employee highlights a police officer who 
is respected in the Village, noting that collaboration depends on personal qualities and 
genuine care, even when the officer has prosecuted local youths (Community youth center 
employee 3). Similarly, a police officer notes: “I am a people person” (Community police 
officer 2). A school representative also emphasizes that “If you represent an authority and 
are just an anonymous figure, it is easier for people to harbor negative feelings toward 
you!” Conversely, a social services employee, who grew up in the area, questions whether 
encouraging close relationships with the police is always beneficial. He wonders whether 
it is truly positive to urge children and youths to build strong relationships with the 
police from an early age, or if it further stigmatizes these children. He describes internal 
disagreement within the prevention unit at the municipality and expresses concern that 
early contact with police may normalize control measures like body searches: “It’s like, 
I’ve known you since you were in fourth grade, and now five years later I’m here body-
searching you, isn’t that nice?” (Social services personnel 1). Municipal staff at the strategic 
level argue that collaboration in the Village still relies too heavily on personal relationships, 
making it fragile. If someone changes position or leaves the municipality, the established 
collaboration might be disrupted, and it will take time to rebuild. Therefore, they need a 
stronger structure for collaboration to prevent the loss of these efforts.

4.4.2 Trust and respect to understand each other’s roles and tasks
Effective collaboration requires mutual understanding and respect for each other’s roles 
and professions. For instance, the police rely on the local housing company to help 
identify suspects but must adapt to their preference for face-to-face communication, as the 
company avoids discussing such matters over the phone due to concerns about criminal 
influence: “And if it is like that, then we need to go to them” (Police officer 3).

One of the community police officers discusses issues between the police and social 
services. The police see social services as having a “naïve view of the youths,” while 
withholding information about criminal activity. To address this, a workshop is planned to 
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build trust and mutual respect, acknowledging that both sides face challenges in their roles 
(Community police officer 1).

4.5 A strategic approach to collaboration
This theme emphasizes respondents’ discussions regarding the necessity of shared goals 
and organized meetings to foster effective and sustainable partnerships among community 
actors.

4.5.1 Common goals
One critical aspect of collaboration is having a common target and a like-minded 
approach to the needs of the Village as a particularly vulnerable area. Social services 
personnel stress that simply attending meetings with police or school staff is not enough: 
“[T]rue collaboration requires a shared mindset and platform to support at-risk youth” 
(Social services personnel 2). A community youth center employee echoes this, stating “We 
must put all our wise heads together” to work toward a common goal (Community youth 
center employee 2). The local housing company also agrees, pointing out that police and 
other actors have recently made a real effort to collaborate for a safer society.

However, not everyone shares this view. A cultural manager criticizes the ideal of unity, 
arguing that police and municipal voices have become indistinguishable, despite their 
different roles (Cultural employee 1). On the other hand, municipal staff acknowledge 
that presenting a united front helps build legitimacy among residents, although it may 
also provoke resistance from criminals. A youth center employee agrees, emphasizing the 
importance of showing youth that “we trust each other, we talk to each other, we are on 
the same side” (Community youth center employee 3).

4.5.2 Structured meetings
Several respondents highlight the need for a clear structure in collaboration, though 
definitions vary. A local politician sees structure as working methodically with shared 
situation plans, which is “very important for all community actors, including the police.” 
The politician also stresses personal responsibility for long-term collaboration: “I cannot 
pick political points for this today, but in the long run, this is the best we can do for 
the young people in the Village.” Others, like the local housing company, emphasize 
scheduled meetings with clear agendas to ensure continuity even when staff changes. A 
community police officer adds that structure provides stability: “[E]ven if individuals 
leave, collaboration continues” (Community police officer 2). The local housing company 
further describes the collaboration model they are involved in with the police and the 
municipality, Effective Coordination for Security (ECS), which involves fixed routines, 
checklists, and shared situation plans to guide work in the Village. They find it efficient 
and cost-effective: “Previously, actors worked in silos, but now efforts are coordinated for 
greater impact” (Local housing company personnel).

