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Abstract

Welfare crime has emerged as a growing challenge for Swedish welfare institutions, yet little is
known about its impact on everyday eldercare practice. This paper explores how needs assessors
(NAs) within social work experience and respond to welfare crime and welfare fraud in Swedish
eldercare, and what these experiences reveal about contemporary welfare governance.

The study contributes to research on welfare crime by examining how criminal activities
become embedded in routine welfare work and affect frontline professionals. The analysis
draws on situational vulnerability and criminal opportunity structures to understand both older
persons’ vulnerability and the organisational conditions that enable welfare fraud.

Empirically, the paper is based on a qualitative case study conducted in a socioeconomically
disadvantaged urban district in Stockholm. The data consist of interviews with NAs and
managers and observations of work meetings and discussions at the needs assessment unit, col-
lected through a long-term participatory research project and analysed using thematic analysis.

The findings show that welfare crime has become an increasingly integrated aspect of every-
day eldercare practice. NAs described expanding responsibilities for monitoring, verification,
and fraud detection, alongside persistent organisational constraints that limit their ability to
prevent and stop welfare crime. The study highlights how welfare crime emerges through the
interaction of vulnerable welfare service users, fragmented governance structures, and oppor-
tunities for criminal exploitation, with important implications for professional practice, welfare
integrity, and public trust.
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THE INFLUENCE OF WELFARE CRIME

Introduction

This paper explores the complex challenges posed by welfare crime in Swedish eldercare, with
a particular focus on home care services and the pivotal role of needs assessors (NA). In relation
to the present study, the term welfare crime is used to understand and analyses organised crime
and welfare fraud. Drawing on the perspective of needs assessment, the paper examines how
criminal networks exploit vulnerabilities within the public welfare system through increasingly
sophisticated methods, and how these activities affect the work and professional responsibilities
of NAs (Angerbrandt et al., 2022; Gunnarson, 2023). Social workers working as NAs are
positioned as frontline public servants responsible for both welfare provision and protection,
highlighting their dual role in balancing care and control within a high-risk governance context
(Olaison, 2009; Dunér, 2020; Elmersjo et. al. 2023). In doing so, the paper contributes to know-
ledge about how older persons living in segregated urban areas and requiring care constitute a
particularly vulnerable social group (Brown et al., 2017; Lewis, 2021; Dzerounian et al., 2024).
A key and increasingly recognized risk in this context is the infiltration of home care services
by organised criminal networks and other forms of welfare-related crime targeting publicly
funded care systems (Polismyndigheten, 2021; Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; Anger-
brandt et al., 2022; Gunnarson, 2023).

Previous research on older persons living in socially deprived areas in Sweden shows how
they cope with crime, stigma, and other daily challenges (Granbom & Taei, 2022). The findings
show that older persons develop different strategies to deal with these challenges and that their
experiences vary by individual and contextual factors. However, older persons with care needs
are particularly vulnerable due to factors such as declining health, social isolation, dependency
on formal support, and reduced capacity to protect themselves from exploitation (Melchiorre
et al., 2013; Ueno et al., 2021; Bordbar et al., 2025). Security, trust, institutional legitimacy, and
state capacity therefore become central to understanding their everyday conditions (Uslaner &
Rothstein, 2016; Coetzee & Berndtsson, 2023). This paper is based on a study conducted in the
local context of ageing in socioeconomically disadvantaged, crime-ridden urban areas (Polis-
myndigheten, 2023). It highlights broader challenges related to ensuring welfare within frag-
mented governance systems shaped by marketisation, organisational complexity, and emerging
forms of welfare crime (Moberg, 2017; Katzin, 2020; Gunnarson, 2023). In doing so, the paper
situates eldercare not merely as a social service domain but as an arena in which welfare
integrity, state capacity, vulnerability, and criminal opportunity structures intersect (Smith et
al., 2020; Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; Gunnarson, 2023).

The Swedish police have developed criteria to identify particularly vulnerable urban areas
that require extraordinary measures to strengthen security and public trust. Particularly vulner-
able areas are geographically defined residential areas where criminal influence is so extensive
that there are systematic threats and violence against witnesses, parallel social structures, and a
general reluctance among residents to participate in legal proceedings (Polismyndigheten,
2023). These areas illustrate how social problems, institutional weaknesses, and high levels of
crime interact to undermine both welfare provision and democratic governance (Uslaner &
Rothstein, 2016; Gunnarson, 2023). Against this backdrop, eldercare services are a critical but
understudied part of the local welfare infrastructure, vulnerable to criminal actors seeking both
financial gain and strategic influence within local communities (Smith et al., 2020; Sveriges
Kommuner och Regioner, 2021).

