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Summary 

Aims of the study 
The Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention (Brå) has been 
instructed by the government to study what measures can be taken in society 
to combat intimate partner violence (IPV) among young people. Brå was 
instructed to describe the causal mechanisms behind such violence, identify 
preventive and supportive measures and highlight gaps in the knowledge in 
this area on the basis of Swedish and international research. Brå was also 
instructed to propose strategic measures to improve society’s capacity to 
prevent youth intimate partner violence. In conducting the study, Brå was 
also instructed to collect the knowledge and experiences of relevant civil 
society organisations, agencies and other actors, to include a LGBTQI and 
children’s rights perspective, and to take the views and experiences of 
children and young people into account. 

The government’s intention was that Brå’s study would improve the 
knowledge base as a means of strengthening preventive and supportive 
measures to combat intimate partner violence among young people. 

Methods and material 
In its work with the study, Brå has analysed four data sets: 

• A literature review of Swedish and international research and of 
relevant agency reports, evaluations and similar.  

• Interviews with 52 individuals from 36 different agencies, 
organisations and other stakeholders whose work includes a focus on 
issues related to intimate partner violence, men’s violence against 
women and the situation of young people more generally.  

• Interviews with 14 young people who have experience of exposure to 
intimate partner violence. 

• An idea workshop with five young people, conducted by the 
organisation Youth 2030 Movement. 

The extent and characteristics of youth intimate partner 
violence 

Similarities with adult violence, but also distinctive characteristics  
Brå’s literature review shows that there are substantial similarities in the 
violence that occurs in young people’s and adults’ intimate relationships. 
These include the dynamics, processes and development of this form of 
violence, as well as individuals’ experiences of the violence and its 



 

consequences. The so-called normalisation process and the cycle of violence, 
as well as the overlap between different forms of violence, are found among 
young people and adults alike. This is also the case regarding the occurrence 
of different types of violent relationships and perpetrators. 

At the same time, the period of adolescence is characterised by distinctive 
circumstances that impact on IPV among young people, but not among 
adults. These include the fact that adolescence is characterised by important 
psychosocial changes and is a time of identity formation, intense social 
learning, and increased autonomy in relation to parents. It is also during 
adolescence that strong emotional bonds begin to be established in 
relationships and that sexuality takes on a greater significance for the 
individual. Young people’s more limited experience of past relationships may 
also influence how they identify what constitutes abusive behaviour and 
what is ‘normal’ in a relationship.  

Home and school are key arenas for many young people, at least up to the 
age of 20. In both of these settings, there are adults who have the power to 
intervene, and adult responses to violence have a major impact on whether 
violence will stop or continue. Friendship networks are also particularly 
important for young people. Among other things, friends influence what is 
considered acceptable behaviour in relationships. A further aspect is the 
central role played by digital media and tools in young people’s social 
interactions. These may constitute both arenas for psychological violence and 
a means of monitoring and controlling the victim.  

The consequences of intimate partner violence can also be more damaging 
for young people than for adults. Exposure to or perpetration of violence 
during the critical developmental phase of adolescence affects the chances of 
a successful transition to adulthood, which in turn involves a risk for 
negative consequences later in life. 

The extent of youth intimate partner violence 
It is difficult to assess the exact extent of intimate partner violence among 
young people. Internationally, the research shows substantial variations 
between studies, due to differences in the definitions of violence, populations, 
questionnaire items and methods employed in different studies, and also to 
differences in reporting propensities between, for example, boys and girls. 

Few studies have examined young people’s exposure to intimate partner 
violence in Sweden. Based on the existing research, however, young people 
and especially young adults seem to experience higher levels of exposure to 
this form of violence than older adults. The most recent Swedish study on the 
prevalence of IPV among young people does not present a figure for the total 
level of exposure to IPV by gender, but showed that 56% of girls had been 



 

exposed to psychological violence by a current or former partner via digital 
media, and 46% to face-to-face psychological violence. Among the girls, 
20% had been subjected to physical violence and 44% to sexual violence. 
Among the boys, 42% had experienced psychological violence via digital 
media and 34% had experienced face-to-face psychological violence. 13% of 
boys had been subjected to physical violence and 10% to sexual violence by 
a current or former partner. The study was conducted among youths aged 
15-19 in a single Swedish county.1 According to a special module included in 
the Swedish Crime Survey in 2013, 23% of girls and 14% of boys in the 
population aged 16-24 reported that they had been subjected to relationship 
violence.2 The wide variation in the levels of exposure noted in different 
studies has been confirmed in both European and North American research. 

