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Abstract

Violence continues to be a concern for policymakers and communities, notably so in urban contexts in which socio-
demographic change, retrenched social support and evolving forms of exclusion affect its distribution and intensity.
Drawing from a comparative qualitative study in European cities, we analyse the narratives and explanations offered
by key stakeholders, civic and policy actors working at the interface of violence prevention and urban communities.
Informed by scholarship on street-level bureaucracy and local knowledge, we find in their accounts key operating
theories that connect the risk of violence with austerity conditions and their erosion of vital social and institutional
fabrics, thereby worsening localised violence in these ‘ordinary’ cities. We conclude that there is a significant disconnect
between the subtle and informed accounts of local, civic actors and the drift to further disinvestment in cities and social
institutions being delivered by central political institutions. Local practitioners understand violence to be linked to
these macro-economic conditions and social inequalities that sit outside their jurisdiction, but which ultimately present
major challenges to the fabric of local urban life and risks to particular communities.
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However, significant political and social scientific
work has been directed at forms of violence that sit
within, and are in many ways generated by, the eve-
ryday qualities of urban contexts. This includes
assessments of ‘gang’ (Van Gemert et al., 2008) and
male violence in depressed urban contexts (Ellis,
2017; Mohammed and Oualhaci, 2021), violence in
edge of city and abandoned zones (Briggs and
Gamero, 2017), and mainstream concerns with
urban security and surveillance (Stefanizzi and
Verdolini, 2019). The complexity of urban violence
and variability of city life itself notwithstanding,
general assessments of the nature of violence and its
genesis in European urban settings continue to be
advanced (Feltran, 2020; Hoelscher and Nussio,
2015; Pavoni and Tulumello, 2020). European cities
display important, broadly shared, characteristics,
including the retention of social insurance systems,
relatively robust (if challenged) levels of social
cohesion (Cassiers and Kesteloot, 2012) and moder-
ated spatial and social inequalities (Tammaru et al.,
2014). These elements form a recognisable urban
context, though clearly it is important not to over-
stress similarities or to downplay important distinc-
tions from one European urban setting to another.
What many urban sociologists, criminologists and
geographers recognise as the primary wellspring of
forces generating violence — social, health and eco-
nomic inequalities — have grown rapidly over the past
decade (Currie, 2009). While many European cities
experience relatively low levels of violence, the
caveat to this is that many sub-areas and specific
communities experience considerable variations in
the form and intensity of such violence (Dikeg, 2017).
A number of factors have been linked to relatively
low levels of ‘ordinary’ violence in similarly ordinary
city settings in the European context. These include
the relatively integrated and cohesive nature of its
urban community formations (Cassiers and Kesteloot,
2012), more tolerable levels of urban inequality
(Savage, 2021) and effective (if weakening, in many
cases) forms of welfare and housing provision.
However, these conditions have been exacerbated in
many national-urban contexts and, moving on from
the pandemic into the future, the question exercising
many is how these conditions may change and poten-
tially generate new forms of localised violence. We
must also note that while our focus here is on

violence and its local, structural influences, we
should recognise that factors emanating from outside
city settings may influence patterns of violence
within them. For example, transnational expansion of
global illicit markets and organised criminal net-
works also affect changes in violence within
European cities (De Vries and Guild, 2019) as well as
international developments in the political economy
of crime control (Eski and Sergi, 2024). These factors
may also affect perceptions of violence within cities.

In this context, we present findings from a com-
parative, qualitative study that investigated how
key stakeholders, who are involved in responses to
violence at the municipal level, perceive its cause
and overall nature. We draw from scholarship on
frontline interactions between government and citi-
zens, stemming from Lipsky’s (1980) key text on
Street-Level Bureaucracy. As in other contexts of
public administration, violence reduction efforts
are regularly enacted at the municipal level (Body-
Gendrot, 2013), though the perceived policy and
practice levers that local actors consider capable of
reducing or mitigating urban violence may be
located both within urban locales and a national
level. The accounts of key support workers, practi-
tioners and local policymakers are important
because they represent essential intermediaries in
processes of policy implementation, transfer and
reform. The perspectives of practitioners provide
insight into how social problems are constructed
and under what conditions, which groups are most
affected by these conditions, how solutions to such
problems should be delivered in city settings (and
delivered more effectively) and who should be
assigned responsibility for generating effective
responses. Analysing these accounts within a frame
of street-level practices and knowledge therefore
speaks directly to issues of accountability and gov-
ernance in violence reduction efforts.

Our work sought to investigate perceptions of
violence and violence reduction at a municipal
level in two non-capital European cities: Sheffield
(UK) and Malmé (Sweden). These cities were
viewed as emblematic examples of the kind of
social, economic and political conditions experi-
enced by many other European cities of modest
economic position and typical population size: both
cities have seen significant housing and social
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change, including the accommodation of recent
migrants, notable inequalities between neighbour-
hoods and the presence of social-spatial segrega-
tion, while retaining a range of state supports in the
areas of housing and social support. Through semi-
structured interviews with key local practitioners
working in these urban centres, the question we
address here is: How is ‘urban violence’constructed
in practitioner accounts and what kind of causal
factors do they identify as being centrally impor-
tant in their local context?

