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ABSTRACT ARTICLE HISTORY

This study investigates the localisation of P/CVE policy in Sweden Received 23 December 2025
and explores the sociocultural mechanisms shaping this process.By ~ Accepted 10 June 2026
moving beyond formal political explanations, it examines how KEYWORDS

nonelected public administrators across different governance levels P/CVE: new institutional

understood and responded to the emerging expectations of P/CVE. theory; violent extremism;
Drawing on new institutional theory and 19 semi-structured inter- public administration;
views, this study shows that the localisation of P/CVE was not driven localisation

by legal mandates or local security needs but by normative and
mimetic pressures. The national coordinator’'s office played
a central role by aggressively promoting municipal action plans
and coordinators as legitimate responses. Owing to the uncertainty
regarding how to act, most municipalities felt compelled to con-
form, often out of the fear of reputational damage. Many
responded by rapidly adopting action plans, often through uncri-
tical imitation, resulting in superficial and poorly contextualised
policies. These findings contribute to the P/CVE literature by offer-
ing a detailed analysis of how the institutional context and
embedded sociocultural forces shape local P/CVE policymaking.

Introduction

Terrorism is one of the most persistent and defining political issues of the 21st century,
and counterterrorism efforts have become a central component of security policies
worldwide. Contemporary counterterrorism policy has evolved to include what is often
referred to as its “soft side,” typically framed under the banners of “Preventing Violent
Extremism” (PVE) or “Countering Violent Extremism” (CVE) (Hardy 2022; Koehler 2023).
These P/CVE policies adopt a preventive approach to identify and redirect individuals
before they become involved in terrorism or extremism. To achieve this, social welfare
professionals, such as teachers, social workers, and youth workers, who engage with
“vulnerable” groups in their everyday work have been involved in P/CVE strategies
(Heath-Kelly 2023; Johansen 2020). As such professionals are governed by municipalities
and other forms of local administration in many countries, P/CVE policies are increasingly
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regarded as local affairs (Cherney et al. 2018; Johansen 2020; Mattsson 2019; Melhuish and
Heath-Kelly 2022; Somoano 2024).

The expansion and institutionalisation of P/CVE at the local administrative level
can be conceptualised through the lens of localisation processes. In the social
sciences, particularly in studies on the implementation of the Sustainable
Development Goals (Agenda 2030), the concepts of localisation and localising are
used to describe the translation and implementation of international and national
policy issues (e.g. climate change) at the local level (e.g. by regions or municipa-
lities; Jonsson and Bexell 2021). In the context of P/CVE, research has primarily
examined localisation processes by analysing international, national, or local policy
documents (e.g. Andersson Malmros 2022b; Melhuish and Heath-Kelly 2022;
Thomas 2017). There has also been considerable interest in the consequences of
these processes, including its impact on the work of social welfare professionals
and services (Busher, Choudhury, and Thomas 2019; Haugstvedt 2021; Johansen
2020; Mattsson and Séljo 2018; Van de Weert and Eijkman 2019) and the commu-
nities and groups targeted by interventions (Cherney and Murphy 2016; Dresser,
Rowe, and Harding 2025).

Although this literature offers valuable insights, some important gaps remain. One
such gap concerns the policy process itself — specifically, how and through which
mechanisms P/CVE is transferred and implemented at the local administrative level
(O'Toole et al. 2016). This question is crucial because “rational” explanations often fall
short. The obligation for local administrations to coproduce P/CVE efforts is rarely man-
dated by law. Moreover, some studies suggest that municipalities engaging in P/CVE do
not necessarily face issues with extremism (Andersson Malmros and Mattsson 2017) or
perceive any clear benefit in adopting the P/CVE discourse (Thomas 2017). Instead, other
factors and mechanisms appear to influence local administrations’ willingness to partici-
pate in P/CVE.

This study aims to move beyond the formal political surface (Eulau and March 1969)
and explore the sociocultural processes underpinning the localisation of P/CVE policy in
Sweden. More specifically, the study investigates how nonelected administrators at
different levels of governance discuss how and why P/CVE became a municipal respon-
sibility and how they reflect on the motivations, social relations, practices, and conse-
guences associated with this process. The study is informed by new institutional theory,
particularly the concept of institutional pressure (Oliver 1991), which provides a useful
framework for understanding the sociocultural forces at play.

Sweden offers a particularly suitable case for exploration owing to two key circum-
stances. First, recent research (Sivenbring and Svanberg 2022) shows that 177 of Sweden'’s
290 municipalities have developed specific P/CVE policies since 2015, indicating wide-
spread localisation of P/CVE. Second, there are no formal political decisions or legal
mandates that can fully explain this development (Andersson Malmros 2022b), under-
scoring the need to look beyond formal regulatory frameworks to understand the
localisation process. These circumstances are particularly noteworthy because Swedish
municipalities, compared to municipalities in other parts of the world, enjoy greater
autonomy from the state, independent taxation powers, and extensive operational
responsibility for social welfare services, including schools, social care, elder care, and
youth centres (Sellers and Lidstrém 2007). In the context of P/CVE, this autonomy



CRITICAL STUDIES ON TERRORISM e 3

suggests that municipalities are not strictly obligated to implement central guidelines but
rather to interpret, adapt, and, at times, resist or reshape them according to local priorities
and resources.

The article is structured as follows. First, the global trend of localisation of P/CVE policy
is explored. This is followed by a detailed account of Sweden'’s policy process relating to P/
CVE. The theoretical framework is then outlined, with a focus on institutional pressure and
strategic responses. Subsequently, the methodological approach is described, including
the details of the participants and data analysis. The results are then presented, followed
by a concluding discussion highlighting the study’s contributions.

Localisation as a global trend in P/CVE policy

Described as “unheard of before” (Shanaah and Heath-Kelly 2023, 1725), the earliest forms
of P/CVE policies began to emerge in the UK and Netherlands around 2005. The British
PREVENT strategy - part of the broader counterterrorism framework CONTEST - was
among the first post-9/11 initiatives to incorporate “soft” preventative measures into
counterterrorism policy and is frequently cited as a source of inspiration for other
countries’ P/CVE approaches (Jerome, Elwick, and Kazim 2019; Thomas 2017).

Following the adoption of PREVENT, P/CVE policy in the UK quickly became localised
(Thomas 2017). The first iteration of PREVENT (2007-2011) focused on community
engagement and local authority-led policing in 70 areas with large Muslim populations
(Heath-Kelly 2020). Thomas (2017) documented several instances in which local autho-
rities, although funded by and monitored through PREVENT, contested its core guidelines
and found them to be ineffective or flawed. Owing to widespread criticism, particularly
regarding its discriminatory focus on Muslim communities, PREVENT was revised in 2011,
resulting in a less localised approach (O'Toole, DeHanas, and Modood 2012).

In 2015, Prevent Duty was introduced, mandating training for public sector employees
to identify signs of radicalisation (Busher, Choudhury, and Thomas 2019). It also imposed
a legal obligation to report individuals exhibiting such signs to multiagency teams within
the Channel programme (Jerome, Elwick, and Kazim 2019). In effect, frontline profes-
sionals (e.g. teachers, social workers, and nurses) became the local “eyes and ears” of the
state, responsible for communicating information and concerns to the police and, subject
to police decisions, referring cases to the Channel system. The introduction of the Prevent
duty sparked intense debate, yet widespread resistance among education professionals is
not evident (Busher, Choudhury, and Thomas 2019). Drawing on survey data and inter-
views, Busher, Choudhury, and Thomas (2019) demonstrate that while some key critiques
were supported, opposition to the duty’s legitimacy was limited. According to the
authors, this outcome reflects more than reluctant compliance or simple acceptance
but stems from effective policy messaging and enactment processes that eased profes-
sional concerns (Busher, Choudhury, and Thomas 2019). Importantly, both Thomas (2017)
and Busher, Choudhury, and Thomas (2019) show how localisation of P/CVE policy
requires strategic work, most significantly framing activities, from the national level to
mitigate resistance from local level actors. Even though such strategic work is effective,
national P/CVE directives often encounter resistance, both implicit and explicit, from local
actors (Kaleem 2025; O'Toole et al. 2016; Thomas 2017).
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While the UK can be considered a pioneer, the trend towards localisation in P/CVE
policy is European and global. Melhuish and Heath-Kelly (2022) analysed documents from
the Radicalisation Awareness Network, the EU’s former flagship initiative in the P/CVE
field, now known as the EU Knowledge Hub on the Prevention of Radicalisation. They
identified a “spatiotemporal counter-radicalisation ontology, which frames local action
which can deliver prevention” (p. 321). In other words, local action is deemed essential
because radicalisation is understood to occur within specific local contexts, making
prevention particulary suitable at the local level. The importance of the local is under-
scored in the Radicalisation Awareness Network’s guiding principles, with the phrase
“Local is key” being listed as part of its core identity (Melhuish and Heath-Kelly 2022).

