IMPLEMENTING A PUBLIC HEALTH APPROACH

TO PREVENTING VIOLENCE AGAINST CHILDREN
Key takeaways from Sweden

As the first country in the world to ban corporal punishment and other humiliating treatment of children in
1979, Sweden has a long history of pioneering legislation aimed at tackling violence against children (VAC).
That said, despite a new prevention-focused VAC strategy on the horizon, the country continues to face
some systemic barriers to adoption of a public health-based approach to VAC prevention.

WHAT'S WORKING?

e Strong legislative and institutional foundations: over the last four decades child protection has
been progressively embedded across legislation, including the Social Services Act (2001), which
emphasises early intervention and the best interests of the child, and education legislation
requiring schools to prevent harassment and degrading treatment. More recent reforms, such as
Barnfridsbrott (2021), which recognises children as victims when they witness domestic violence,
and proposals for a long-term national strategy An Upbringing Free from Violence, demonstrate
continued institutional commitment to VAC prevention within a public health and rights-based
approach.

o Universal welfare systems supporting prevention: Sweden’s welfare model provides a strong
platform for early intervention and prevention of violence against children. Universal access to
healthcare, including entirely free child and maternity care, ensures that nearly all families come
into regular contact with health services during pregnancy and early childhood, creating
opportunities to identify risk factors and provide support before harm escalates. Family Centres
(Familjecentraler) are a key example of this preventive infrastructure: they bring together child
health services, maternity care, social workers and parenting support in a single, accessible
setting.

e High-quality data and training: National prevalence surveys conducted every five years provide
robust, longitudinal data on children’s experiences of violence, complemented by police, health
registry and research data from bodies such as the Ombudsman for Children. In parallel, Sweden
has well-developed training and guidance for professionals, supported by institutions such as the
Barnafrid National Knowledge Centre, which provides free courses and resources across sectors.

WHERE ARE THE GAPS?

e Implementation varies across regions: Sweden's highly decentralised governance structure
gives its 21 regions and 290 municipalities substantial autonomy over service design and
programme choice, leading to a patchwork of initiatives and uneven coverage. In this context,
effective models are often implemented only in certain municipalities rather than scaled
nationally.

e Multisector collaboration faces limitations: While healthcare, social services, education and
justice sectorsall have formal responsibilities for preventing and responding to VAC, collaboration
between these systems is often inconsistent. There are notable exceptions, such as Barnahus
centres, where professionals from multiple sectors work together to respond to cases of violence,
and local paediatric VAC teams that collaborate closely with social services and police. However,
these models are not uniformly implemented.

e Opportunities remain for a more holistic prevention approach: While awareness-raising and legal
reforms have reduced some forms of violence, severe forms of VAC remain persistent, suggesting
the need for a greater focus on underlying risk factors such as parental stress, mental health
challenges and adverse social conditions, alongside earlier and more systematic support for
families.
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