In 2019, the exposure of fraud within home care companies linked to organised crime under-
scored the vulnerability of eldercare services to exploitation (Angerbrandt et al., 2022). More
recent government reports suggest that these vulnerabilities persist, highlighting the continued
involvement of organised criminal actors in welfare-funded care services, including home care,
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and pointing to the expansion of welfare crime within the care and welfare sectors (Polismyn-
digheten, 2024, 2026). Examples of welfare crime in eldercare include invoicing for care visits
that were never carried out, exaggerating the amount of care provided, employing unqualified
staff while claiming reimbursement for qualified personnel, and using care companies as
vehicles for organised criminal activities (Angerbrandt et al., 2022; Polismyndigheten, 2024,
2026). These examples show that the risks associated with crime and weak institutional control
are not limited to the streets but also extend into welfare systems themselves. Fraudulent
activities, ranging from overbilling municipalities to failing to provide contracted care, high-
light significant gaps in regulatory oversight and accountability mechanisms (Angerbrandt et
al., 2022; Gunnarson, 2023). These risks may be amplified by ongoing marketisation and
purchaser-provider models within Swedish eldercare, which have increased organisational
complexity and created new opportunities for strategic exploitation of welfare systems
(Moberg, 2017; Katzin, 2020).

The Swedish Association of Local Authorities and Regions have identified welfare crime as
a threat not only to public finances but also to democratic legitimacy and citizens’ trust in
welfare institutions. They have proposed measures including disseminating best practices,
developing professional competence, and fostering national cooperation to combat these issues
(Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021). Together, these trends indicate a growing recog-
nition that welfare integrity, public trust, and social security are interdependent, necessitating
coordinated efforts at the local, regional, and national levels (Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner,
2021; Coetzee & Berndtsson, 2023). Additionally, governmental initiatives seek to enhance the
Swedish Tax Agency’s capabilities in data analysis and risk identification to prevent welfare
fraud, signalling a shift towards more integrated and data-driven approaches in public sector
governance (Prop. 2022/23:41; SOU 2022:37). Nevertheless, these policy responses remain
fragmented, and their translation into operational capacity at the municipal level is often
limited (Gunnarson, 2023). A notable lack of a coherent structure remains to support profes-
sionals who encounter fraud in their work, indicating a need for further research and policy
development. The limited research on welfare crime in social services, especially in eldercare,
and the growing professional demand for knowledge about its effects on welfare-state insti-
tutions highlight the urgency of this issue. Therefore, this paper explores how NAs experience
and respond to welfare crime and welfare fraud in Swedish eldercare, and what these experi-
ences reveal about contemporary challenges to welfare governance and service provision.
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Related Research and the Positioning of the Study

The transformation of Sweden’s universal welfare model towards a more market-oriented wel-
fare system has reshaped the conditions for eldercare provision through increased organi-
sational complexity, marketisation, and growing socio-economic inequalities (Moberg, 2017;
Katzin, 2020; Skyrman et al., 2022). At the same time, socio-economic segregation has inten-
sified in many urban areas, contributing to inequalities, social exclusion, and the concentration
of social problems in specific neighbourhoods (Grander & Salonen, 2020). These developments
have altered the context in which eldercare is organised and delivered. In Swedish eldercare,
NAs play a central role in determining access to publicly funded services. Their work involves
translating older persons’ individual circumstances into formal care decisions while balancing
professional discretion, organisational requirements, and resource constraints (Olaison, 2009;
Bennich & Zanderin, 2017; Dunér, 2020; Elmersjo et. al. 2023; Wittberg et al., 2026). In recent
years, welfare crime and the infiltration of welfare services by organised criminal actors have
emerged as growing concerns in Sweden (Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; Anger-
brandt et al., 2022; Gunnarson, 2023). Research indicates that organised crime increasingly
targets welfare institutions, exploiting fragmented governance structures, market-based service
arrangements, and weaknesses in monitoring and control systems (Smith et al., 2020; Gun-
narson, 2023). Such activities not only divert public resources but may also undermine trust in
welfare institutions and reduce municipalities’ capacity to provide equitable care (Sveriges
Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; Coetzee & Berndtsson, 2023). While welfare crime has
attracted growing attention in policy reports and research, little is known about how it is
experienced and managed in the context of eldercare. By focusing on needs assessment, this
study contributes empirical knowledge to an emerging field where research remains scarce.