Case studies from other countries have further illustrated this localisation trend. In the
Netherlands, municipalities have been given joint responsibility for the early detection of
potentially high-risk individuals (Van de Weert and Eijkman 2019). Sodano et al. (2023)
argue that local authorities in Italy have developed “significant and effective projects and
programs to address radicalization” (p. 426). Similarly, Marinone, Arena, and Ledo Varela
(2023) suggest that the municipal level carries most of the burden of developing effective
P/CVE policies in Belgium.

Moreover, the localisation of P/CVE policy has expanded beyond Europe. Evidence of
similar developments can be found in the United States (Ambrozik 2018), Australia (Baak
et al. 2022; Cherney et al. 2018), the Middle East (EI-Said 2015), and Kenya (Breidlid 2021),
indicating that the integration of local actors and institutions into P/CVE policy is a global
phenomenon.

The evolution of Swedish counterterrorism and P/CVE policy

In line with global developments, Swedish counterterrorism and P/CVE policy emerged as
a post-9/11 phenomenon. In 2008, Sweden adopted its first counterterrorism strategy (SE
State Document (2007)/08:64), which included a chapter on prevention. However, the role
of municipal services, particularly schools, was marginal. The strategy focused on mea-
sures to counter, obstruct, and intervene in so-called international terrorism.

A crucial shift occurred in 2011 with the launch of Sweden’s first national action plan
for P/CVE (SE State Document (2011)/12:44). This marked a notable expansion of the
preventive dimension, positioning municipalities as central P/CVE actors, though still less
targeted than civil society organisations and national agencies. The plan described
municipalities as “local coordinators” of preventive efforts but hardly provided concrete
guidance or operational detail. In 2015, the Swedish Agency for Public Management
evaluated the strategy and criticised it for not placing sufficient “emphasis on local
work” (The Swedish Agency for Public Management 2018, 111).

A pivotal moment came in 2013 with the publication of a state investigation (SE State
Investigation (2013), 81) that significantly influenced the trajectory of Swedish P/CVE
policy. The investigation proposed the establishment of a national coordinator tasked
with “developing and supporting local collaboration in the prevention of violent extre-
mism” (p. 10). It also emphasised the central role of municipalities in future P/CVE efforts:

The operational work to prevent violent extremism must, like crime prevention work in
general, be carried out locally in the community. This involves identifying and interacting



CRITICAL STUDIES ON TERRORISM e 5

with individuals in their everyday lives. Such activities can probably never be carried out
effectively at the central government level (SE State Investigation (2013), 81, p. 63).

In the summer of 2014, the national coordinator took office. Mona Sahlin, a former
minister and leader of the Social Democrats, was appointed and brought a team of
colleagues to the office, some of whom were interviewed in this study. In the updated
national action plan of 2015 (SE State Document (2014)/15:144), the shift from national
responsibility to shared national-local responsibility became more pronounced. The
document stated:

Preventive measures at the local level are necessary because it is there that violent extremist
groups operate. It is important that youth leaders, teachers, social services staff, and the
police have knowledge of extremism and can detect radicalization and counter extreme and
violent rhetoric (SE State Document (2014)/15:144, p. 6).

In 2015, municipal action plans against violent extremism began to emerge. At the time,
there was no formal legislation, directive, or requirement from the Swedish Parliament or
government mandating municipalities to establish such a plan. The initiative originated
from the national coordinator’s office. Subsequent state investigations (SE State
Investigation (2016), 92 and 2017, 110) and recommendations (The National
Coordinator 2016, 2017) reinforced the message that municipalities were central to P/
CVE efforts and needed to take greater responsibility.

In 2018, the national coordinator’s office, which had previously operated indepen-
dently under the Department of Culture, was reorganised under the Swedish National
Council for Crime Prevention and the Department of Justice. The coordinator’s function
evolved into a new entity: the Swedish Centre for the Prevention of Violent Extremism. By
2022, 177 of Sweden’s 290 municipalities had adopted a local P/CVE action plan
(Sivenbring and Svanberg 2022). However, no new laws or formal instructions were
introduced to regulate how municipalities should organise P/CVE efforts or to require
them to do so - a situation that remains unchanged.

In Sweden’s current strategy against terrorism and violent extremism (SE State
Document (2023)/24:56), the role of municipalities has been significantly downplayed
compared with that from 2015. Among other changes, the strategy proposes that P/CVE
efforts be integrated into broader municipal crime prevention initiatives. Notably, the
rhetoric urging municipalities to “do more,” adopt specific action plans, or appoint local
coordinators is absent.

Theoretical framework

To highlight the sociocultural processes and mechanisms underpinning the localisation of
P/CVE policy in Sweden, this study drew on insights from new institutional theory. This
theory is a sociological approach to understand organisational behaviour and has suc-
cessfully been applied in studies of public administration (Christensen, Laegreid, and Revik
2020), politics and policy processes (March and Olsen 1983), and counterterrorism (Foley
2009). Compared to other theoretical frameworks used in studies of policy diffusion in the
context of P/CVE, such as policy diffusion theory (e.g. Heath-Kelly and Shanaah 2025), new
institutional theory emphasises organisations’ pursuit of sociocultural legitimacy as the
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primary driver of policy adoption. From this perspective, organisations adopt policies not
primarily due to rational considerations, but because such actions are culturally expected.

New institutional theory emphasises that organisations are understood as open sys-
tems that influence and are mutually influenced by their contexts (DiMaggio and Powell
1983; Meyer and Rowan 1977). Therefore, organisational processes are dynamic, chan-
ging, and constructed in relation to their sociocultural environment. Institutions - the
social facts which provide “the rules of the game” - influence the process of organising by
functioning as formal and informal blueprints for organisations on how to act (Barley and
Tolbert 1997). Therefore, institutions create order and predictability for organisations by
carrying a logic of appropriate action (March and Olsen 1983). Accordingly, new institu-
tional theory constitute a fitting framework to explain why many corresponding organisa-
tions develop similar forms of organisational practices at a given time and space (i.e. why
so many Swedish municipalities developed P/CVE policies in such a short time; Meyer and
Rowan 1977). In new institutional theory, this collective process towards homogeneity is
conceptualised as isomorphism (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2017; DiMaggio and Powell
1983).

Institutional pressure

Isomorphism arises from various pressures in organisations environments that compel
them to adopt similar structures, practices, and behaviours, making it a fruitful theoretical
framework for analysing the forces underpinning the localisation of counterterrorism in
Sweden. Oliver (1991) suggests that organisations adopt specific structures or practices
either due to legal requirements or voluntarily. In their foundational paper, DiMaggio and
Powell (1983) identify three mechanisms - coercive, normative, and mimetic — through
which institutional pressures lead organisations to become isomorphic. Since their intro-
duction, these mechanisms have been conceptualised and operationalised in various
ways, often with considerable overlap.

Compared to DiMaggio and Powell’s (1983) original framework, but in line with other
influential literature, this paper adopts a conceptualisation that seeks to keep coercive
and normative pressures analytically distinct (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2008, 2017; Scott
1995; Woolthuis and de Jong 2017; Zhu, Geng, and Sarkis 2016). Specifically, coercive
pressure is defined more narrowly in terms of formal legislation, regulations, and the
sanctioning authority of governmental bodies. Normative pressure, by contrast, is con-
ceptualised more broadly as arising from a wider range of sources including not only
professional norms, but also expert knowledge and field-level standards that define
appropriate or legitimate practice.

Coercive pressure is thus understood as formal demands imposed by government
regulations, funding conditions, sanctions, audits, and compliance requirements (Oliver
1991; Zhu, Geng, and Sarkis 2016). Such pressure often emanates from vertically posi-
tioned actors with formal power and influence (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2017), such as
political actors, regulatory bodies, and accreditation agencies. For example, a municipality
may adopt specific P/CVE practices to comply with laws, regulations, or standards.

Mimetic pressure stems from situations of uncertainty (DiMaggio and Powell 1983), in
which organisations tend to model themselves after other organisations in the same field
that are perceived as more legitimate or successful. This pressure typically develops
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horizontally (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2017). By mimicking the practices and structures of
more legitimate organisations, an organisation hopes to reduce its uncertainty and gain
legitimacy from its environment (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2017). For example,
a municipality that has been exposed to public criticism because of its (lack of) P/CVE
efforts might mimic practices and structures in municipalities that are portrayed as the
“best in the class” to increase its legitimacy.

Finally, normative pressure typically arises from the influence of professional networks,
education, training, and other actors with considerable power in the field (Boxenbaum
and Jonsson 2017; Oliver 1991). For example, organisations try to impose certain practices
and structures because they consider these approaches to be the proper course of action
or morally correct (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2017). Normative pressure can stem from the
“inside” of an organisation - through its professionals advocating for certain approaches
or practices — and from the “outside” — through legitimate professional organisations
presenting what they regard as best practices or knowledge (Woolthuis and de Jong
2017).

Strategic responses to institutional pressure

New institutional theory has sometimes been criticised for portraying organisations as
passively conforming to institutional pressures (DiMaggio 1988). Oliver (1991) challenged
this idea and introduced an agentic perspective, suggesting that organisations strategi-
cally respond to institutional pressures in different ways. She identified five strategic
responses: acquiescence, compromise, avoidance, defiance, and manipulation. This typol-
ogy provides a suitable framework for conceptualising how municipalities respond to
pressures to adopt P/CVE policies.