The structure of this article is as follows. First, we
present an overview of the existing literature on
urban violence and its connection to a range of
explanatory contextual factors including income,
housing, racial, gender and class-based inequalities,
and social conflicts in the European urban context.
We anchor this discussion within scholarship on
frontline government—citizen interactions, com-
monly organised under the label of ‘street-level
bureaucracy’ though often captured in other pro-
cesses such as ‘government-in-action’ (Hupe et al.,
2015) or local knowledge (Durose, 2009). Second,
we outline our methodological approach, detailing
our research design and providing profiles of the two
case study cities used in this article. Making interna-
tional comparisons on violent crime rates by coun-
try, still less by city, are difficult due to a lack of
standardisation of measurement. However, to pro-
vide an indication as to general conditions of violent
crime by municipality, rather than for comparison,
we consult open-access databases from the munici-
pal councils. Third, we outline our substantive find-
ings which are presented around three key themes
that emerged from analysis: constructions of urban
violence by civic actors; perceptions of the underly-
ing conditions and forces generative of violence;
and, finally, how these framings translated into the
implementation of (or barriers to) responses to urban
violence. We argue that the accounts of frontline
actors at a municipal level provide an insight into
how certain acts (or groups) are considered violent
(identification), who is likely to be most affected
and/or targeted (risk assessment), and where the
responsibility might lie for both policymaking and
implementation (response).

Violence and the European urban
context

Violence in urban contexts is often related to disparate
and complex causes located in wider social, economic
and political forces (Body-Gendrot, 2013; Currie,
2009). Of course, European cities present highly vari-
able experiences and geographies of violence, with
varying forms and intensities (Pavoni and Tulumello,
2020). Factors often attributed to such problems in a
European context include areas of concentrated pov-
erty, lack of opportunity, material inequalities linked to
precarious labour markets and state divestment in
housing and social conditions more broadly (Dikeg,
2017; Wacquant, 2009). Also seen as important are
cultures around youth masculinity that have become
‘harder’ (Brookman et al., 2011) in many settings as a
result of the rising precarity and meaninglessness of
work for distinct groups (Ellis, 2017). More recently,
there have been efforts to consider how rapid demo-
graphic change in sub-areas, combined with social
exclusion, inform such explanations and framings of
urban violence.

The economic conditions of many cities and their
regions have seen significant challenges and reduced
opportunities in a growing market of precarious
labour (Beugelsdijk et al., 2022) in which working-
class and minority ethnic groups face declining
social prospects. Rising inequality resulting from
financial crises and the retrenchment of social sup-
ports from austerity urbanism and welfare cuts
(Davies and Blanco, 2017; Peck, 2012) can also be
identified as key forces adding strains to the kind of
social conditions in local areas which are generative
of interpersonal violence (Mayblin et al., 2020).
Many violence-reduction programmes in contempo-
rary European cities are based on understandings
tied to individual conduct and risks, as a problem of
risk management or one framed in terms of the pres-
ence of suspect communities in distinct positions in
the housing-neighbourhood ecosystem of the city. In
this sense, when viewed through the lens of national
and city policymaking, measures to address urban
violence have tended to overlook the complexity of
forces shaping the experience and prevalence of
urban violence (Atkinson and Millington, 2018).
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Like other areas of state policy, as Wacquant (2009)
has observed, the state tends to offer two distinctive
modes of response to problems, offering benevolence
(the provision of public housing, forms of income sup-
port, certain social services) but also more aggressive,
even destructive responses (Lea, 2002) via over-
whelming and discriminatory police responses and
practices, the demolition of ‘criminogenic’ housing,
anti-gang policies, and exclusionary planning and
housing policies. These overlapping, contradictory
responses show how the complexity of city life and its
formal governance respond to multiple aspects of vio-
lence and its links to excluded and more deprived
groups and places. In terms of questions of politics and
class, urban violence often appears therefore to be met
in many urban contexts with more or less anti-socio-
logical modes of thinking — tending to reject the social,
economic and political foundations of such violence.

The question of what makes urban violence specifi-
cally ‘urban’ in formation or subtle causation has been
addressed by Pavoni and Tulumello (2020: 49-50):

On the one hand, the urban in urban violence has been
self-evidently referred to a given, bounded and static
place: the city. In other words, the urban is for the most
part intended as a secondary adjective, referring to the
place (the container) in which instances of violence
would occur, rather than as a spatial process constitutive
to urban violence. This presupposition has led to either
using urban violence as a simple (and redundant)
shorthand for violence in the city, and/or crystallising
the urban as a sort of a-historical condition, naturally
conducive to violence, which is accordingly described
via the extensive use of (reductive) statistics (e.g.
murder rates).

In this sense, urban violence raises questions about
what specific local, contextual or generically ‘urban’
processes or patterns give rise to violence. This is a
complex challenge and one that tends not to be fore-
grounded in urban community studies or others on
interpersonal violence where background contexts
and conditions are often ignored. Cities do not simply
cause violence, but are complex systems of concen-
tration and dispersion of structures, processes and
interactions between unequal groups and institutions
that may have the combined effect of generating pro-
pensities towards or away from violence. Moser

(2004) has argued that the concept of urban violence
has tended to elude the search for a compact definition
and, as Pavoni and Tulumello (2020) have shown, has
a complex relation to the urban context. Our use of the
term violence here acknowledges the role of social
and spatial change and the resulting dynamics sur-
rounding and underpinning it in urban settings.