5. Discussion
This study examined the collaboration between the Swedish police and community 
actors in a particularly vulnerable area of Sweden. By focusing on Horwath and 
Morrison (2007, Horwath & Morrison, 2011, levels of collaboration, three distinct 
levels were identified: communication, cooperation, and coordination. Additionally, the 
prerequisites that facilitate or hinder successful collaboration were investigated, revealing 
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four significant themes: the significance of context, the impact of leadership, the 
importance of relationships, and the strategic approach to collaboration.

5.1 Different degrees of collaboration to achieve common goals
The results from the first part of the study indicate that the police in the Village are 
engaged in numerous collaborative activities, demonstrating that collaboration at various 
levels is crucial for enhancing public safety, trust, and confidence in law enforcement. 
According to Horwath and Morrison (2007, 2011), these levels represent different degrees 
of integration and collaboration among actors. For example, communication, defined 
as the simplest form of collaboration, involves the exchange of information between 
the police and community actors, which is fundamental for building trust and security, 
especially among businesspeople. Furthermore, this study shows that school visits and 
collaboration meetings are essential for establishing a basic understanding and trust, 
as highlighted by Gerell et al. (2020). Cooperation, a higher degree of collaboration, 
entails organized meetings and joint strategies, such as The Village Network and the 
municipality’s collaboration forum for security. Previous research has found that these 
structured and regular collaboration meetings are important for developing long-term 
strategies for safety and trust (Eriksson & Sundqvist, 2022). Coordination, the highest 
degree of collaboration found in this study, involves actors working according to 
established models and structured plans, such as Effective Coordination for Security 
(ECS) and Mentors in Violence Prevention (MVP). The results show that coordination 
through structured models and joint action plans is crucial for creating sustainable and 
effective collaboration. This is also supported by a systematic review of different types of 
partnership models in policing ((Mazerolle, 2023)).

The absence of coalition- and integration-level collaboration in this case study may 
reflect structural and institutional constraints rather than analytical limitations. Such 
higher levels of interagency work require shared mandates, long-term joint governance, 
and, in many cases, the development of a common organizational identity. These 
conditions are rarely present in multi-agency policing contexts (Bryson et al., 2015; 
Huxham & Vangen, 2000). In this setting, confidentiality boundaries, uneven resources, 
differing institutional logics and staff turnover make such deep forms of integration 
unlikely to emerge in practice.

These findings confirm theories of collaboration that emphasize the importance of 
having different levels of collaboration to achieve common goals and create sustainable 
collaboration. This is particularly crucial in vulnerable areas where the complexity of social 
issues requires a nuanced and multi-faceted approach (Horwath & Morrison, 2007, 2011).

5.2 Opportunities and challenges of collaboration in a vulnerable area
The classification of the Village as a particularly vulnerable area presents both 
opportunities and challenges for the actors involved. For instance, community perceptions 
and resistance to crime prevention efforts can hinder collaboration. The study found 
that local businessmen in the Village were hesitant to openly collaborate with the police 
due to fear of retaliation from criminals. This aligns with previous research indicating 
that the social context and perceived risks can impact the willingness of community 
actors to engage in collaborative efforts (Gerell et al., 2020). One significant advantage is 
the increased allocation of financial and human resources to address the area’s specific 
needs. For example, the police receive additional funding to hire more officers and 
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enhance their presence, which can lead to improved safety and security for residents. 
This increased presence allows for more proactive measures, such as community policing 
initiatives, which have been shown to build trust and collaboration with residents (Sjöberg 
& Turunen, 2022). However, even with increased funding for the police, neither the 
prosecutor’s office nor social services received additional support. This imbalance in 
economic resources among collaborating actors has created frustration and increased 
workload without additional support in the Village. Politically, while collaboration among 
multiple societal actors is necessary to achieve safety and security in a given area, allocating 
resources for only one actor risks hindering effective collaboration.