In Sweden, there is a lack of studies that have simultaneously examined IPV 
victimisation and perpetration in young people’s relationships. International 
research shows a high level of both victimisation and perpetration among 
young people, and in some studies levels of self-reported IPV perpetration are 
higher among girls than among boys. The same research also shows an 
overlap between being a victim and perpetrator of youth IPV. The 
international studies that have compared violence in relationships between 
young heterosexual and LGBTQI people indicate that young LGBTQI people 
are more often exposed to intimate partner violence than young heterosexual 
people.  

Differences between girls and boys in the nature, frequency and 
consequences of violence 
Although girls and boys report similar levels of IPV perpetration in a number 
of studies, the research shows that there are differences between girls and 
boys in the nature, frequency and consequences of this violence. The violence 
perpetrated by girls tends to be milder than that perpetrated by boys, with a 
greater element of verbal violence, while boys perpetrate more sexual 
violence and more serious physical violence. The consequences of intimate 
partner violence are also greater for girls than for boys. Compared to boys, 
girls are for example more likely to suffer physical injuries as a result of IPV, 
are more likely to need medical care, more likely to report negative emotional 
consequences, more likely to fear their partner as a consequence of IPV, and 
are more likely to fear being seriously injured or killed. 

                                                
1 Korkmaz, S., Överlien, C. and Lagerlöf, H. (2020). Youth intimate partner violence: prevalence, 
characteristics, associated factors and arenas of violence. Nordic Social Work Research. DOI: 
10.1080/2156857X.2020.1848908. 
2 Brottsförebyggande rådet, Brå (2018). Brott i nära relation bland unga. Kortanalys 6/2018. Stockholm: 
Brottsförebyggande rådet.  



 

Different types of perpetrators and violent relationships 
International research studies show that intimate partner violence among 
young people cannot be viewed as a unitary phenomenon with a common 
dynamic and character, or with common causal or risk factors for all types of 
perpetrators and victims. Examples of aspects that differ between different 
types of violent relationships and perpetrators include the severity of the 
violence, whether the violence is unilateral or reciprocal within the 
relationship, whether the violence is directed only at the partner or also at 
other people, whether the violence is associated with controlling behaviours, 
whether the violence is sporadic or frequent, and whether the violence can be 
linked to psychiatric diagnoses, personality disorders or other antisocial 
behaviours. Studies on IPV among young people also suggest that different 
types of violent relationships and perpetrators can be linked to different 
background and risk factors. These differences are relevant for developing 
more effective, targeted interventions for different groups of young people 
who perpetrate or are exposed to IPV. 

Explanatory models and risk factors 
Intimate partner violence is a complex phenomenon. There is no single 
explanatory model or risk factor that can explain all forms of IPV, partly 
because this violence cannot be viewed as a unitary phenomenon. Research 
suggests the need for an integrative framework that takes into account 
explanations and risk factors linked to multiple levels (individual, relational, 
community and societal), and that are based on a number of different 
perspectives.  

This report focuses primarily on risk factors for the perpetration of violence. 
From an individual psychological perspective, research has indicated that 
mental illness, antisocial personality disorders and neuropsychiatric 
diagnoses are associated with an increased risk for violence in young people’s 
relationships. A higher risk for IPV perpetration has also been found for 
certain characteristics such as low self-control, impulsiveness, lack of 
emotional control, poor communication skills and aggressive conflict 
resolution styles. Other forms of antisocial, problem and risk behaviours are 
also associated with young people’s use of IPV, such as past aggressive 
behaviours, sexual risk behaviours, and the use/abuse of alcohol or drugs. 
Certain types of attitudes are also significant, such as accepting attitudes 
towards violence in relationships and against girls, stereotypical notions of 
masculinity and femininity, and traditional views of gender roles. 