We acknowledge the complexity of defining urban
violence which takes on essentially two already con-
tested concepts that in many ways adds further diffi-
culty to pinning down a clear definition. In this article,
we are primarily interested in the question of interper-
sonal violence in urban contexts, for example, forms
of violence occurring within family/partner relation-
ships or the community (as defined by, for example,
Dahlberg and Krug, 2002). This could include forms
of violence such as assault, homicide, domestic and/or
sexual violence and abuse. This is a focused definition
of urban violence that broadly brackets off the con-
cerns of some analysts to bring in political and sym-
bolic forms, such as the symbolic violence of
gentrification, the social damage of urban restructur-
ing and community displacement, the socially and spa-
tially stratified harms of food deserts, or indeed the
harms of austerity. These are significant and often sub-
tle issues of violence and harm that warrant enquiry
but fall outside the strict focus of this study.

Local knowledge and street-level
practice in violence reduction

This article is primarily focused on violence as part
of the everyday life of localities within cities, the
communities and neighbourhoods that make up this
context. Aside from the human loss and damage gen-
erated by violence in cities, its effects can also be
expressed in wider patterns of insecurity, mistrust
and fear which pervade the lives of many citizens.
Rather than treat the spatial and urban contexts as
‘background’, our focus is on localised and ulti-
mately micro-social acts and processes within the
wider city settings that they occur. This situates
urban contexts as containers for social systems strat-
ified by class, gender, income and race and power
relations (Atkinson and Millington, 2018). It is
important in this sense to remember, as Taylor (1997)
has argued, that urban ‘localities matter’ and that the
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effects of violence on different places manifest in
clearly demarcated ways. In this context, how local
civic actors understand such structural shifts and
changes are key to understanding how effective
responses and solutions may be generated.

It is therefore important to anchor our analysis in
literature that addresses the practices, pressures and
knowledge that frontline workers and practitioners
hold in responding to urban violence. There is a siz-
able body of literature that looks at the intersection
of government and policy implementation through
the work and perspectives of public service actors.
Since Lipsky’s coining of Street Level Bureaucracy
in 1980, much work has been done on developing
and applying the concept within other public policy
disciplines (Chang and Brewer, 2023): including
public administration (Durose, 2009), urban studies
(Laws and Forester, 2015), and social care and wel-
fare (Ellis, 2011). This scholarship speaks to the role
and influence of public/civil servants in implement-
ing public policy and as pivotal to the interface
between government policy makers and citizens.

While there was much emphasis on discretion as
a core part of street-level bureaucracy, we employ
this literature to better understand how public policy
efforts are engaged with from the ‘bottom-up’. This
literature can offer insight into how frontline actors
navigate conflict between public policy construc-
tions of the root causes of violence and their own
knowledge of barriers to reducing violence. Thinking
about frontline actor accounts within the context of
this literature facilitates an analysis of how practi-
tioners negotiate obstacles to change in their every-
day work, as well as wider issues of trust, community
building and cooperation (Durose, 2009), opportuni-
ties for innovation, improvisation and conflict (Laws
and Forester, 2015). As Hupe et al. (2015: 11) sug-
gest, these approaches also recognise that policy
efforts to social problems (such as violence) are
‘multilayered’ and potentially in need for a ‘horizon-
tal’ analysis of policy implementation.

The study

The findings presented here draw on data gathered as
part of a larger, multi-site comparative study on
European urban settings of roughly similar population

sizes and similar social, ethnic and socio-spatial divi-
sions. The analysis is based on material gathered in two
urban centres: Sheffield (UK) and Malmo (Sweden).
These cities were selected to compare and contrast
experiences of contemporary urban violence between
cities that can be labelled as ordinary, normal or newly
settled cities. More significant similarities emerged
than anticipated, however, in terms of the overarching
inequalities seen by our participants as underpinning
and explaining violence, which they related variably to
identity and social change, political institutions and
access to socio-economic resources. Both cities do not
report high rates of violence, though each experience
(as we shall see) violence that varies by district and is
linked to a series of social divisions seen by participants
to undermine urban peace and cohesion.

Through a comparative case study approach to
these two cities, our aim was to discuss with key,
municipal practitioners their understanding of vio-
lence as something variably real or misrepresented in
‘ordinary’ European cities (Robinson, 2008). By ‘ordi-
nary’, we describe cities in which everyday life oper-
ates in relatively low violence, but forms of urban
change (migration, inequality and relative forms of
income-based segregation via private and public hous-
ing systems) provide the kind of common context in
which the reality and debates surrounding urban vio-
lence are currently occurring.

Methods

Setting out to understand the patterns and consequences
of violence as well as how violence is ‘emplaced’ in
these cities, we conducted a total of 48 interviews with
key local stakeholders sitting variably across policy,
policing and civil society sectors across four cities
including: Sheffield (UK), Malmé (Sweden), Sarajevo
(Bosnia-Herzegovina) and Belfast (Northern Ireland).
The analysis presented here is based on a subset of 23
interviews from Sheffield and Malmo to enable a focus
on cities with similar experiences of recent social
change. Semi-structured qualitative interviews were
undertaken, providing space for participants to discuss
what they viewed as the most critical forms of violence
in their city, what a less violent version of their city
would look like and the perceived obstacles to achiev-
ing this. Participants were purposively sampled to
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identify those whose work directly or indirectly
engaged in activities that responded to and aimed to
prevent urban violence as well as promote cohesion
and build peace. We identified participants through
website searches and local policy literature, supple-
mented by snowball sampling to access a wider net-
work of participants. This included social workers,
individuals representing migrant and refugee support
organisations, domestic violence organisations, youth
organisations, grassroots conflict transformation and
peacebuilding centres as well as local police services,
including community police and senior officers, and
municipal agencies including city council officials,
community safety leads and community relations
councils. The central aim was to offer a qualitative
study of these issues, building useful forms of explana-
tion from in-depth yet ‘local’ analyses that could be
used to say something capable of being related to simi-
lar urban experiences in the European context more
broadly.