Furthermore, the classification often draws attention from various stakeholders, 
including local authorities, NGOs, and community organizations, fostering a collaborative 
environment focused on addressing the area’s issues. This was evident in the results, 
where the police participated in numerous collaborative initiatives with a wide range of 
community actors. This increased focus can lead to the implementation of structured 
collaboration models that have been evaluated in Swedish contexts, such as Effective 
Coordination for Security (ECS), Mentors in Violence Prevention (MVP), and Social 
Action Groups (Eriksson et al., 2018; Fahlgren et al., 2018; National Board of Health 
and Welfare, 2017). Additionally, the presence of a well-developed civil society in these 
areas acts as an important source of engagement and support among residents, enhancing 
the overall effectiveness of collaborative efforts (Eriksson & Sundqvist, 2022). The 
study’s findings align with the principles of community policing, which emphasize crime 
prevention through collaboration with other actors and efforts to make the police more 
visible, known, and accessible to citizens (Sjöberg & Turunen, 2022). Well-established civil 
society organizations in vulnerable areas, as highlighted by Eriksson and Sundqvist (2022), 
significantly contribute to enhancing the effectiveness of collaborative efforts. These 
organizations offer valuable insights and resources that the police may not otherwise have 
access to, thereby improving the overall impact of the collaboration. These advantages 
highlight the potential for positive change and development in particularly vulnerable 
areas when resources and collaborative efforts are effectively mobilized. However, to 
facilitate successful collaboration, community actors must also maintain a physical 
presence in the Village. Currently, some community actors do not have their offices 
directly in the Village; instead, they operate from more affluent parts of the municipality. 
Both the Swedish public employment service and the police authority serve as examples 
of such actors. Regarding the police, their working method involves coming to the Village 
and working on site, while the public employment service does not adopt this approach 
and instead requires citizens who need their support to visit their offices in other parts of 
the municipality. This approach risks undermining trust in community actors within the 
Village (Swedish National Audit Office, 2020).

5.3 Leadership, relationships, and strategic approaches in successful 
collaboration

Leadership plays a pivotal role in fostering and sustaining collaborative efforts in 
the Village. Support and guidance from top management are essential; however, 
implementation often depends on individual actors and engaged team leaders. This 
finding aligns with Bryson et al. (2015), who emphasize the importance of leadership 
in creating a collaborative environment. The study also found that inconsistent priorities 
among team leaders could hinder collaboration, suggesting a need for clearer guidance and 
alignment of goals within the police organization. This is consistent with the theoretical 
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framework proposed by Axelsson and Bihari Axelsson (2007), which underscores the 
necessity of aligned leadership to ensure effective collaboration.

Another finding related to leadership’s impact is the relational aspect of collaboration. 
Personal engagement and the building of trust and respect among collaborators are crucial 
for successful collaboration in the Village. This is also supported by previous research, 
which highlights the significance of relational factors in fostering effective collaboration 
(Axelsson & Bihari Axelsson, 2007; Bryson et al., 2015). The study noted that the fragility 
of collaboration due to reliance on personal relationships underscores the need for 
better structural support to sustain collaborative efforts. This aligns with the findings 
of Danermark and Kullberg (1999), who argue that sustainable collaboration requires 
a long-term development process and a solid commitment, integrating collaboration 
into ordinary work tasks. In this context, shared situational plans (EST/ECS) function 
as structural coordination mechanisms that increase predictability, transparency, and 
responsiveness across actors. When participants work from the same information and 
routines, collaboration becomes less dependent on individual relationships and more 
anchored in sustained, trust-building practices. The empirical data also revealed that trust 
and respect for each other’s roles and tasks are essential for successful collaboration. 
For instance, the police depend on the local housing company’s ability to help identify 
potential criminals, which requires establishing direct contact and adapting to the 
communication preferences of the housing company. This relational aspect is crucial 
for gathering information and ensuring a safe and secure community. At the same 
time, collaboration remains vulnerable when it relies heavily on individual relationships. 
Measures such as joint onboarding, short-term staff exchanges, and shared documentation 
routines can help stabilize collaboration over time. Further, protective reporting channels 
may be needed to mitigate risks for actors, such as local business owners who could face 
reprisals if their collaboration with the police becomes visible.