Acquiescence involves complete compliance with institutional demands and expecta-
tions. Organisations adopting this strategy conform to external pressures without resis-
tance, aligning their practices and structures with institutional norms to gain legitimacy
and support (Oliver 1991). In relation to P/CVE, this means that a municipality fully
adheres to the national P/CVE guidelines without modification, replicating central tem-
plates to ensure compliance and legitimacy. Compromise involves balancing conflicting
demands from different stakeholders with the organisation’s needs. Organisations adopt-
ing this strategy seek to negotiate and mediate with external actors or engage in
decoupling to protect their core operations. If a municipality adopts a compromise
strategy, it will translate national P/CVE requirements to fit local priorities or goals and
to balance expectations and resources. Avoidance comprises attempts to evade institu-
tional pressures by concealing nonconformity or buffering the organisation from external
scrutiny (Oliver 1991). Organisations adopting this strategy may hide their non-
compliance or create barriers to reduce the impact of external demands, which is
a form of silent resistance (Boxenbaum and Jonsson 2017). Avoidance can protect
organisational autonomy but risks legal penalties and legitimacy loss if non-compliance
is discovered. An indication that a municipality is using the avoidance strategy would be
the adoption of a vaguely worded P/CVE policy while allocating minimal resources or
failing to implement any practices to fulfil it.

Defiance involves openly challenging or rejecting institutional pressures. Organisations
adopting this strategy explicitly resist external demands and may actively oppose
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institutional norms (Oliver 1991). Defiance can preserve organisational autonomy and
core operations but risks conflict with powerful stakeholders and potential sanctions. For
example, a municipality can openly reject national P/CVE guidelines, arguing that they
conflict with local values or exceed available resources. Finally, manipulation involves
actively attempting to change or exert influence over the institutional environment, and
organisations adopting this strategy seek to shape the rules and norms to their advantage
(Oliver 1991). Manipulation can lead to favourable changes in the institutional environ-
ment that help protect core operations or the status quo but requires considerable
resources, and may attract scrutiny and opposition from other stakeholders. In relation
to P/CVE, a municipality or other organisation may actively seek to influence national
policy by showcasing local best practices or lobbying for changes that align with its
approach.

Methodological approach

This study used a qualitative approach to explore the perspectives of nonelected public
administrators from national agencies, municipalities, and other stakeholders involved in
the localisation of P/CVE in Sweden. The motivation for selecting Sweden as a case has been
outlined in the Introduction. The data consists of semi-structured interviews with 19
participants conducted between 2017 and 2020. Semi-structured interviews were chosen
because they allow respondents to articulate their experiences and perspectives in their
own terms, while still providing structure aligned with the study’s analytical focus. The
period of data collection coincided with, or directly followed, what has been described as
the “mobilization stage” in Swedish P/CVE work (Andersson Malmros 2022a), during which
most municipalities adopted P/CVE policies. Besides the 19 participants in the study, five
additional potential participants were invited to participate. Three declined without provid-
ing a reason, while two accepted. However, the interviews were never conducted due to the
Covid-19 pandemic. After coding the data (for an explanation of the analysis, see further
below), the material was assessed as providing a sufficiently rich and representative basis for
addressing the study’s aim, and no further data collection was deemed necessary.

The participants represented both the top management of Sweden’s counterterrorism and
P/CVE policy structure (e.g. senior managers in the Swedish Security Service and two former
national coordinators) and municipal P/CVE coordinators. This range of perspectives was
particularly important given the study’s focus on the localisation of P/CVE, as processes and
incentives may be perceived and experienced differently depending on hierarchical position.

Including staff from the former national coordinator’s office was important because
they acted as key intermediaries between the government and municipalities, forming
and shaping how national priorities were translated into local practice. Their responsi-
bilities — issuing guidelines, providing training, and facilitating networks - placed them at
the centre of policy production, dissemination and capacity-building, making their per-
spectives critical for understanding governance dynamics. Including municipal coordina-
tors was equally important, as they were tasked with drafting and operationalising P/CVE
guidelines locally. Their role typically involved coordinating actors across welfare, educa-
tion, and other municipal sectors, serving as local knowledge hubs, and acting as the
primary point of contact with the national coordinator’s office (Andersson Malmros 2021).
Additional participants were recruited to capture the broader institutional environment
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influencing local P/CVE work. Two senior managers from the Security Police were included
due to their central role in Sweden’s counterterrorism governance structure. A senior
manager from the Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions was interviewed
because this organisation supported municipalities in navigating the emerging policy
issue of P/CVE. Finally, a senior development manager from a regional authority was
selected, as regions temporarily held a central function in providing support to munici-
palities, offering a perspective on intergovernmental coordination.

Hence, the study used a purposeful sampling of informants, meaning they were not
chosen for representativeness but for their potential to provide particularly rich insights to
the study (cf. Patton 2015). All informants were contacted via email. In recruiting municipal
coordinators, variation was sought by including both large (n=5) and small municipalities
(n =7), focusing on those that had maintained a local action plan for some time. Recruiting
municipal representatives who had experience with the process of adopting a policy was
important, as it ensured they could provide a comprehensive view of the process and reflect
on it with some distance. The smaller municipalities all had less than 50,000 inhabitants and
were both commuter municipalities (n = 3) and rural municipalities (n = 4).

Table 1 presents a list of all the participants and their positions.

The interviews lasted between 1 and 2.5 hours and were conducted face-to-face. The
interviews were digitally recorded, transcribed verbatim, and the text files uploaded into
a data analysis program for further processing. All interviews, except one, took place at
the participants’ workplaces, while one was conducted in the author’s office. The semi-
structured interview guides (n = 2) were designed to capture perspectives across govern-
ance levels while allowing flexibility for participants to elaborate on their experiences. In
the interview guide for national-level actors, questions focused on policy development,
strategic priorities, and mechanisms for influencing municipalities. Examples include:
“How did the national coordinator’s office seek to promote local engagement in P/CVE?”
and “What strategies were used to encourage municipalities to adopt action plans?”

In the corresponding guide for municipal-level actors (P/CVE coordinators), ques-
tions explored implementation challenges, local adaptations, and perceptions of

Table 1. List of study participants.

Informant ID Gender Position

A (not revealed) National coordinator

B Man Swedish security police

C Woman Expert, National coordinator’s office

D Woman Municipal coordinator

E Man Municipal coordinator

F Woman Municipal coordinator

G (not revealed) National coordinator

H Woman The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions
| Man Development manager from a Swedish region
J Man Municipal coordinator

K Woman Municipal coordinator

L Man Municipal coordinator

] Woman Municipal coordinator

N Woman Swedish security police

(] Woman Municipal coordinator

P Man Municipal coordinator

Q Man Municipal coordinator

R Man Municipal coordinator

S Man Municipal coordinator
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institutional pressure. Examples include: “How did your municipality respond to national
expectations regarding P/CVE?” and “What factors influenced the design and content of
your local action plan?”

In both interview guides, questions were also asked about the social interactions
between national and municipal levels and how these relationships were experienced
by participants. Questions addressed the nature of communication and collaboration,
such as or variations of: “How would you describe the interaction between the different
governance levels?” and “Were there moments of tension and disagreements, and how were
these managed by the respective actors?”. This approach aimed to capture not only
structural mechanisms but also the lived experience of multi-level governance in P/CVE.

The data were analysed using the thematic analysis approach (Braun and Clarke 2021).
Thematic analysis structures data by generating specific themes — patterns within the
data - relevant to the aim of the study. The analysis was performed in a stepwise manner.
First, | familiarised myself with the interview transcripts and developed initial codes.
Second, the entire dataset was systematically coded into specific categories in relation
to the study’s aim. Coding was conducted iteratively, with codes refined and merged as
patterns emerged. Third, these codes were grouped, developed and abstracted into
themes that formed the basis of the results. This process involved moving back and
forth between data extracts and candidate themes, revising theme boundaries where
necessary. Finally, these themes were related to the different types of institutional
pressures and strategic responses presented in the theoretical framework. Table 2 pre-
sents the framework which forms the basis of how results are presented.

No ethical approval was necessary for the study as the data collection does not concern
any area of application pointed out in §§ 3-5 in the The Ethical Review Act (2003:460)
under Swedish law. This study still adhered to the ethical principles outlined by the
Swedish Ethical Review Authority and followed the guidelines for research involving
human participants. All nineteen participants were provided with detailed information
regarding the study’s purpose, procedures, and their rights as participants. Informed
consent was obtained prior to data collection. Participation was voluntary, and partici-
pants were assured of their right to withdraw at any time without penalty.

Measures were taken to ensure confidentiality and anonymity, and all data were stored
securely, which was especially important due to the political sensitivity of the policy issue.
References by the participants to Mona Sahlin, in her capacity as national coordinator,
were not anonymised, as anonymisation would not have meaningfully enhanced protec-
tion due to her long-established public profile (e.g. former minister, former vice-Prime
minister, party-leader of The Social Democrats), for almost three decades. Importantly for
this study, as highlighted in the results section, the public profile of Mona Sahlin was
perceived as intensifying institutional pressure on municipalities by elevating the salience
of P/CVE issues and subjecting local policymaking to public and governmental attention.