Case study |: Sheffield, England

Sheffield, located in the North of England, was
renowned for the strength of its iron and steel
industries in previous decades. As of 2021, the
city had a population total of 556,521 (Sheffield
City Council, 2022a: 5) with a high number of
people in the 20-24 age group due to the two uni-
versities in the city (Sheffield City Council,
2022b: n.p). The 2021 Census reported that
74.5 per cent of the population identified as White
British, 9.6 per cent as Asian, 4.6 per cent as Black,
3.5per cent as Mixed and 4.6 per cent as White
non-British (Sheffield City Council, 2022b: n.p).
The city presents with stark socio-economic ine-
qualities and class divisions following four dec-
ades of deindustrialisation. These divisions are
reflected spatially, with the most affluent wards
clustered in the southwest of the city, and the most
deprived wards in the northeast (Sheffield Fairness
Commission, 2012). Therefore, while there has
been economic change in certain parts of Sheffield
(such as the development of commercial/retail
centres), it has been, as Ferrazzi (2022: 108)
writes ‘by no means a sustainable and inclusive
growth’ across the city.

Violence and violence prevention in Sheffield. Sheffield is
typically regarded as a safe and ‘low crime place to
live’ (Sheffield City Partnership Board, 2018: 8). While
the general crime (129.7 per 1000 population) and vio-
lent crime and sexual offence rates (39.6 per 1000 pop-
ulation) in Sheffield are slightly above England’s
national average (97.4 and 33.9 per 1000 population,
respectively) (Sheffield City Council, 2024), Sheffield
continually reports at the low end of England’s ‘Core
Cities’ with regard to forms of violent crime (Sheffield
City Partnership Board, 2018). The State of Sheffield
2018 report stated that crime and anti-social behaviour
is increasing, though not as rapidly as other cities, and
the uneven distribution of different forms of violent
crime by ward areas. In particular, this report stations
this debate within a broader discussion on community
cohesion and the challenges that economic and demo-
graphic change, such as migration, pose to a strong
sense of identity and community (Sheffield City Part-
nership Board, 2018: 59).

Within this context, local policy responses have
been operated through multi-agency Community
Safety Partnership arrangements. In Sheffield, this
was constituted in the form of the Safer and
Sustainable Communities Partnership Board (now
Safer Sheffield Partnership) bringing together police,
the city council, probation and others, while drawing
upon the expertise of voluntary sector organisations,
and the domestic abuse board, and drug and alcohol
board. In 2018, the partnership prioritised four pri-
orities including: gangs and youth violence, modern
slavery and human trafficking, hate crime against
vulnerable groups, and domestic abuse and violence
against women and girls — which, taken together,
seem to be indicative of a push towards improving
community safety and cohesion (Ferrazzi, 2022;
Sheffield Safety and Sustainable Communities
Partnership, 2018). The launch of Sheffield City
Council’s Community Cohesion Charter in 2018
solidified this approach, again, with the organising
principle that social cohesion can help in ‘preventing
escalation towards scapegoating vulnerable people,
hate crime, and antisocial behaviour’ (Greenwood,
2018: 19). Threads of this focus on community cohe-
sion can also be seen in the more recent launch of
Violence Reduction Units (VRUs) across the United
Kingdom by the Home Office (including the South
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Yorkshire VRU) based on a public health approach
to violence. These launched shortly after the com-
pletion of data collection but are mentioned here to
show the local policy development on violence
prevention.

Case study 2: Malmé, Sweden

Malmo, the third largest city in Sweden, has simi-
larly been recovering from the economic collapse of
its shipbuilding industry and transitioning to its new
self-ascribed identity as a ‘city of knowledge’.
Throughout this transition, Malmo has struggled
with tensions relating to demographic change and
(both mainstream and social) media attention sur-
rounding violence and exclusion in areas with high
concentrations of ethnic minority groups. As of
December 2024, Malmo had a total population of
365,644 and is the fastest growing large city in
Sweden (Malmé Stad, n.d.). The population demo-
graphic of Malmo is considerably younger than
Sweden’s average, with Malmo Stad (n.d.) reporting
that roughly half of its residents are under the age of
35 (47%), and that the age group of 2025 has seen
the greatest influx in migration patterns. In addition,
it is estimated that individuals from 187 different
countries live in Malmo currently, with roughly 1 in
3 residents having been born in another country
(Malmo Stad, n.d.).

Violence and violence prevention in Malmé. Within a
national context, there has been increasing focus on
the use of guns and hand grenades across Sweden
(Sturup et al., 2019) with Khoshnood and Gerell
(2019) observing a notable increase in gun-related
violence between 2011 and 2015 in Malmo specifi-
cally. Therefore, while many types of other violent
crime may be decreasing, violence using guns and
explosives are on the increase, with an association to
young males involved in criminal networks and
milieu (Sturup et al., 2020). As Danell and Jarl
(2024) note, the discourse attached to this violence
has become highly politicised, with the focus on
organised crime networks and ‘gangs’ driving feel-
ings of insecurity, fear of crime and positioned as
symbolising a threat to Swedish democratic values.
As part of this politically charged debate, multicul-
turalism and immigration policies have become

central talking points in Sweden, where the principle
of universalism prevents the tailoring of policies to
address specific needs or inequalities facing ethnic
minority groups.