From a social psychological perspective, research has shown a link between 
youth IVP perpetration and having experienced other forms of violence, 
neglect or abuse as a child, as well as having witnessed violence between 
one’s parents. Other factors associated with youth IPV are experiences of 



 

various forms of parental neglect, family conflicts and violence in previous 
relationships. The attitudes and behaviours of the peer group have also been 
shown to have an impact. In addition, the risk of violence is linked to the 
level of conflict in the relationship, as well as to power imbalances in the 
relationship due to age differences. 

From a community perspective, research has shown that growing up in a 
neighbourhood characterised by instability, violence and a low degree of 
social control creates stress that increases the risk, or reinforces other risks, 
for intimate partner violence among young people.  

From a more structural point of view, feminist and gender theory 
perspectives suggest that IPV among young people can be understood as an 
expression of unequal power relations between men and women. Normative 
notions of gender, masculinity and violence enable and create legitimacy for 
the violence of men and boys, particularly norms that imply an acceptance of 
violence against women/girls, notions of men’s sexual entitlement and a 
traditional view of masculinity and femininity. There is also research 
suggesting that portrayals of aggression in the media and pornography can 
both create negative role models and contribute to young people’s acceptance 
of intimate partner violence. 

In the case of young LGBTQI people, researchers also highlight the concept 
of minority stress as a factor affecting the risk of violence against a partner. 
This is a constant, socially based stress caused by continuous exposure to 
society’s dominant, negative values related to an individual’s sexual 
orientation, identity or expression, as well as to the discrimination and 
victimisation that result from these values. This stress has serious negative 
health consequences, which in turn increase the risk of violence. 

More knowledge is still needed about which risk factors are most important, 
how they interact and at what age different factors are most significant. In 
general, however, the research shows that an accumulation of risk factors on 
multiple levels increases the risk for youth IPV. 

Prevention and support 
Preventing intimate partner violence among young people may be viewed as 
part of a broader field of violence prevention. Such prevention might involve 
universal interventions (targeting all young people, regardless of their risk of 
perpetration or exposure to violence), selective interventions (targeting 
groups with a heightened risk of victimisation or perpetration) or indicated 
interventions (focusing on treatment, protection, support and relapse 
prevention for those who have already experienced violence). 



 

On the basis of Brå’s review of the literature on youth IVP, a number of 
important general conclusions can be drawn about the work of prevention 
and support provision. It is important that interventions adopt a holistic 
approach and simultaneously address the causes and risk factors for violence 
on multiple levels and in multiple arenas. Preventive measures also need to be 
long-term, since one-off interventions cannot be expected to have a lasting 
impact on violent behaviour. Preventive interventions need to start early in 
young people’s lives and be given recurrently throughout adolescence, and 
they need to be adapted to different stages in children’s and young people’s 
development. Involving children and young people themselves in the design 
and implementation of interventions can increase the chances that young 
people will view them as relevant to their own lives and contexts. The 
research further suggests that interventions should take the variations found 
in youth IPV into account, as well as the relatively large overlap between 
youth IPV perpetration and victimisation, and should thus avoid simply 
(re)producing the image of young people as either victims or perpetrators. It 
is also important that prevention efforts are adapted to be inclusive and to 
reach different groups of young people. Prevention and support measures 
need to be based on the circumstances that characterise young people’s lives, 
and to focus on key arenas and actors in young people’s environments. These 
include school, home and parents, but also the powerful influence that 
friends and digital interaction have over young people. The research on risk 
factors for youth IPV highlights several groups that are at increased risk of 
IPV perpetration or victimisation, and for these groups, selective 
interventions that focus on these risk factors are important. 

The support needed by young people exposed to IPV can be very diverse, 
depending for example on their individual circumstances and the nature of 
their victimisation. It is therefore important that support measures can be 
adapted to the individual needs of different victims. In order to identify 
young people’s exposure to IPV, international research highlights the need to 
routinely ask questions about exposure to IPV among young people in 
different healthcare contexts. Increasing the level of knowledge about IPV 
also improves the chances of young people seeking help when help is needed. 
This involves not least improving the knowledge of young people themselves, 
but it is also vital to raise awareness more generally, in order to increase the 
likelihood that the violence will be recognised and responded to by other 
people in the contexts where IPV occurs, such as peers, parents, school staff 
and other adults who come into contact with young people. 