Table 2. Categories and themes.

Categories Normative pressure Mimetic pressure Responses and consequences
Themes National-level pressure Uncertainty Strategic responses
Symbolic artefacts Copy-pasting Consequences

Public discreditation
Face-to-face interactions
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It was the combination of her personal profile and her formal position that generated the
pressure, which means that anonymisation is not possible without obscuring a central
analytical aspect of the study.

To mitigate the risk that participants might present their work in a favourable light due
to perceived asymmetric power relations between the researcher and the respondents, it
was made clear throughout the research process that the study was not intended to
evaluate individual performance or organisational effectiveness.

Results

The results were organised into three sections based on the theoretical framework:
normative pressure, mimetic pressure, and responses and consequences. The themes devel-
oped through the thematic analysis have been presented in each section. A key initial
observation that the study returns to in the concluding discussion was that no theme was
related to coercive pressure. According to the participants, laws or regulations played no
role in the localisation of P/CVE in Sweden.

Normative pressure

Theme 1: national-level pressure

All participants agreed that municipal engagement with P/CVE in Sweden began with the
appointment of the national coordinator and a subsequent focus on municipal action
plans and coordinators. A representative (H) from the Swedish Association of Local
Authorities and Regions (SALAR) described this development as follows:

The national coordinator came, and it was then that the work started because the national
coordinator said: ‘First of all, every municipality should have a contact person, and every
municipality should create an action plan.” And that was when the municipalities somehow
woke up.

Interviews with municipal coordinators confirmed that the adoption of action plans was
a direct result of pressure from the national coordinator. One municipal coordinator (P)
stated, “If this [a municipal action plan, author’s clarification] hadn’t been requested at the
national level, | doubt we would have noticed it at all.” He continued, “It's driven by
national forces. A lot of focus is placed on this nationally, and we have to keep up even
though we are a small municipality.” However, it was not only small municipalities that
adapted to this pressure. A coordinator (R) from one of Sweden’s largest municipalities
noted, “It was simple something the national coordinator requested. The importance of
the municipality having it [a municipal action plan, author’s clarification].”

The representative (H) from SALAR reflected on how their view of the national coordi-
nator's work gradually evolved as they became increasingly aware of the challenges faced
by the municipalities. Several municipalities reached out to the organisation for support:
“A major problem with the national coordinator, besides the action plans, was that they
constantly spoke about the municipalities” responsibility in this matter. They were every-
where, at every conference, repeating the same mantra.’ (Participant H)

Notably, this course of action — pressuring municipalities to adopt action plans and
appoint coordinators — was not sanctioned, hindered, or questioned by the government
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or parliament. In the interviews, a former national coordinator (G) argued that politicians
provided little guidance and that the coordinator’s office was given considerable auton-
omy in shaping the national P/CVE policy.

Theme 2: symbolic artifacts

The office conducted several measurements of how many municipalities that had
a municipal action plan and municipal coordinator, published the results, and wrote
debate articles on the work’s progress. A former national coordinator (G) commented
on this approach:

We conducted some surveys and found that ‘38 percent of all municipalities have no
coordinator’ and so on. That has a much greater impact than having a conversation like the
one you and | are having now ... it doesn’t make headlines.

The former national coordinator (G) continued: “There is a lot of politics involved, of
course ... So, it becomes this kind of one-liner, and we also use that and try to exploit it:
‘Yes, but everyone should have a coordinator.”

A former colleague (C) of the national coordinator made similar observations. When
asked how the municipal action plans mattered to the national coordinator’s office, the
official responded as follows:

INTERVIEWER: Did it become a way for you to show that something was happening in the
municipalities?

RESPONDENT: It did ... It is very difficult to measure preventive work (...) It was a way to
measure some form of activity in what we had done.

Hence, it can be interpreted as the national coordinator’s office used the municipal action
plans as symbolic artefacts in relation to the political level and media as a testimony of
impact. Arguably, the media was an important instrument in this process. All the muni-
cipal coordinators critically reflected on how the national and local media held munici-
palities accountable if they did not have an action plan. Participant H recalled this
situation:

These action plans . .. well, the local media requested them, and if there was no action plan...
| think it was Municipality X, among others, that didn’t produce one, and it was like: ‘They
don’t have an action plan, they don't care if ... they don't care about violent extremism or
they don't care about terrorist attacks.’

Hence, the municipal action plan can be interpreted as an artefact that symbolised
responsibility. An expert (C) from the national coordinator’s office critically reflected on
the intense media focus on the municipalities that did and did not have an action
plan: “The number of action plans, it became formu ... it was almost interpreted as
those who didn’t have one had no clue at all, and of course, it didn't have to be
that way.”

Theme 3: public discreditation
In several cases, the municipalities that did not conform to the national coordinator’s
ideas on how local P/CVE work should be structured were publicly discredited by the
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national coordinator. This can be interpreted as a strategy used in the absence of
regulations. One municipal coordinator (M) recalled how the national coordinator
“stormed onto the scene” and dictated that:

‘An action plan must be drawn up, and it must be ready now, and you must appoint people.’
| thought that the ... partly the content of what she said and the way she said it did not align
with how you work together with different levels of society.

Another municipal coordinator (S) remembered how his municipality was pressured to
quickly develop an action plan by the national coordinator and media:

| dare to say that most municipalities at that time felt extremely pressured to, if | may
exaggerate, have an action plan, otherwise you’'d fail, roughly speaking. And Mona Sahlin
[the national coordinator] went extremely hard on this. | think it was in the autumn of 2015, if
| remember correctly. And there, she criticized us, among others.

This situation, in which messages from the national coordinator were broadcasted by
national and local media, resulted in most municipalities conforming to the pressure.
As one participant (I) put it, the national coordinator had the power to say, “These are
municipalities that are doing a good job; they are competent. And those who didn’t
[adopt a municipal action plan, author’s clarification], they weren’t doing a good job.”
One municipal coordinator (F) suggested that it all led to a situation where munici-
palities wanted to avoid being singled out as the “black sheep” that did not care about
P/CVE:

If you did not have an action plan, you were blamed for it, even though the action plan might
have been completely useless or didn’t contain anything special. But it was like, everyone was
coming up with action plans in sheer desperation to avoid ending up as the black sheep.

This and the previous two sections demonstrate how the national coordinator was
perceived as exerting strong, sometimes aggressive, normative pressure on municipalities
to quickly develop action plans for P/CVE. Municipalities that did not comply were
publicly discredited by the coordinator and national and local media in several cases.
According to the participants, this created a fear of being perceived as irresponsible or
indifferent to violent extremism.

Theme 4: face-to-face interactions

Interviewees from the national coordinator’s office suggested that they used local single-
day stakeholder meetings to discuss practices and knowledge related to radicalisation,
violent extremism, and P/CVE, for example the need of municipal action plans and
municipal coordinators. Over two to three years, the national coordinator’s office con-
ducted visits to many of Sweden’s 290 municipalities and organised local seminars.
A former national coordinator (G) explained this strategy:

It was important for us not to just sit in Stockholm and send out questions and such but to
actually go out. It was a way for us to show that every municipality is important in this work,
and that’s why we went out and gathered ... that we went to them instead of summoning
them to some conference in Stockholm.
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These seminars attracted considerable interest. Another participant (C) from the national
coordinator’s office recalled the level of interest in and importance of these events
because of their ability to spread knowledge:

Well, people ... most attended all the seminars; they were always full, packed ... There was
never any problem getting attention around a municipal visit, for example, getting interviews
or media time in the local community. And that obviously had a big impact on the issue, in
terms of us trying to spread knowledge.

As several participants mentioned, the interest in the seminars stemmed from the massive
public concern about violent extremism at the time, which intensified after the terror
attacks in Paris in 2015 and Brussels in 2016. Another factor contributed to the interest:
the national coordinator’s identity and history. Mona Sahlin was not only a national
coordinator but also a former party leader of Sweden'’s largest political party - the
Social Democrats - and a four-time minister. One participant (H) explained the interest
surrounding her as a person:

She was like on some kind of tour; they were everywhere, and many of us heard her and saw
the same damn PowerPoint slides, but it had a huge impact ... most municipalities in Sweden
have never been visited by a national coordinator or minister or ... do you understand? It's
almost like the king was coming.

These factors — interest in the subject combined with Sahlin’s star quality - are interpreted
as generating the necessary energy to convert the local single-day stakeholder meetings
into important events.

Mimetic pressure

Theme 5: uncertainty

The participants working in the municipalities described how the task of developing roles,
strategies, and practices for P/CVE brought about great uncertainty. As accounted for in
the themes organised under “Normative pressure,” many municipalities adopted P/CVE
policies simply because it was requested. However, how such efforts were organised and
implemented at the municipal level was a more challenging question. A municipal
coordinator (F) discussed this issue accordingly:

The question was like this: ‘Okay, what really is this P/CVE? What does it mean for us?’ For the
police, it's quite clear ... we talk about what is and is not a crime. But there are also lots of
actions that are not a crime, and that was something that became a bit slippery.