The introduction of local violence prevention pol-
icies such as the Group Violence Intervention, also
known as “Sluta Skjut” or Ceasefire Malmo (Ivert
and Mellgren, 2021), represent key problem-based,
deterrent initiatives targeting street-based networks
involved in violence and speak directly to the politi-
cal and media focus on organised gangs. However,
there are numerous other initiatives targeting other
levels of prevention including Communities That
Care (focusing on improving living conditions for
children and risk/protective factors for violence) and
the Business Improvement District (BID) (such as
BID Sofielund) which proposes partnerships between
property owners in ‘vulnerable areas’ (known by
police as utsatt omrdde) to improve safety and cohe-
sion at a neighbourhood level.

A comparative analysis of Malmo and Sheffield in
this respect highlights how core themes of cohesion,
insecurity and marginality materialise and play out
across different urban regional contexts. However, a
comparison such as this also offers insight into how
street-level municipal workers problematise violence
and what they perceive to be possible as they respond
within conditions of economic decline and demo-
graphic change. This interpretivist epistemological
approach places value on frontline practitioner’s
accounts, acknowledging that their understandings of
urban violence (and how to respond) are embedded
within specific social, political and cultural contexts.

Findings

Constructions of urban violence in civic
and policy discourses

Popular understanding of urban violence sits some-
where between representation and reality (Body-
Gendrot, 2011), and this possibility was frequently
reflected in the variation among interviewees’ views
about the prevalence, forms and severity of violence
within each city and the disconnect with ‘top-down’
policy discourse (Hupe et al., 2015). The interviews
examined how civic and policy actors constructed
urban violence: which forms of violence they
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considered most critical in their city, the root causes
they attributed to this violence to and the responses
they see as being most effective in addressing those
causes and their ‘symptoms’. Positionality is central
here as perspectives will always be in part reflections
of how each actor is situated and engages with the
problem of urban violence, what institutional con-
texts, policies and trainings they operate from within,
and the communities that they interact with and to
what end. Nevertheless, common to both case studies
was the sense that significant disparities exist in
experiences of violence and safety within each city:

So, you can say, overall, I think this is a peaceful city
and I think yeah, do you know what, I’ve got children
and I enjoy living in this city, this is a nice city because
I’'m over there in a leafy suburb. That’s not everybody’s
experience. And that’s when I think you get a poetical
steer on Sheffield’s a nice place to live, for some
people. For some people, it’s really not. For some
people, it’s really not a nice place to be, in fact it’s very
scary, very dangerous and there are very limited
opportunities to get out of it. (SHF11 Civic)

When asked what types of violence were most criti-
cal in their city, many initially pointed to what Ellis
(2019) has called ‘higher harm’: in the first instance,
participants perceived direct, physical violence, such
as organised crime and robbery, as being key priori-
ties for prevention in their communities:

. . . the shootings of course, because people die from
that . . . And it also makes other people in the city
scared and it influences people’s behaviour, ‘how
should I travel round in the city?” ‘Can I go out in the
city whenever [ want to?’ and so on. So, it influences
all people living in the city more or less. But also using
these bangers and these explosive things, that is also a
problem because the same reason, it could be someone
. . . there hasn’t been anyone who has died yet but there
is some people who have been injured. And yeah, it
will make you afraid maybe to walk around on the
streets . . . (MALO1 Police)

It is interesting that police participants commented first
and foremost on acts of physical violence, echoing pre-
vious analyses on the increases of gun violence and
explosives in Malmg, particularly among young males
(Sturup et al., 2020). Similar perspectives were offered
from police officers in Sheffield, who commented on

incidents of anti-social behaviour as indicative of more
severe and escalating forms of violent crime. Unpacking
this, discussions turned towards forms of violence that
may be less visible and more ‘subtle’ in public dis-
courses, yet just as pervasive in their impacts on the real
and perceived sense of safety among local communi-
ties. Interviewees in both cities described how anti-
social behaviour, hate crime, intimidation, forced
labour and exploitation impact the social fabric of their
cities and that we shouldn’t “‘underestimate the impact
of these low level issues in terms of our communities’
(SHFO06 Police).

These forms of violence complicate how urban
violence is constructed more broadly by civic and
policy actors, in particular the distinctions between
responses to more public, exceptional violence, and
the ‘private’ forms of violence that take place in the
everyday. In this respect, it is important to state that
domestic violence and abuse was largely absent, or at
least downplayed, in discussions. Returning to the
positionality of some participants, this is perhaps
important to consider in relation to connotations of
what ‘urban’ and ‘public space’ represents, and the
low rates of disclosure of domestic violence and abuse
from victim/survivors to police. Indeed, those that did
identify domestic violence as an issue, tended to sepa-
rate this from ‘urban’ violence: ‘The issues we get
mainly within our communities in terms of violence
tends to be more domestic-related than urban vio-
lence’ (SHF06 Police). One interviewee in Malmo
connected questions of private and public violence
with the way that certain issues tended to attract more
media and political attention, and that gendered vio-
lence is less present in such arenas:

... I think that partner violence is probably a huge
problem in Malmé, as well as in many other cities and
countries around the world, but that’s nothing that you
hear about and maybe not that . . . it’s not discussed
that much either. But it’s probably a huge problem. But
for a couple of years now I think the shootings have
been the main topics of media attention and, also, for
political debates. (MAL06-07 Civic)

The absence of this more ‘private’ violence in the data
suggests a particular representation of “urban’ that sep-
arates domestic violence and abuse from ‘urban vio-
lence’ (Cook and Walklate, 2022), despite the
prevalence of this issue across spatial and income
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divides in the city. There is an important intervention
to be made here from the perspective of street-level
bureaucracy scholarship that speaks to the often gen-
dered (and as will be shown shortly, racialised) notions
of ‘urban’ violence that appear at policy level and how
frontline actors engage with these assumptions from
street level.