In Sweden, there are currently a number of broad, universally oriented, 
violence prevention programmes aimed at young people (mainly in the school 
environment). In some cases, these programmes may include components 
that focus on IPV, but most of them have not been evaluated. One violence 
prevention programme that includes a focus on IPV, Mentors in Violence 



 

Prevention, has been shown to have relatively little or no impact on young 
people’s knowledge, attitudes or behaviours. Brå’s study has also identified a 
programme with a more specific focus on youth IPV, Love Never Starts with 
a Fight, but this programme has not been evaluated.  

At the selective level, one programme has been identified in Sweden that has 
a specific focus on IPV, the VIP programme, which is aimed at young people 
and adults with intellectual or psychological disabilities. However, it has only 
been evaluated for adults. The only evaluated selective-level programmes 
used in Sweden appear to be parenting support programmes, which focus on 
preventing risk factors early in life. Several of these have shown positive 
effects in terms of the programmes’ specified aims, but nothing is known 
about whether or not they have any subsequent impact on the risk for youth 
IPV.  

Internationally, evaluations of several programmes, mainly with a universal 
or selective focus, have shown them to have an impact on young people’s 
knowledge and attitudes, as well as on their violent behaviour in intimate 
relationships. The universal Safe Dates programme, which is school-based 
but also targets parents, has been highlighted by several researchers as one of 
the most promising. The programme is not currently used in Sweden, but has 
previously been recommended by both the Swedish Agency for Health 
Technology Assessment and Assessment of Social Services (SBU) and the 
Swedish Agency for Youth and Civil Society (MUCF). Safe Dates is also part 
of the broader Dating Matters programme, which includes multiple 
interventions over time, a larger number of parenting components and a 
focus on the local community. Further, this programme has been evaluated 
internationally, with good outcomes in relation to intimate partner violence 
among young people. 

The picture that emerged from Brå’s literature review is that methods to 
prevent young people from relapsing into violence (i.e. measures at the 
indicated level of prevention) have been neglected in Sweden. There is a lack 
of knowledge about the extent to which there are evidence-based methods 
that are specifically designed for or adapted to young people, with the 
exception of those who are over 18 and can be offered the programme that 
has been accredited by the Swedish Prison and Probation Service. There is 
also a lack of information on evidence-based practices at the indicated level 
in the international literature, particularly with regard to measures focused 
on younger adolescents. However, Brå’s literature review has identified one 
programme at the indicated level that has been evaluated and shown to have 
promising effects on IPV perpetration: Motivational interviewing, which has 
shown some signs of preventing IPV recidivism among young adults. 

There is also a lack of comprehensive knowledge about the support that 
municipalities, regions and the non-profit sector in Sweden currently offer to 



 

young people with experience of IPV. Only one organisation in the non-
profit sector, the 1000 Possibilities Foundation, which runs the website 
ungarelationer.se, currently has an explicit focus on supporting young people 
aged 15-20 who are victims of IPV. However, there are also other non-profit 
youth organisations with a broader focus on providing general support to 
e.g. young boys, young girls or young LGBTQI people, that young victims 
can turn to for help and support.  

In Sweden, there are also examples of isolated national campaigns and 
manuals on violence prevention, as well as examples of activities intended to 
increase the detection of IPV, for example by routinely asking both young 
people and adults questions about violence. 

Important gaps in the knowledge 
In Sweden, there is currently relatively little research on intimate partner 
violence among young people. There is a substantial need for knowledge 
about the prevalence of this violence in Sweden, both in terms of 
victimisation and perpetration, as well as the possible overlap between IPV 
victimisation and perpetration. Prevalence studies also need to develop 
knowledge on the characteristics of youth IPV, such as gender differences 
with regard to more and less severe forms of violence, possible differences 
among LGBTQI people, and knowledge on the arenas in which this violence 
takes place. Research on intimate partner homicide among young people is 
today non-existent in Sweden.  

Further, there is a complete lack of Swedish research on the risk factors for 
youth IPV victimisation and perpetration, and research is also needed on 
protective factors. There is also a considerable need for knowledge about 
intimate partner violence in particularly vulnerable or at-risk groups of 
young people, for example studies on the extent, nature, consequences and 
measures required in relation to IPV among young LGBTQI people, young 
people with disabilities and young people living in an honour-related context.  