The same coordinator also reflected on the public debate regarding the role of munici-
palities. She stated that, while there was much talk about municipalities needing to do
more, few had clarified or exemplified the limitations of municipal P/CVEs. Similarly,
another participant (H) reflected: “The state tells the municipalities, ‘It is very important
that you do something, you have a huge responsibility.” But the municipalities do not get
any tools for what they should do.” This left the municipalities “confused,” without
knowing “what to do” and leading to the creation of “action plans in a panic”, according
to the participant (H).

The national coordinator’s office was aware of the municipalities feeling “unsafe in
their work” (A) and that the office was criticised for not specifying “which actor
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within the municipality we believed should own the issue” (C). One national coordi-
nator (G) linked the major impact the national coordinator’s office had to this
uncertainty: “Many municipalities were also very confused about this ... many
municipalities were scared and frightened and didn't really know how to work
with the issue because it was really tough.” In this situation, one participant (G)
suggested that it “was comforting to be able to say, ‘No,’ but the national coordi-
nator said that we should create a situational picture or have one [action plan,
author’s clarification].”

Taken together, this can be interpreted as the municipalities receiving a clear message
of “what” to do (i.e. appoint a municipal P/CVE coordinator and create a municipal action
plan) but not support about “how” to do it (i.e. the content of the action plan). As
discussed in the following section, many municipalities looked at other municipalities
for inspiration.

Theme 6: copy-pasting

Coordinators from smaller municipalities represented in the data primarily described how
their action plans were heavily inspired by others, often in an unreflective manner. One
municipal coordinator (L) described the process of putting together their own policy: “We
have taken parts of other municipalities action plans, read them, and picked the best
parts, so to speak, and then we put together this - our routine.” Another municipal
coordinator (R) shared a similar story. When asked how the municipality could draft and
politically adopt a policy so quickly, the coordinator responded that it was made possible
by copy-pasting what others had done.

| got that from ... uh ... | think it was [municipality], a municipality that | was inspired by ...
Our strategic action plan and these checklists are not unique, but part of my job was not to
create a lot of new things but to be inspired by what others have done.

Copy-pasting what other, similar organisations have done is not unique to the P/CVE field,
nor is it a mode of action that necessarily leads to poor results (cf. Clarke 1999). However,
the data contained examples of how controversial aspects of P/CVE spread among
municipalities. One municipality adopted a checklist containing signs of radical attitudes
among youth, which frontline workers were expected to report to the municipal coordi-
nator. When asked about the checklist and practice of information sharing described
above, the municipal coordinator (O) was unsure of its origin:

Respondent: We have looked at several different municipalities and what they have
written, so it is possible that it came from other municipalities ...

Interviewer: So, you have taken them [the signs, author’s clarification] from others?

Respondent: Yes, either from other municipalities or ... yes, | haven’t looked. We haven't
looked at them ourselves, but we have taken them from ... other action plans, but | can’t
say if it is [municipality] or if it is from the national coordinator, but | don’t think the
national coordinator came up with them.

This response highlighted the unreflective attitude of some municipalities towards
copy-pasting content from others.
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National-level actors were aware of copy-pasting between municipalities but did not
perceive it as problematic; in fact, they encouraged it. A representative (C) from the
national coordinator’s office stated the following:

We tried to make them [the municipalities, author’s clarification] more aligned, for example,
so that they could support each other and so on. And in many cases, you could have copy-
pasted; it's not so ... it's more the security sometimes in having it [the action plan, author’s
clarification]. | mean, we established that forum with SALAR, where they could share knowl-
edge and information and so on.

The forum referred to by the participant was established by the SALAR in collaboration
with the national coordinator. It served as a platform for municipalities to share local
action plans with one another. Several participants reported visiting the forum and
using it as a foundation for developing their municipal policies.

Responses and consequences

Theme 7: strategic responses

As outlined in the previous themes, the typical response from municipalities was to
acquiesce to the pressure of developing action plans and appointing municipal coordi-
nators. This occurred despite several participants expressing scepticism about the process
and proposed measures. One national coordinator (G) recalled a situation in which
a municipality initially adopted a defiant stance but eventually chose to conform:

RESPONDENT: | remember there was some conflict with Municipality X, who thought, “No,
but we don’t want a coordinator.” There was a lot of tension on this matter.

INTERVIEWER: What do you think about that?

RESPONDENT: It easily becomes ... Because sometimes it was at a level, it was sometimes
a media ... not war, that's too much to say, but a media conflict maybe: “No, but we have
a different opinion in Municipality X.” ... | mean, the solution lies at the local level, and
then the local level must also be allowed to decide how to work with it.

This statement indicates that the national coordinator (G) was aware of two conflicting
values embedded in their approach. On the one hand, they exerted pressure on all
municipalities to appoint a coordinator and develop an action plan. On the other hand,
they were required to respect the principle of municipal self-governance, which is the
cornerstone of Swedish local administration.

The defiant municipality eventually chose to integrate its P/CVE efforts into a broader
crime prevention strategy, which resonates with Oliver’s (1991) notion of a compromise
strategy. However, this approach was not well received by the national coordinator. The
municipal coordinator (M) from that municipality shared the following account of what
transpired during the conflict:

We crumbled under the pressure, | felt, because we sat down and said, ‘We don't know if it
should be an action plan.” But my ambition was or my interpretation was, ‘Now, we are
stressing our organization. Now, we are stressing our employees, the people of our munici-
pality, and our partners.’ When the whole of Sweden is saying, ‘This municipality does not do
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anything.’ ... We must somehow write something to calm them ... So, that was perhaps
above it all, but it felt a bit like, ‘Should | really give her [the national coordinator, author’s
clarification] this?’ But for our organization, something needed to be written.

Hence, the pressure resulted in the municipality drafting a specific P/CVE policy.
Despite being aware of the pressure placed on municipalities, the SALAR chose not
to “pull the emergency brake,” as participant H phrased it. Instead, the organisa-
tion remained publicly silent in 2015 and 2016. However, in 2016, the SALAR
commissioned two researchers to analyse the process and content of the municipal
action plans. The organisation then used the critique presented in the resulting
report to advocate for changes in the relationship between national and local
levels in P/CVE. Given SALAR’s prior awareness and internal criticism of municipal
action plans, this response can be interpreted as a form of strategic manipulation.

Theme 8: consequences

It is possible that the pressure placed on municipalities affected the quality of the action
plans, as most of the municipal coordinators indicated that the plans were drafted hastily.
One municipal coordinator (R) recalled how local politicians “panicked.” He received the
first indication of the need for an action plan in November 2015, and the plan was
approved by the municipal council as early as March 2016, leaving little time to conduct
a thorough local needs assessment. Another municipal coordinator (S) shared a similar
experience:

We are under quite a lot of pressure, you could say, and honestly, there isn't much room to
say, ‘Take it easy now, maybe we should develop a good plan that means something.” Now,
| want to point out that | don't think it's completely bad. It's not, absolutely not. There are
parts of that plan that are completely okay and good, but, of course, it could have been done
differently, absolutely.

A similar yet distinct issue was raised by a representative from a Swedish region (I). He
reflected that many municipalities, despite not facing any problems related to extremism,
chose to adopt action plans.

When the real problem doesn’t manifest itself, there is a complete focus on the constructed
problem. But as there is no real problem to work with, managers at a higher level constantly
keep after their employees, ‘Hey, are you on this terror thing?’ And they just say, ‘Uh, yes, we
will work, we will come up with something.” And then, it becomes that way. You can make
certain strange interventions and efforts.

Accordingly, and in such cases, the pressure on municipalities to rapidly produce action
plans resulted in limited opportunities for a thorough local analysis or meaningful
engagement with relevant stakeholders.

Concluding discussion

The main finding of this study was that the localisation of P/CVE policy in Sweden was
primarily driven by normative and mimetic pressures. According to the informants in the
study, Swedish municipalities did not coproduce P/CVE policies because of regulatory
requirements or local needs, but because it was culturally expected of them.
Municipalities, uncertain of what to do in the face of the “new” policy issue of P/CVE,
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experienced intense pressure from national coordinator’s office and the media to adopt P/
CVE action plans and appointing local coordinators, while getting little support from
current frameworks or policies on what to do. These institutional conditions and pressures
created what can be described as a “perfect storm,” where municipalities primarily
responded by “voluntarily” adopting P/CVE policies out of fear of being publicly singled
out as the “black sheep,” as one participant stated.

With few exceptions (Bellander et al. 2025), previous research analysing processes of
changes in contemporary counterterrorism and P/CVE approaches has primarily relied on
empirical analyses of written documents (e.g. Bossong 2012; Malkki 2016; Melhuish and Heath-
Kelly 2022; Strandh and Eklund 2015). While this stream of research provides valuable insights,
it often overlooks factors and processes of change that occur outside the formal political arena.
Through its qualitative approach, this study can highlight the central role of cultural expecta-
tions, social interactions, and governance dynamics between different administrative levels in
such processes. By exploring these dimensions in detail through the perspectives of individuals
involved in the process, the analysis captures sociocultural mechanisms of change, offering
a more nuanced understanding of the localisation process.