Characterising urban violence

In discussions about underlying causes and manifes-
tations of urban violence, many of our interviewees
drew a connection between policies of austerity and
disinvestment in the most structurally disadvantaged
communities, tensions surrounding ‘cohesion’, and
the marginalisation of migrant communities and
young people as key to understanding urban violence.
Participants described how these conditions reinforce
inequalities and exacerbate feelings of fear about cer-
tain groups, perceptions of certain areas as ‘danger-
ous’ and ultimately fracture social relations between
communities based on perceptions of difference.
Revisiting the ‘tale of two cities’ theme (Taylor,
1997), many interviewees described poverty and socio-
economic deprivation as key markers of the divide in
feelings of safety in both Sheffield and Malmé:

1 think Sheffield has an issue in terms of its poverty and
the way it is divided into two halves. And one half of
the city really does have a problem hugely with poverty
and the poverty that we have there has an impact on
gang violence and young people just causing antisocial
behaviour and that level of problems. (SHF09 Civic)

Malmo in many ways is a divided city. On one side
we’re very successful and rich. I mean the companies
that choose Malmo as a headquarter, international
companies, is quite impressive. The cultural scene in
Malmo, both with music and restaurants and theatres,
is quite impressive for the size of the city. But then you
have the integration problem, the crime, the extreme
violence problem . . . (MALOQ9 Policy)

Participants largely pointed to disinvestment in com-
munities as a core factor in the types of violence they
see as most critical in their cities. The resulting high
levels of inequality and deprivation, they argued,
undermined social cohesion and exacerbated divi-
sions among communities, reinforcing the sense of

isolation within marginalised groups. Moreover, this
urban marginality was reflected in terms of how cer-
tain areas in the cities were navigated according to
perceptions of safety and risk by many citizens.

Austerity urbanism and disinvestment

While the nature of urban transformation differed in the
two cities, participants from both identified patterns of
disinvestment in socially and economically marginal-
ised areas that they connected with issues of violence
and insecurity they encounter in their work. Sheffield’s
massive losses of central government funding were
seen as a key issue. As mentioned previously, Sheffield
has had to manage a period of deindustrialisation and
decline in the steel industry compounded by the effects
of the financial crises in 2008, exit from the European
Union and a sustained campaign of austerity policies
by the Conservative government. Sheffield City
Council reported that, after 14years of government
cuts, it has had to deliver savings of over £483 million,
with the added impact of inflation and increased
demand; translating to having 26 per cent less to spend
per household compared to 2010/11 (Sheffield City
Council, 2024: 2). This resonates with what many com-
mentators have described as ‘austerity urbanism’ in
which cuts due to fiscal restraint at the national scale
are applied most forcefully to the poorest communities
(Davies and Blanco, 2017). A range of key actors dis-
cussed the kinds of isolation these forces generated for
many communities that were increasingly stripped of
core services. One participant in Sheffield described
the withdrawal of resources from programmes that had
been making a positive impact:

And they don’t have money to be able to go and do
other things that would be considered to take them off
the streets in a positive way. So, the lack of resources I
think has had a major impact and has left communities
to go in on themselves. (SHF09 Civic)

Some participants were explicit about the political
economy of austerity measures in the United Kingdom,
recognising that cities like Sheffield were shouldering
the burden of ideological economic decisions:

... part of the austerity problem is lack of statutory
services on the ground but it’s also poverty, it’s also
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people looking for who’s to blame you know, as we
talked about before. So, I think there’s a whole system
around that. And then you can go on to say well why
have we got this austerity? It’s a political choice, I’'m
fairly sure it’s a political choice you know, it’s not an
economic determinism which we choose as our
economic system. (SHF01 Civic)

Compounding the impacts of disinvestment in com-
munities and community programmes, police par-
ticipants in Sheffield described the direct impacts of
austerity policies on how proactively police are able
to engage with communities:

In Sheffield I think we have something like over 120
different nationalities, 130 different languages spoken.
So, it’s key to get into communities and understand
communities. We’ve lost a little bit of that transition
over the last few years with the austerity measures that
have been brought up by the government which has
drawn us away from the community. (SHF03 Police)

In Malmo, this apparent divestment from working-
class communities also aligned with political decision-
making, though here, rather than an explicit policy of
austerity, participants attributed these decisions to a
post-industrial shift towards becoming a ‘dynamic
knowledge centre.’! In contrast to Sheffield, Malmd
has experienced significant investment leading to the
construction of major new public spaces as part of this
new knowledge centre, attracting high-earning groups
to the city, while simultaneously disinvesting in other
parts of the city (Carmona et al., 2019):

It was hard to change course for the city from an
industrial working-class society to a more cultural
knowledge-based society . . . But they did it quite well.
But we still struggle with two different aspects of
Malmo. We have one that is very innovative and
making big progress and then we have the other picture
where people are not involved in the society. (MAL12
Civic)

Carmona et al. (2019: 246) referred to this in their
analysis of the construction of Malmé Live, symbolis-
ing ‘part of the city’s attempts to re-position itself eco-
nomically’, but also indicating a shift away from
prioritising collective approaches to public spaces and
benefits. In both cities, participants linked politically
driven economic disinvestment with the exclusion of

already marginalised communities. Applying the lens
of street-level bureaucracy, the push towards austerity
urbanism also has implications for frontline practi-
tioners themselves: namely, pressure to ‘do more with
less’ (Hupe and Buffat, 2014) and the dilemmas that
these actors face when asked to produce solutions
beyond their reach.