Although previous research has examined welfare-state transformations, eldercare reforms,
and organised crime separately, it has paid little attention to how these processes intersect in
everyday eldercare practice. In particular, little is known about how frontline professionals
responsible for assessing care needs identify, interpret, and respond to suspected welfare fraud
and organised criminal activity. Given their position at the intersection of care provision,
resource allocation, and institutional accountability, NAs offer a unique perspective on how
welfare crime affects contemporary eldercare and challenges welfare integrity in practice.
Examining their experiences provides insight into how welfare crime becomes visible in every-
day eldercare practice and how welfare institutions respond to emerging forms of exploitation
(Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021; Gunnarson, 2023). The study focuses on a single local
district that offers a particularly relevant context for analysing the intersection of eldercare and
welfare crime. The Swedish Police have identified the area as particularly vulnerable, charac-
terised by elevated crime levels, low institutional trust, and criminal networks exercising
informal social control (Polismyndigheten, 2023). It also faces significant socio-economic chal-
lenges, including poverty, unemployment, and residential instability, conditions associated
with heightened vulnerability and increased opportunities for welfare-system exploitation
(Brown et al., 2017; Grander & Salonen, 2020; Gunnarson, 2023).

Understanding the work of NAs is essential for developing effective responses to welfare
crime while safeguarding high-quality care for older persons. The separation of needs assess-
ment from service provision during the 1990s fundamentally transformed Swedish eldercare
governance and coincided with marketisation reforms, care-choice systems, and increasing
fiscal pressures on municipalities (Blomberg, 2004; Moberg, 2017; Mork et al., 2019; Katzin,
2020). These developments, along with ongoing challenges in working conditions, organisa-
tional complexity, and protecting older persons’ rights (Bennich & Zanderin, 2017; Social-
styrelsen, 2022; Strandell, 2022), have reshaped eldercare practice. NAs now occupy a pivotal
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position within the welfare state (Wittberg et al., 2026). Beyond assessing care needs, they must
balance professional discretion, resource constraints, organisational accountability, and grow-
ing concerns about welfare fraud and criminal infiltration (Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner,
2021; Angerbrandt et al., 2022; Gunnarson, 2023). Examining their experiences therefore
provides a unique opportunity to understand how welfare institutions respond to welfare crime
within the everyday realities of eldercare governance and how welfare integrity can be main-
tained in contexts characterised by vulnerability, inequality, and criminal influence (Uslaner &
Rothstein, 2016; Smith et al., 2020).



THE INFLUENCE OF WELFARE CRIME

Theoretical framework

This study draws on the concepts of situational vulnerability and criminal opportunity struc-
tures to understand how welfare crime emerges within eldercare and how such phenomena are
experienced by NAs. Situational vulnerability refers to vulnerability as something produced
through interactions among individual, social, and institutional conditions rather than as an
inherent characteristic of a person (Brown et al., 2017; Lewis, 2021). Older adults receiving
home care may become vulnerable not only because of health problems or functional impair-
ments but also because of their dependence on formal support systems and welfare institutions
(Melchiorre et al., 2013; Dzerounian et al., 2024). Research has shown that cognitive decline,
social isolation, and limited access to supportive social networks may further increase exposure
to different forms of exploitation (Ueno et al., 2021; Bordbar et al., 2025). Vulnerability is
therefore dynamic and context-dependent, shaped by changing personal, social, and institu-
tional circumstances (Hallerod & Seldén, 2013; Brown et al., 2017). From this perspective,
eldercare constitutes more than a system of support. It is also an institutional setting in which
dependency relationships are created and managed through professional assessments, care
provision, and resource allocation (Dunér, 2020; Elmersjo et al., 2023). In socioeconomically
disadvantaged areas, vulnerabilities may be reinforced by lower levels of institutional trust,
social fragmentation, and exposure to crime (Hradilova Selin & Sellgren Karlsson, 2018; Gran-
bom & Taei, 2022; Polismyndigheten, 2023). Situational vulnerability thus provides a frame-
work for understanding why some older persons and welfare arrangements may be particularly
susceptible to exploitation.