In a study of Finland's adoption of a national action plan against violent extremism, Malkki
(2016) highlighted “the significant role that international pressure, through obligations,
recommendations, and social learning, plays in developing national counterterrorist policies”
(p. 342; see also Heath-Kelly and Shanaah 2025; Pantazis and Pemberton 2009). This study
underscores the central importance of institutional pressure in policy diffusion processes.
However, and similar to findings from implementation studies of the UK PREVENT strategy
(OToole et al. 2016; Thomas 2017), it also shows that the process of translating national P/CVE
policies into local action was “messy” rather than streamlined, and characterised by conten-
tion, resistance, fear, public discreditation, and conflicting interests between national and local
actors.

On that note, and building on the analyses of Thomas (2017), Busher, Choudhury, and
Thomas (2019), and Kaleem (2025) regarding the localisation of the PREVENT programme,
this study finds that institutional pressures and responses are closely tied to the institu-
tional conditions under which localisation occurs. In Sweden, the absence of legal
mandates for the localised P/CVE approach compelled the national coordinator to
adopt a more assertive and persuasive strategy to engage municipalities in co-
producing local policies. By contrast, such efforts were largely unnecessary in the UK,
where statutory obligations - at least to some extent — ensured compliance. This compar-
ison underscores the importance of a comparative research agenda that explores how
institutional pressures, responses, and contextual conditions interact to shape localisation
processes in P/CVE and counterterrorism governance.

This study also offers theoretical insights into the evolution of counterterrorism and P/CVE
policies. While terrorism, extremism, and radicalisation have been extensively theorised,
counterefforts remains undertheorized, which has hindered “our ability to understand and
explain key dynamics in this major policy field” (Renard 2021, 2). This study demonstrated how
concepts from the new institutional theory can effectively illuminate how social and cultural
forces shape policy changes in the field.

Additionally, this study highlights the crucial role of material artefacts - specifically,
municipal action plans - in localisation processes. As demonstrated, these plans were
institutionalised as visible markers of municipal alignment with cultural expectations and
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engagement in P/CVE. As the participants noted, national and local media frequently
questioned whether municipalities had adopted such plans. In this context, the action
plan evolved into an artefact of accountability (Cook 2018). It served as a basis of
accountability for municipalities (i.e. having a plan) and the national coordinator’s office
(i.e. tracking how many plans had been adopted), thereby enabling the monitoring of P/
CVE progress at both levels. This observation aligns with Power’s (1997) theory of the
ritualisation of documentation, where plans are adopted not primarily to improve per-
formance but to signal accountability, responsibility, and control. This study adds to the
literature by showing how a specific policy entrepreneur — the national coordinator - can
advocate for such artefacts and, over time, institutionalise them as tools of accountability.

In their review of literature on localisation processes, Sever, Tok, and Sellami (2025)
argued that “there is still limited awareness and emphasis on the mechanisms that trigger
effective localization” (p. 17). This study presents a “successful case” of localisation while
illustrating its complexity. On the one hand, the coordinator’s national leadership was
successful in the sense that it served as a powerful catalyst in transforming P/CVE into
a local issue by enrolling municipalities in coproducing P/CVE. On the other hand, the
strategy had drawbacks. As indicated by the results, many action plans were hastily
created through copy-pasting, which risks resulting in poorly adapted content and the
diffusion of potentially problematic practices (cf. Malkki 2016).

On that note, Sivenbring and Svanberg (2022) show that many Swedish municipal P/CVE
action plans date back to the mid-2010s and have not been revised since their adoption, with
updates occurring only to a limited extent. This raises questions about the extent to which the
plans function as operative policy tools in practice, particularly given that patterns of violent
extremism have changed over time and that new national coordinating bodies and govern-
ance arrangements have since been introduced. As noted by Sivenbring and Svanberg (2022),
several plans contain outdated references, contact details, or institutional roles, suggesting
that they have not been actively maintained or adapted to the evolving policy environment.
Moreover, critical analyses of these plans have identified several recurring shortcomings
(Andersson Malmros 2022b; Andersson Malmros and Mattsson 2017; Mattsson 2019;
Sivenbring and Svanberg 2022) Taken together, the reduced emphasis on municipalities in
the latest national strategy on terrorism and violent extremism (Swedish Government Bill
2023/24:56) - particularly with regard to municipal action plans — may be interpreted in light of
these identified limitations and questions concerning the plans’ practical usefulness in many
municipalities. This scenario indicates a textbook case of what new institutionalists refer to as
decoupling between policy and practice (e.g. DiMaggio and Powell 1983; Meyer and Rowan
1977), while also reinforcing the view that the implementation of P/CVE programmes requires
sustained local capacity building in order to be effective and durable (Cherney et al. 2018).

There are some important limitations to this study. At the time the interviews were
conducted, nearly half of Sweden’s 290 municipalities had adopted a municipal P/CVE action
plan, yet only 12 municipalities are represented in this study. Although these municipalities
shared similar experiences regarding the main findings, and national-level actors largely
confirmed their interpretations, a more comprehensive study could yield more nuanced and
generalisable results. A related and interesting question concerns the fact that nearly half of
Sweden'’s municipalities did not adopt an action plan, thereby resisting institutional pressure.
Owing to the focus of the study, the reasons behind such resistance or the strategies employed
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could not be further investigated. Studying municipal resistance to P/CVE remains an impor-
tant but understudied topic.

Acknowledgements

The author thank participants at the NCVE conference in Oslo 2024 for their helpful comments on an
early draft of this article and the two anonymous reviewers for their helpful comments.

Disclosure statement

No potential conflict of interest was reported by the author.

Funding

The author(s) reported there is no funding associated with the work featured in this article.

ORCID

Robin Andersson Malmros (%) http://orcid.org/0000-0001-5970-5548

References

Ambrozik, C. 2018. “Countering Violent Extremism Locally.” Dissertation, Cornell University.

Andersson Malmros, R. 2021. “Translating Ideas into Actions: Analyzing Local Strategic Work to
Counter Violent Extremism.” Democracy and Security 17 (4): 399-426. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17419166.2021.1971524.

Andersson Malmros, R. 2022a. “Prevention of Terrorism, Extremism and Radicalisation in Sweden:
A Sociological Institutional Perspective on Development and Change.” European Security 31 (2):
289-312. https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1974403.

Andersson Malmros, R. 2022b. “Translating Grand Challenges into Municipal Organizing: Prevention of
Terrorism, Extremism, and Radicalization in Scandinavia.” Dissertation, University of Gothenburg.

Andersson Malmros, R., and C. Mattsson. 2017. Fran Ord Till Handlingsplan: En Rapport Om
Kommunala Handlingsplaner Mot Valdsbejakande Extremism [From Words to Action Plan:
A Report on Municipal Action Plans Against Violent Extremism]. Sveriges Kommuner och Landsting.

Baak, M., G. Stahl, S. Schulz, and B. Adams. 2022. “We Have to Be Really Careful: Policy
Intermediaries Preventing Violent Extremism in an Era of Risk.” Journal of Education Policy
37 (3): 461-481. https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2020.1859620.

Barley, S. R, and P. S. Tolbert. 1997. “Institutionalization and Structuration: Studying the Links
Between Action and Institution.” Organization Studies 18 (1): 93-117. https://doi.org/10.1177/
017084069701800106.

Bellander, S., M. Eriksson, J. Sundqvist, and M. Ghazinour. 2025. ““A Gap Between Decision and
Execution”: An Explorative Study of the Swedish Police’s Experiences in Implementing the 2015
Counter-Terrorism Strategy.” European Journal on Criminal Policy and Research 32 (2): 1-24.
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10610-025-09616-1.

Bossong, R. 2012. The Evolution of EU Counter-Terrorism: European Security Policy After 9/11. London:
Routledge.

Boxenbaum, E., and S. Jonsson. 2008. “Isomorphism, Diffusion and Decoupling.” In Isomorphism,
Diffusion and Decoupling, edited by R. Greenwood, C. Oliver, R. Suddaby, and K. Sahlin, 78-98.
London: SAGE Publications Ltd.


https://doi.org/10.1080/17419166.2021.1971524
https://doi.org/10.1080/17419166.2021.1971524
https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2021.1974403
https://doi.org/10.1080/02680939.2020.1859620
https://doi.org/10.1177/017084069701800106
https://doi.org/10.1177/017084069701800106
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10610-025-09616-1
https://doi.org/10.1007/s10610-025-09616-1

CRITICAL STUDIES ON TERRORISM e 21

Boxenbaum, E., and S. Jonsson. 2017. “Isomorphism, Diffusion and Decoupling: Concept Evolution
and Theoretical Challenges.” In The SAGE Handbook of Organizational Institutionalism, edited by
R. Greenwood, C. Oliver, T. B. Lawrence, and R. E. Meyer, 77-101. 2nd ed. London: SAGE
Publications.