Deprivation, ‘cohesion’ and scapegoating

Compounded by austerity policies, interviewees
described how significant social inequality within
the cities tended to drive stronger forms of scape-
goating and othering that perpetuated pre-existing
tensions and undermined cohesion within marginal-
ised communities. In Sheffield, for example, depri-
vation has become more polarised since the start of
austerity policies: between 2015 and 2019, 106
Lower Super Output Areas (LSOAs) moved Index
of Multiple Deprivation (IMD) decile with 46
becoming more deprived and 60 becoming less
deprived (Sheffield City Council, 2019). Notions of
increasing insecurities and competition in urban
environments have been identified previously, par-
ticularly in relation to urban riots and protest (Dikeg,
2017). One community worker in Sheffield said that
over this period they had witnessed ‘an increase in
racism, stimulated by austerity’ (SHFO1 Civic). He
outlined the relationship between deprivation, cohe-
sion and the scapegoating of ‘diversity’:

. . . one of the things, one of the key principles in the
Cohesion Strategic Framework is that cohesion’s not
undermined by diversity, it’s undermined by
deprivation. So, deprivation’s a massive barrier and
that can be social deprivation, people feeling they don’t
have a place in society in their community, it can be
economic deprivation, experiencing poverty and
they’re seeing why they’re poor rather than you know
. . . it’s the underlying cause isn’t it? If we understand
the economics of capitalism or whatever you want to
frame it, then we might understand why people are
poor. It’s not ‘the foreigners’ who are making you
poorer. (SHF01 Civic)

Some attributed the resulting xenophobia and racism
to individual processes of scapegoating other mar-
ginalised communities perceived to be receiving
greater support:
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Well, there’s always hostility towards people who are
seen to be different. And I think in a city, well parts of
the city where people are feeling more besieged
themselves in terms of you know, the social and
economic situation, if they see other people around
them that they perceive to be getting more benefits than
them that creates tensions. (SHF04 Civic)

Social problems that emerge from such disinvest-
ment were seen to be instrumentalised by some
groups in ways that reinforced more regressive polit-
ical ideologies around multiculturalism, immigra-
tion and class. This is also reflective of Tilly’s (1998)
relational view of inequality, characterised by people
drawing boundaried categories between themselves
and others which are then institutionalised through
different processes and practices, such as exploita-
tion or ‘opportunity hoarding’. In Malmo, tensions
around violence and immigration were often dis-
cussed in relation to policies of multiculturalism,
with right-wing parties framing violence and disor-
der in the city as an example of ‘multicultural system
collapse’ (MAL06-07 Civic). Others went further,
noting the deeply racialised perceptions of citizen-
ship and nationality that underpin patterns of exclu-
sion, highlighting assumptions of Swedish citizens
as white and blonde and describing non-white
offenders as not ‘looking” Swedish (MALI11 Police).

Urban marginality, fear and racism

Many interviewees, primarily those working with
community-based organisations, connected the
issues of urban marginality and racism explored
above with the backdrop of fear and insecurity that
characterises communities’ experiences with and
perceptions of urban violence. These themes relate
to recent work in European cities around gang for-
mation and the injection of new ‘energy’ into forms
of violence related to the international drug trade and
the exclusion of new, local migrants (Eski and Sergi,
2024). Perceptions on these issues were spaced une-
venly across the city with some pointing to migra-
tion patterns as a factor shaping tensions in different
parts of the city. Others described how associations
that developed between particular neighbourhood
and social groups, such as young people and issues
of anti-social behaviour, were seen to generate

impressions of powerlessness or a lack of security
among residents of those areas (SHF 11 Civic). These
reported fears, again whether based on perception or
reality, constrained behaviour:

There were issues with women saying that they felt that
they had to go out in groups and not being able to walk
alone in certain areas. And certain specific parts of
Sheftield they felt were no-go areas . . . I think sort of
the idea that they couldn’t go on their own was more to
do with their own personal safety . . . that ‘I can’t go
out because I feel that I’ll be robbed’ as well if there’s
no street lighting. So, I know to avoid that particular
road, or I know to avoid that particular area of Sheftield.
(SHF09 Civic)

Areas where this sense of fear, insecurity and unrest
persist are often labelled as dangerous or ‘problem-
atic’ and statutory responses to those areas reinforce
their isolation. Whereas policing actors in Sheffield
described a community-oriented approach, one inter-
viewee in Malmo described state responses to ‘prob-
lem’ areas as militaristic:

Then we’re talking about war. That’s how war works. If
you put in military no-go zones . . . then you see these
people like we are in a war. Like Sweden is in war with
these communities. And that’s a big problem, that’s a
very big problem and that’s very different because
when I was growing up it was the same area that we’re
talking about now. They see us like immigrants or they
see us like problematic. No-go zone areas or like we
are saying to the Swedish people ‘you shouldn’t go to
this area, it’s dangerous for you to go to these areas’.
And if you have a language that starts to talk about this
area like this, then the steps to military action against
these areas are very short . . . (MALO04 Civic)