Brå’s work with this study also shows that there is a substantial need to 
evaluate many of the violence prevention methods focused on youth IPV in 
order to establish which are effective.  

Relevant stakeholders highlight gaps in several areas 
The interview study of relevant community stakeholders reveals several areas 
in which there are currently gaps in society’s ability to combat intimate 
partner violence among young people. Stakeholders argue that the problem 
has been neglected and is often completely absent from the knowledge 
production and organisational structures of relevant agencies, and that there 
is a lack of knowledge among many professionals who work with the issue at 



 

a strategic level or who work directly with children and young people. 
Stakeholders also describe major gaps in society’s ability to detect both IPV 
victimisation and perpetration among young people – routinely asking young 
people questions about IPV is one area that has been neglected, for example. 
Further, many feel that knowledge of the factors that increase the risk of 
intimate partner violence among young people is not sufficiently integrated 
into the measures implemented in this field, which means that few targeted 
measures are currently reaching the groups most at risk of being exposed to 
or perpetrating IPV. There is also a substantial need for measures to prevent 
repeat offending among young perpetrators of IPV. On the one hand, there 
are few actors who offer interventions focused on this age group, and on the 
other, there is a lack of knowledge about effective methods to prevent 
recidivism among different types of young perpetrators.  

There are also shortcomings in the support provided by society to young 
people who have been victims of IPV. According to the interviewed 
stakeholders, support provision is mainly concentrated in the non-profit 
sector, and support is not provided consistently across different areas of 
Sweden. The stakeholders also highlight shortcomings in society’s ability to 
protect young people who are victims of serious violence and threats of 
homicide. Risk assessment instruments and sheltered accommodation appear 
to be designed for adults. Finally, stakeholders wanted to emphasise that 
there are also specific knowledge and support needs among certain groups of 
young people who are either subject to high levels of victimisation, are 
particularly vulnerable, or both: young LGBTQI people, young people living 
in an honour-related context, and young people with disabilities.  

Young people want more knowledge, better violence 
detection and improved support for victims  
The interviews with young people with experience of intimate partner 
violence, and the workshop with young people, provided insights into the 
areas in which young people themselves want to see improvements. Three 
overarching areas were identified: 1) more knowledge about intimate partner 
violence for young people, 2) improved violence detection and 3) improved 
support services for victims.  

Both the interviewees and workshop participants felt that young people need 
more information about relationship violence. They described a great deal of 
uncertainty about what constitutes violence, where the line should be drawn 
between healthy and unhealthy relationships, and also about where actions 
cross the line to become criminal behaviour. Most believe that more concrete 
information on different aspects of IPV, as well as a continuous discussion of 
norms and values focused on relationships, sex and consent, may have a 
preventive effect provided a strong youth perspective is included, and as long 



 

as the information and discussions are introduced early in young people’s 
lives and on a continuous basis. Several young people said that the 
information on IPV that is available in society today has an adult perspective 
that young people cannot relate to.  

Brå’s study also shows that young people who have suffered IPV 
victimisation would have liked society and adults in their environment to 
have a better ability to detect this violence. Very few of the young victims 
who were interviewed had told anyone about the violence they were 
experiencing. Many felt afterwards that the adult world had failed them by 
not seeing the warning signs and not daring to ask questions when they had 
suspicions. All of the respondents were in favour of professionals who 
interact with young people routinely asking them about experiences of 
violence, if this is done in the right way. They argued for the importance of 
asking questions about violence even if young people are afraid to say 
anything, because the questions themselves provide a form of information 
about what acts are defined as violence and perceived as harmful in the wider 
community. 

Those who had experience of IPV also felt that society’s support measures for 
victims need to be improved, with more accessible information on where 
young people can turn for help. The young people who participated in Brå’s 
study felt that support services couched in a language aimed at adults are not 
appropriate for them. Several had experienced difficulties in finding support 
in places and at times that suited them, and argued that support must be 
available in those places where young people spend their time. Another 
central factor is the importance of young people (especially those under 18) 
being able to receive support anonymously, since they may feel hesitant 
about the risk of parents and others finding out before they themselves feel 
ready for this.  