Braun, V., and V. Clarke. 2021. Thematic Analysis: A Practical Guide. London: Sage.

Breidlid, T. 2021. “Countering or Contributing to Radicalisation and Violent Extremism in Kenya?
A Critical Case Study.” Critical Studies on Terrorism 14 (2): 225-246. https://doi.org/10.1080/
17539153.2021.1902613.

Busher, J.,, T. Choudhury, and P. Thomas. 2019. “The Enactment of the Counter-Terrorism “Prevent
Duty” in British Schools and Colleges: Beyond Reluctant Accommodation or Straightforward
Policy Acceptance.” Critical Studies on Terrorism 12 (3): 440-462.

Cherney, A., and K. Murphy. 2016. “Being a “Suspect Community” in a Post 9/11 World—The Impact
of the War on Terror on Muslim Communities in Australia.” The Australian & New Zealand Journal
of Criminology 49 (4): 480-496. https://doi.org/10.1177/0004865815585392.

Cherney, A., R. Sweid, M. Grossman, A. Derbas, K. Dunn, C. Jones, J. Hartley, and G. Barton. 2018.
“Local Service Provision to Counter Violent Extremism: Perspectives, Capabilities and Challenges
Arising from an Australian Service Mapping Project.” Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political
Aggression 10 (3): 187-206. https://doi.org/10.1080/19434472.2017.1350735.

Christensen, T., P. Laegreid, and K. A. Rgvik. 2020. Organization Theory and the Public Sector:
Instrument, Culture and Myth. London: Routledge.

Clarke, L. 1999. Mission Improbable: Using Fantasy Documents to Tame Disaster. Chicago: University of
Chicago Press.

Cook, H. K. 2018. “Artefacts of Accountability: Relationships, Audit and Ambitions in the Malawian
Microfinance Sector.” Dissertation, The University of Edinburgh.

DiMaggio, P. J. 1988. “Interest and Agency in Institutional Theory.” In Institutional Patterns and
Organisations: Culture and Environment, edited by L. G. Zucker, 3-21. Cambridge: Ballinger
Publishing Company.

DiMaggio, P. J., and W. W. Powell. 1983. “The Iron Cage Revisited: Institutional Isomorphism and
Collective Rationality in Organizational Fields.” American Sociological Review 48 (2): 147-160.
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095101.

Dresser, P., M. Rowe, and J. Harding. 2025. “Unintended Consequences of Public-Facing
Counter-Terrorism Training and Vigilance Campaigns on Minority Groups.” Critical Studies on
Terrorism 18 (2): 450-477. https://doi.org/10.1080/17539153.2025.2479912.

El-Said, H. 2015. New Approaches to Countering Terrorism: Designing and Evaluating Counter
Radicalization and De-Radicalization Programmes. Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan.

Eulau, H., and J. G. March, Eds. 1969. Political Science. New Jersey: Prentice Hall.

Foley, F. 2009. “Reforming Counterterrorism: Institutions and Organizational Routines in Britain and
France.” Security Studies 18 (3): 435-478. https://doi.org/10.1080/09636410903132920.

Hardy, K. 2022. “A Crime Prevention Framework for CVE.” Terrorism and Political Violence 34 (3):
633-659. https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2020.1727450.

Haugstvedt, H. 2021. “Managing the Tension Between Trust and Security: A Qualitative Study of
Norwegian Social Workers’ Experience with Preventing Radicalisation and Violent Extremism.”
Dissertation, Stavanger University.

Heath-Kelly, C. 2023. “An Introduction to Vulnerability: Merging Social Policy with the National
Security State.” In Vulnerability: Governing the Social Through Security Politics, edited by C. Heath-
Kelly and B. Gruber, 1-18. Manchester: Manchester University Press.

Heath-Kelly, C. 2020. “The Geography of Pre-Criminal Space: Epidemiological Imaginations of
Radicalisation Risk in the UK Prevent Strategy, 2007-2017." In Critical Terrorism Studies at Ten,
edited by R. Jackson, 101-123. London: Routledge.

Heath-Kelly, C., and S. Shanaah. 2025. The Politics of Preventing Violent Extremism: Liberal Democracy,
Civil Society, and Countering Radicalization. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Jerome, L., A. Elwick, and R. Kazim. 2019. “The Impact of the Prevent Duty on Schools: A Review of the
Evidence.” British Educational Research Journal 45 (4): 821-837. https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3527.


https://doi.org/10.1080/17539153.2021.1902613
https://doi.org/10.1080/17539153.2021.1902613
https://doi.org/10.1177/0004865815585392
https://doi.org/10.1080/19434472.2017.1350735
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095101
https://doi.org/10.2307/2095101
https://doi.org/10.1080/17539153.2025.2479912
https://doi.org/10.1080/09636410903132920
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2020.1727450
https://doi.org/10.1002/berj.3527

22 (& R.ANDERSSON MALMROS

Johansen, M. L. 2020. “Epidemic Policing: The Spreading of Counter-Radicalization in Denmark.”
Environment and Planning D: Society and Space 38 (3): 472-489. https://doi.org/10.1177/
0263775819864119.

Jonsson, K., and M. Bexell. 2021. “Localizing the Sustainable Development Goals: The Case of
Tanzania.” Development Policy Review 39 (2): 181-196. https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12497.

Kaleem, A. 2025. “Resisting the Prevent Duty—A Typology of Everyday Resistance.” International
Political Sociology 19 (3): 1-19. https://doi.org/10.1093/ips/olaf024.

Koehler, D. 2023. “Countering Violent Extremism (CVE).” In The Palgrave Encyclopedia of Global
Security Studies, edited by S. N. Romaniuk and P. N. Marton, 245-252. Basingstoke: Palgrave
Macmillan.

Malkki, L. 2016. “International Pressure to Perform: Counterterrorism Policy Development in
Finland.” Studies in Conflict and Terrorism 39 (4): 342-362. https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.
2016.1117332.

March, J. G., and J. P. Olsen. 1983. “The New Institutionalism: Organizational Factors in Political Life.”
The American Political Science Review 78 (3): 734-749. https://doi.org/10.2307/1961840.

Marinone, L., M. C. P. Arena, and A. Ledo Varela. 2023. “Multiculturality Against Radicalisation in
Belgium and Portugal.” International Review of Sociology 33 (3): 431-457. https://doi.org/10.1080/
03906701.2024.2322330.

Mattsson, C. 2019. “Policing Violent Extremism: How the Global War on Terror Meandered into Local
Municipal Policies in Sweden.” Sage Open 9 (1). https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244019837462.

Mattsson, C., and R. Salj6. 2018. “Violent Extremism, National Security and Prevention. Institutional
Discourses and Their Implications for Schooling.” British Journal of Educational Studies 66 (1):
109-125. https://doi.org/10.1080/00071005.2017.1337870.

Melhuish, F., and C. Heath-Kelly. 2022. “Fighting Terrorism at the Local Level: The European Union,
Radicalisation Prevention and the Negotiation of Subsidiarity.” European Security 31 (2): 313-333.

Meyer, J. W., and B. Rowan. 1977. “Institutionalized Organizations: Formal Structure as Myth and
Ceremony.” The American Journal of Sociology 83 (2): 340-363. https://doi.org/10.1086/226550.

The National Coordinator. 2016. Nationell Strategi Mot Vdldsbejakande Extremism [National Strategy
to Counter Violent Extremism]. Stockholm: Elanders.

The National Coordinator. 2017. Handledning Och Rekommendationer Fér Att Ta Fram Lokal Légesbild
Och Handlingsplan [Guidelines And Recommendations For Developing A Local Situation Assessment
And Action Plan]. Nationella samordnaren mot valdsbejakande extremism.

Oliver, C. 1991. “Strategic Responses to Institutional Processes.” Academy of Management Review
16 (1): 145-179. https://doi.org/10.2307/258610.

O'Toole, T., D. N. DeHanas, and T. Modood. 2012. “Balancing Tolerance, Security and Muslim
Engagement in the United Kingdom: The Impact of the ‘Prevent’ Agenda.” Critical Studies on
Terrorism 5 (3): 373-389. https://doi.org/10.1080/17539153.2012.725570.

O'Toole, T., N. Meer, D. N. DeHanas, S. H. Jones, and T. Modood. 2016. “Governing Through Prevent?
Regulation and Contested Practice in State—-Muslim Engagement.” Sociology 50 (1): 160-177.
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038514564437.

Pantazis, C., and S. Pemberton. 2009. “Policy Transfer and the UK's “War on Terror”: A Political
Economy Approach.” Policy and Politics 37 (3): 363-387. https://doi.org/10.1332/
030557309X462529.

Patton, M. Q. 2015. Qualitative Research & Evaluation Methods: Integrating Theory and Practice. 4th
ed. London: Sage Publications.

Power, M. 1997. The Audit Society: Rituals of Verification. Oxford: Oxford University Press.

Renard, T. 2021. “Counter-Terrorism as a Public Policy: Theoretical Insights and Broader Reflections
on the State of Counter-Terrorism Research.” Perspectives on Terrorism 15 (4): 2-10.