Parker and Madureira (2016: 595) analyse this pre-
occupation with stigmatised areas within political
and media spheres, giving the example of Rosengérd
in Malmd, where reports have ‘tended to accentuate
an ethnic dimension but often failed to see causes
related to the labour market, housing market and
media itself’. In contrast to the more individualistic
explanations of tension, voluntary sector participants
in particular recognised the structural forces which
animate the resilience and privilege felt by more
affluent, white communities who are more insulated
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from the violence (or fear/threat of violence) experi-
enced by marginalised communities:

The white, middle-class Swedish-originated feels
unsafe sometimes but they have a resilience in their
group because they are never targeted in those kind of
extreme violence situations. Then we have the other
people with different backgrounds and socio-
economically challenged areas, where the overall
feeling of safety is very . . . is lacking . .. (MALI12
Civic)

This proximity becomes important when understand-
ing the issues that enter public discourse. Some argued
that it is only when the violence ‘normally’ contained
within structurally disadvantaged areas of the city
moved ‘towards the centre or towards areas where the
rich and powerful live, then it becomes a very big
issue” (MAL13 Civic). Some participants were very
aware of the privileged position they occupied, par-
ticularly voluntary sector participants, commenting
on the stigmatised nature of certain areas of the city
and their separation from this. Notably, responses to
this spill-over of violence seem more concerned with
containing such violence through law enforcement
than addressing the underlying causes of the violence
which were identified by many interviewees: ‘it’s all
talk about more police, more surveillance, militarising
these areas, using water guns’ (MAL13 Civic). Some
participants in Malmo added to this by expressing
concern that some political figures had a vested inter-
est in maintaining the status quo of urban disorder as
it reinforced ideological challenges to policies sup-
porting ‘multiculturalism’:

the biggest segregation in Malmo today is the political

.. we have a big segregation because they don’t know
how the people works. We don’t have segregation
empowerment in these communities, we have
segregation on political, on interacting with the people
.. . As soon as we start segregation now in Sweden if
you say segregation everybody connects that word to
immigrants. (MALO4 Civic)

The issue of segregation in this context therefore
refers not only to socio-economic and racial segrega-
tion, but to political engagement: some groups were
understood to have the power to take action and oth-
ers were effectively excluded from this field of

action. This has been evidenced in previous research
showing the polarising effects of economic crises on
segregation and concentrated poverty, hitting those
hardest who are already in vulnerable positions in
the labour market (see Andersson and Hedman,
2016, for an analysis of Malmd). Amplified by con-
ditions of economic decline, these accounts also
show the underlying themes of distrust and disillu-
sionment that create challenges for frontline actors
in how they work (Laws and Forester, 2015). Again,
these issues speak to a disconnect between the policy
tools laid out at a national level and what is possible
in different localities.

Conclusion

Drawing from qualitative research in two changing
European urban centres, we have identified the key
operating theories, ideas and observations circulating
among civic actors tasked with tackling urban vio-
lence. Their commentaries build a cumulative picture
that is in many ways at odds with the main thrust of
many of the policies, political discussions, policing
priorities and resource cuts evident in many cities
across Europe in recent years. The strongest shared
conclusion is that urban violence cannot be tackled
where these deeper conditions, influences and a lack
of resources remain unaddressed. In this sense, our
work resonates with the findings of other researchers
in both urban studies and criminology that have wit-
nessed an enormous erosion of social conditions in
many city contexts. This analysis also connects with
scholarship on street-level bureaucracy and local
knowledge, specifically in relation to trust and con-
flict and how frontline actors struggle against increas-
ingly hostile political discourses.

The diagnosis offered by key actors is fairly clear.
However, the question of how to respond is muddier.
We know that the subtle social geographies and mobil-
ities of more and less affluent citizens shape exposure
to risk and that this also translates into varying com-
mitments to address problems. There is clearly a politi-
cal economy to urban violence, the core economic and
social conditions that undergird urban life and which
drive forms of social humiliation, lack of participation,
the absence of meaningful education and other social
investments. These factors have been shaped and cur-
tailed by more than a decade of austerity that itself
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layered pressures onto urban settings generated by
much long-standing inequalities. The prospect of these
denied opportunities and continued apathy also raise
further questions about the generational impacts of
unresolved tensions for a younger generation who are
left to deal with increasing hostilities. Some have
pointed towards the potential of these tensions as tin-
derboxes for latent violence, only exacerbated by
broader drivers of migration and climate change that
will continue to shape socially fractious conditions
within many urban centres in Europe.

At stake in these debates are questions regarding
not only how to address the roots of urban violence,
but to whom and at what level responsibility for
responses should be directed. As the effects of
social and economic crisis are often passed from
state to local levels (Peck, 2012), including those
that emerged during the pandemic, there is a risk
that further burdens are being placed on local actors
to produce solutions for problems beyond their
reach. The substantial interdependence of these
structural factors seems likely to confound the
effectiveness of interventions around urban vio-
lence amid questions of whose responsibility and
remit they might fall under. The accounts presented
here underline the importance of three policy meas-
ures in particular:

1. Support and invest in long-term collabora-
tive partnerships and policy initiatives which
take account of the spatial discrepancies
within cities.

2. Encourage connections between civic and
state authorities which could help to relieve
these frustrations, rebalance power relations
and provide accountability in top-down
approaches to cities experiencing destructive
social, political and economic change.

3. To increase trust in political institutions, pol-
icies must also tackle the scarcity of invest-
ment in public services, while encouraging
better representation of marginalised com-
munities in decision-making processes.

However, policy commitments must also be coupled
with action to provide safe, free and equally acces-
sible spaces across the city, especially as the social
geographies and mobilities within European urban
centres continue to change in years to come.
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