To analyse how welfare crime and welfare fraud become possible within welfare systems, the
study also draws on the concept of criminal opportunity structures. This perspective emphasises
how crime is enabled by organisational, social, and institutional conditions rather than solely
by the motivations of individual offenders (Headworth, 2019). Opportunity structures emerge
where suitable targets, motivated offenders, and weaknesses in monitoring and control con-
verge. Within welfare services, such opportunities may arise through fragmented governance
arrangements, complex administrative systems, decentralised service delivery, and insufficient
coordination between responsible authorities (Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021;
Angerbrandt et al., 2022; Gunnarson, 2023). Previous research has demonstrated that organised
crime increasingly operates through legitimate institutions and welfare systems, exploiting gaps
in oversight and accountability (Smith et al., 2020; Gunnarson, 2023). The marketisation of
Swedish eldercare and the increasing complexity of care provision may further expand such
opportunities by creating multiple actors, contractual relationships, and monitoring challenges
(Moberg, 2017; Katzin, 2020). In this context, NAs occupy a strategically important position.
As frontline welfare professionals responsible for assessing needs and allocating publicly funded
services, they are often among the first actors able to identify irregularities, suspicious practices,
or signs of welfare fraud. A localised design is analytically advantageous because welfare fraud
is embedded in organisational routines and local opportunity structures that national-level
analyses alone struggle to capture (Headworth, 2019; Gunnarson, 2023). Studying a single
district enables examination of how welfare crime exploits welfare arrangements and institu-
tional vulnerabilities. Drawing on situational vulnerability and criminal opportunity structures,
the study analyses how NAs experience and interpret welfare fraud, linking older persons’
vulnerability to broader questions of welfare governance and institutional accountability.
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Method

The article is based on a follow-up study conducted within an ongoing participatory research
project examining the role and function of needs assessment in the Swedish welfare system since
2020. The broader research project forms part of a national study on distributed leadership
funded by AFA Insurance (Ref. No. 190280) and approved by the Swedish Ethical Review
Authority (Ref. No. 2019-02934).

The study was conducted in a socioeconomically disadvantaged district in Stockholm
characterised by elevated levels of crime and social vulnerability. Over time, the broader
research project has involved engagement with several areas of municipal social services,
including eldercare, disability services, social psychiatry, and collaborative initiatives with the
police. These activities provided an understanding of how welfare crime and organised crime
affect local welfare systems. While the wider project includes empirical material from multiple
welfare sectors, the present article focuses specifically on eldercare needs assessment and pro-
fessionals’ experiences of welfare crime.

The empirical material analysed in this article consists of four targeted observations con-
ducted within the needs assessment unit, two semi-structured interviews with the unit manager,
one interview with the deputy unit manager, and one interview with the manager responsible
for control and fraud prevention activities. The interviews were conducted on-site at the work-
place and lasted between 20 and 70 minutes, depending on the amount of time participants
were able to allocate to the interview. In addition, informal conversations with needs assessors
during fieldwork were documented and used to contextualise and deepen understanding of
issues raised during interviews and observations. The observations and informal field con-
versations complemented the analysis of welfare crime and its interpretations. Rather than
serving as independent datasets offering a comprehensive account of everyday practice,
they provided context for the interview accounts and helped assess how interview topics
appeared in workplace discussions, interactions, and organisational practices. This dis-
tinction was important because the number of observations and informal conversations
was limited.

During the study period, the unit employed 31 needs assessors, of whom 14 worked in elder-
care, 12 in services for persons with disabilities, and five in social psychiatry. Although welfare
crime affected all parts of the unit, the present article focuses exclusively on eldercare needs
assessment. Needs assessors are frontline social work professionals responsible for assessing
older persons’ needs and making decisions on eligibility for publicly funded eldercare services
under the Social Services Act. All needs assessors held degrees in social work and had previous
professional experience, although their experience in the needs assessment role varied from
approximately one year to several years.

The second author contributed complementary empirical material from a collaborative
project involving social services and the police. This material was not analysed as a separate
dataset but was used to contribute to the contextual understanding of how welfare crime
operates across organisational boundaries and local welfare systems. This broader context
contributed to the interpretation of findings and helped situate local experiences within larger
patterns of welfare-related crime and organised criminal activity.

The empirical material comprised interview transcripts, field notes from observations and
informal conversations, relevant documents, and observations of meetings involving social
services and the police. The analysis followed Kvale and Brinkmann’s (2014) approach to
meaning condensation: the authors first analysed their respective materials independently,
identifying and condensing meaning units related to experiences of welfare crime, before
discussing emerging interpretations and themes collectively. Interviews provided the primary
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basis for the analysis, while observational material and field conversations were used to con-
textualise, refine, and challenge the interpretations developed from the interview accounts.