Scott, W. R. 1995. Institutions and Organizations. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE.

Sellers, J. M., and A. Lidstrom. 2007. “Decentralization, Local Government, and the Welfare State.”
Governance 20 (4): 609-632. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0491.2007.00374.x.

SE State Document. 2007/08:64. “Nationellt Ansvar Och Internationellt Engagemang — En Nationell
Strategi For Att Méta Hotet Frdn Terrorism [National Responsibility and International Engagement -
A National Strategy to Address the Threat of Terrorism].” Swedish Government. http://www.


https://doi.org/10.1177/0263775819864119
https://doi.org/10.1177/0263775819864119
https://doi.org/10.1111/dpr.12497
https://doi.org/10.1093/ips/olaf024
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2016.1117332
https://doi.org/10.1080/1057610X.2016.1117332
https://doi.org/10.2307/1961840
https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2024.2322330
https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2024.2322330
https://doi.org/10.1177/2158244019837462
https://doi.org/10.1080/00071005.2017.1337870
https://doi.org/10.1086/226550
https://doi.org/10.2307/258610
https://doi.org/10.1080/17539153.2012.725570
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038514564437
https://doi.org/10.1177/0038038514564437
https://doi.org/10.1332/030557309X462529
https://doi.org/10.1332/030557309X462529
https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0491.2007.00374.x
http://www.regeringen.se/49bb61/contentassets/a970834ed442417c9702b8ec5f37f8e5/nationellt-ansvar-och-internationellt-engagemang-en-nationell-strategi-for-att-mota-hotet-fran-terrorismen-skrivelse-20070864

CRITICAL STUDIES ON TERRORISM e 23

regeringen.se/49bb61/contentassets/a970834ed442417c9702b8ec5f37f8e5/nationellt-ansvar-
och-internationellt-engagemang-en-nationell-strategi-for-att-mota-hotet-fran-terrorismen-
skrivelse-20070864.

SE State Document. 2011/12:44. “Handlingsplan Fér Att Vidrna Demokrati Mot Valdsbejakande
Extremism [Action Plan to Safeguard Democracy Against Violent Extremism].” Swedish
Government. http://www.regeringen.se/49bb8c/contentassets/441d6f98b4e340d3a1a975d66
c3e81fé6/handlingsplan-for-att-varna-demokratin-mot-valdsbejakande-extremism-skr.-20111244.

SE State Document. 2014/15:144. “Atgdrder for att géra samhdillet mer motsténdskraftigt mot
valdsbejakande extremism [Measures to make society more resilient to violent extremism].”
Swedish Government. http://www.regeringen.se/contentassets/0ab9597659f24c05a918
caa7916b6048/skrivelse-141514400webb.pdf.

SE State Document. 2023/24:56. “Nationell strategi mot véldsbejakande extremism och terrorism —
Forebygga, forhindra, skydda och hantera [National strategy against violent extremism and terror-
ism — Prevent, preclude, protect and managel.” Swedish Government. https://regeringen.se/
rattsliga-dokument/skrivelse/2024/01/skr.-20232456 .

SE State Investigation. 2013:81. Ndr Vi Bryr Oss [When We Care]. Stockholm: Fritzes offentliga
publikationer.

SE State Investigation. 2016:92. Virna Demokratin Mot Vdldsbejakande Extremism - Nationell
Samordning Och Kommunernas Ansvar [Safeguarding Democracy Against Violent Extremism -
National Coordination and Municipal Responsibility]. Stockholm: Wolters Kluwer.

SE State Investigation. 2017:110. Vdrna Demokratin Mot Vdldsbejakande Extremism — Hinder Och
Méjligheter [Safeguarding Democracy Against Violent Extremism — Challenges and Opportunities].
Stockholm: Wolters Kluwer.

Sever, S. D., E. Tok, and A. L. Sellami. 2025. “Sustainable Development Goals in a Transforming World:
Understanding the Dynamics of Localization.” Sustainability 17 (6), Article 2763. https://doi.org/
10.3390/5u17062763.

Shanaah, S., and C. Heath-Kelly. 2023. “What Drives Counter-Extremism? The Extent of P/CVE Policies
in the West and Their Structural Correlates.” Terrorism and Political Violence 35 (8): 1724-1752.
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2022.2080063.

Sivenbring, J., and M. Svanberg. 2022. Vi Har en Plan. [We Have a Plan]. Stockholm: Sveriges Kommuner &
Regioner.

Sodano, P., C. Annovi, J. Abdulla, and M. Hann. 2023. “Comparing Two Different Contexts and
Approaches to P/CVE Policies: Italy and Netherlands.” International Review of Sociology 33 (3):
403-430. https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2024.2322333.

Somoano, . B. 2024. “Bring Them into the Fold. Local Actors and Transnational Governance of
Preventive Counterterrorism in the European Union.” European Security 34 (3): 365-385. https://
doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2024.2432888.

Strandh, M., and N. Eklund. 2015. “Sweden’s Approach to Countering Violent Extremism: A Policy
Analysis.” Journal of Scandinavian Studies in Criminology and Crime Prevention 16 (2): 150-170.
The Swedish Agency for Public Management. 2018. Utvdrdering av regeringens dtgdrder mot
valdsbejakande extremism 2014-2017 [Evaluation of the government’s action against violent extre-

mism 2014-2017]. Stockholm: Statskontoret.

Thomas, P. 2017. “Changing Experiences of Responsibilisation and Contestation Within
Counter-Terrorism Policies: The British Prevent Experience.” Policy and Politics 45 (3): 305-321.
https://doi.org/10.1332/030557317X14943145195580.

Van de Weert, A, and Q. A. M. Eijkman. 2019. “Subjectivity in Detection of Radicalisation and Violent
Extremism: A Youth Worker's Perspective.” Behavioral Sciences of Terrorism and Political
Aggression 11 (3): 191-214.

Woolthuis, R. J. A. K,, and G. de Jong. 2017. “The Dynamics of Institutional Pressures.” Centre for
Sustainable Entrepreneurship: Working Paper Series, 10., The Netherlands: University of Groningen.

Zhu, Q., Y. Geng, and J. Sarkis. 2016. “Shifting Chinese Organizational Responses to Evolving
Greening Pressures.” Ecological Economics 121:65-74. https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.
11.010.


http://www.regeringen.se/49bb61/contentassets/a970834ed442417c9702b8ec5f37f8e5/nationellt-ansvar-och-internationellt-engagemang-en-nationell-strategi-for-att-mota-hotet-fran-terrorismen-skrivelse-20070864
http://www.regeringen.se/49bb61/contentassets/a970834ed442417c9702b8ec5f37f8e5/nationellt-ansvar-och-internationellt-engagemang-en-nationell-strategi-for-att-mota-hotet-fran-terrorismen-skrivelse-20070864
http://www.regeringen.se/49bb61/contentassets/a970834ed442417c9702b8ec5f37f8e5/nationellt-ansvar-och-internationellt-engagemang-en-nationell-strategi-for-att-mota-hotet-fran-terrorismen-skrivelse-20070864
http://www.regeringen.se/49bb8c/contentassets/441d6f98b4e340d3a1a975d66c3e81f6/handlingsplan-for-att-varna-demokratin-mot-valdsbejakande-extremism-skr.-20111244
http://www.regeringen.se/49bb8c/contentassets/441d6f98b4e340d3a1a975d66c3e81f6/handlingsplan-for-att-varna-demokratin-mot-valdsbejakande-extremism-skr.-20111244
http://www.regeringen.se/contentassets/0ab9597659f24c05a918caa7916b6048/skrivelse-141514400webb.pdf
http://www.regeringen.se/contentassets/0ab9597659f24c05a918caa7916b6048/skrivelse-141514400webb.pdf
https://regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/skrivelse/2024/01/skr.-20232456
https://regeringen.se/rattsliga-dokument/skrivelse/2024/01/skr.-20232456
https://doi.org/10.3390/su17062763
https://doi.org/10.3390/su17062763
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2022.2080063
https://doi.org/10.1080/09546553.2022.2080063
https://doi.org/10.1080/03906701.2024.2322333
https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2024.2432888
https://doi.org/10.1080/09662839.2024.2432888
https://doi.org/10.1332/030557317X14943145195580
https://doi.org/10.1332/030557317X14943145195580
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.11.010
https://doi.org/10.1016/j.ecolecon.2015.11.010

	Abstract
	Introduction
	Localisation as a global trend in P/CVE policy
	The evolution of Swedish counterterrorism and P/CVE policy
	Theoretical framework
	Institutional pressure
	Strategic responses to institutional pressure

	Methodological approach
	Results
	Normative pressure
	Theme 1: national-level pressure
	Theme 2: symbolic artifacts
	Theme 3: public discreditation
	Theme 4: face-to-face interactions

	Mimetic pressure
	Theme 5: uncertainty
	Theme 6: copy-pasting

	Responses and consequences
	Theme 7: strategic responses
	Theme 8: consequences


	Concluding discussion
	Acknowledgements
	Disclosure statement
	Funding
	ORCID
	References