Additionally, the study found that common goals and a shared understanding of 
the Village’s needs were important for gaining legitimacy among citizens and ensuring 
coordinated efforts. This aligns with the theoretical perspectives of Huxham and Vangen 
(2000), who emphasize the importance of clear structures and shared objectives in 
collaborative efforts, and Villumsen and Kristensen (2016), who highlight the significance 
of a common terminology and collaboration model.

Taken together, the findings suggest several practical implications for collaboration 
in vulnerable-area contexts. Structured onboarding across agencies, short-term staff 
exchanges, and shared documentation routines may reduce person-dependence and 
strengthen continuity. Clear communication channels and protective reporting options 
are essential for actors who risk exposure when collaboration becomes visible. Further, 
aligning resource allocations across agencies can prevent the frustration and imbalance 
observed in this case and support more stable long-term collaboration.

6. Conclusions
This study has shown that collaboration between police and community actors in 
particularly vulnerable areas is both necessary and complex. The findings indicate that 
while collaborative structures and practices are established, their effectiveness hinges on 
several interrelated factors, including leadership, resource distribution, and the capacity to 
build and sustain trust.
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The study highlights that collaboration occurs at multiple levels—communication, 
cooperation, and coordination—and that each level plays a distinct role in enhancing local 
safety and trust. However, the sustainability of these efforts faces challenges due to uneven 
resource allocation. When one actor, such as the police, receives increased support while 
others do not, the collaborative balance is disrupted. As previous research has shown, 
effective interagency collaboration requires not only shared goals but also a reasonably 
equitable distribution of capacity and responsibility.

Leadership emerged as a particularly influential factor. While strategic support from 
top management is vital, the execution of collaborative practices often depends on middle 
managers and frontline staff. Inconsistent priorities and a lack of operational alignment 
can impede progress. Moreover, the study underscores the significance of relational aspects
—trust, mutual respect, and personal engagement—as essential components of effective 
collaboration. These elements are particularly crucial in contexts where public trust in 
institutions may be fragile.

The findings also emphasize the importance of context. Particularly vulnerable areas 
are shaped by specific social, economic, and institutional dynamics that necessitate tailored 
approaches. The involvement of civil society organizations and local knowledge actors 
seems to enhance the relevance and legitimacy of collaborative efforts.

While this case study provides in-depth insights into one local context, further research 
across other municipalities would be valuable to explore whether similar patterns and 
challenges emerge. Nonetheless, the study suggests that collaboration should be viewed 
not as a supplementary activity but as a central component of efforts to promote safety 
and social cohesion in vulnerable areas. Therefore, strengthening the structural and 
relational foundations of collaboration may be a key strategy for addressing complex 
societal challenges in these contexts. One limitation of this study is its focus on a 
single case within a particularly vulnerable area in Sweden. While this provides rich, 
context-specific insights, it also means that the findings are not generalizable. Conducting 
similar studies across more of the 27 municipalities with identified vulnerable areas 
(Police Authority, 2023) could potentially reveal different patterns of collaboration and 
contextual dynamics. Moreover, the perspectives captured in the interviews reflect the 
specific institutional and relational conditions of this case, which may differ in other 
settings. Nevertheless, the strength of this study lies in its case study methodology, which 
enables a comprehensive and in-depth exploration of a complex social phenomenon 
from multiple perspectives. The findings may therefore be analytically transferable to 
similar contexts where collaboration between police and community actors is central to 
addressing social vulnerability.
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