Proposals for strategic measures 
The government has instructed Brå to propose strategic measures to improve 
society’s capacity to prevent intimate partner violence among young people. 
Brå has identified a number of areas in which society’s initiatives and 
measures can be strengthened in order to improve the work to combat IPV 
among young people. Within these areas, Brå has listed a number of 
measures that may be viewed as urgent. 

Make violence in young people’s relationships visible  
Brå’s assessment is that 

 appropriate options need to be explored to monitor the prevalence and 
characteristics of exposure to and perpetration of intimate partner 
violence among young people 



 

 authorities tasked with producing knowledge and advice in the field of 
IPV need to include or differentiate information relating to intimate 
partner violence among young people in their knowledge production and 
support provision 

 key actors in the field need to investigate how activities targeting intimate 
partner violence can be adapted so that people aged 13-25 are not at risk 
of falling through the cracks 

 the issue of intimate partner violence among young people needs to be 
addressed in local crime prevention collaborations, and such 
collaborations should be established where they do not already exist. 

Boost universal initiatives for broad target groups 
Brå’s assessment is that there is a need 

 to implement in the Swedish school environment one of the international 
evidence-based prevention programmes that focus on intimate partner 
violence among young people 

 for broad and regular information campaigns concerning intimate 
partner violence among young people, with a view to raising awareness 
of the problem and of the support options that are available 

 for stakeholders who interact with children and young people to undergo 
knowledge and skills training on intimate partner violence among young 
people, which is adapted to the needs of their particular context.  

Improve selective interventions for risk groups 
Brå’s assessment is that there is a need 

 in the more general work conducted in relation to children and young 
people at risk of detrimental development, to be aware of the risks for 
IPV among young people and to offer interventions focused on 
preventing these risks 

 to identify the selective interventions that Sweden’s municipalities offer 
children and young people in specific risk groups that have a bearing on 
violence in young people’s relationships 

 to further investigate whether international evidence-based programmes 
for children and young people at increased risk of IPV victimisation or 
perpetration can be implemented and adapted to Swedish conditions. 

Improve the likelihood of detection through routine questions 
Brå’s assessment is that there is a need 



 

 for future investigations of the extent to which various actors routinely 
ask questions about intimate partner violence to also examine whether 
such routine questions are also put to children and young people  

 for a broad dissemination of the work to ensure that questions about IPV 
are routinely put to young people, and of a greater level of consistency in 
this work. 

Strengthen the work focused on indicated interventions 
Brå’s assessment is that there is a need 

 to investigate and review the relapse prevention measures currently being 
offered in Sweden in relation to IPV among young people, and for this 
review to also focus on what different stakeholders need in order to 
improve the initiatives in this area 

 for research into and evaluations of which relapse prevention methods 
may be effective for different types of young perpetrators of IPV 

 to ensure that the civil society organisations that provide anonymous 
support in relation to violence and violence-related issues among young 
people are given the necessary resources for stable, long-term service 
provision 

 to investigate and review the support services offered to young victims of 
IPV by regional and municipal authorities, and for this review to also 
focus on what different actors need in order to improve their support 
provision 

 to further explore society’s ability and capacity to protect young people 
under the age of 18 who are the victims of serious forms of threats and 
violence in intimate relationships. 

Specific measures and initiatives needed for young LGBTQI people 
and particularly vulnerable groups  
Brå’s assessment is that there is a need 

 for key actors in the field to clearly integrate an LGBTQI perspective, an 
honour perspective and a disability perspective into their work and 
knowledge production focused on intimate partner violence among 
young people 

 for special, focused efforts to produce knowledge and to provide 
prevention and support initiatives for these groups, preferably in 
collaboration with actors who represent the interests and have knowledge 



 

of young LGBTQI people, young people living with honour-related 
violence and oppression, and young people with disabilities. 

Strengthen the work of the justice system to combat intimate partner 
violence among young people 
Brå’s assessment is that there is a need 

 for the criminal justice system to investigate its overall capacity to detect, 
investigate and prosecute intimate partner violence among young people 
and to identify how this capacity can be developed and improved. 
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