The analysis focused on how welfare crime was identified, interpreted, and managed within
the organisational context of everyday needs assessment work. Particular attention was directed
towards risks for both clients and professionals, emotional responses among staff, and the
challenges of addressing complex needs among older persons while simultaneously managing
concerns related to fraud and criminal exploitation. The final themes presented in the findings
section reflect the interaction between organisational conditions, local contexts, and frontline
professional discretion in responding to suspected welfare crime.

Considering the sensitive nature of the research topic and the organisational pressures
experienced by both needs assessors and managers during the study, the long-term parti-
cipatory approach was particularly important. The researcher had been present at the unit over
an extended period and maintained regular contact with participants, which facilitated trust
and ongoing opportunities for discussion about the study. All participants provided informed
consent, confidentiality was maintained throughout the research process, and continuous
attention was paid to balancing the value of knowledge production against the demands placed
on participants in terms of time and effort.
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Findings

Needs assessment under pressure: Expanding professional responsibilities

Needs assessment in eldercare is traditionally centred on identifying older persons’ needs and
ensuring access to appropriate care services. The findings of this study show that welfare crime
and welfare fraud have introduced new responsibilities that substantially alter this professional
role. Managers and NAs described how concerns about fraudulent care providers have become
an increasingly visible part of everyday work, requiring needs assessors to engage not only in
care planning but also in activities related to monitoring, verification, and fraud detection.
Several participants in the study described welfare crime as a growing concern within eldercare
rather than an isolated phenomenon. According to the unit manager, awareness of welfare
fraud had become sufficiently important that all NAs were encouraged to develop a basic
understanding of how criminal actors exploit welfare systems:

I bought a copy of the book for all the needs assessors on the unit. They have been assigned to read it.
The idea is that it will contribute to an increased awareness of the problem of welfare crime and
strengthen their ability to detect signs of criminal activities at work.

(Unit Manager, 2022)

The quotation illustrates how competence development increasingly includes knowledge tradi-
tionally associated with crime prevention rather than social care. The unit manager described
this as a significant shift in professional expectations. NAs are now expected to balance respon-
sibilities related to care, administration, legal certainty, fraud prevention, and risk management.
Although the managers and the NAs generally recognised the importance of these additional
tasks, several expressed concerns that increasing attention to control may draw time and
attention away from client-centred work. The findings suggest that welfare crime has blurred
previously established boundaries between caring and controlling functions. Rather than
operating solely as assessors of needs, the NAs reported functioning simultaneously as investi-
gators, auditors, and gatekeepers of public resources. This expansion of responsibilities has
largely occurred without corresponding increases in organisational resources, training, or
formal mandates.

Welfare crime as an everyday practice challenge

NAs and managers described welfare fraud as an increasingly recurring feature of everyday
eldercare administration. In response, NAs and managers have developed a range of practical
strategies to identify and manage suspected irregularities. Routine responses included home
visits, verification of assistive technologies, checks of residential status, and analysis of care
documentation. They explained that suspicions were often raised when reported services
appeared inconsistent with observed circumstances. According to several informants, some
older persons were encouraged to exaggerate care needs, while in other cases services were
reported for individuals who rarely spent time at their registered address. The most frequently
identified form of fraud involves manipulation of time-reporting systems. To address this
problem, the unit manager developed a structured five-point review model:

Check-in and check-out times

Alignment with scheduled services
Distribution of time across assigned tasks
Staft identity verification

Travel and stand-by time between client visits

G R =
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The NAs described this checklist as a crucial tool that enabled them to detect discrepancies that
would otherwise remain hidden. Examples included situations in which a single employee
appeared in digital records as simultaneously providing services to multiple clients.

Importantly, fraud was rarely identified through reports from older persons themselves.
Instead, suspicions typically emerged through routine assessments, contacts with relatives, or
systematic reviews conducted by NAs. Furter, they repeatedly emphasised that the respon-
sibility for identifying irregularities largely rested with frontline professionals. The findings
therefore show that NAs are not passive observers of welfare fraud. Rather, they actively develop
strategies for recognising, documenting, and responding to suspected abuse of welfare
resources. Their responses are often based on local knowledge, professional judgement, and
accumulated experience rather than standardised organisational routines.

Organisational constraints and Professional strain

Although NAs and managers described increasingly sophisticated approaches for identifying
suspected welfare fraud, they also emphasised significant limitations in their ability to intervene
once irregularities had been detected. A recurring theme across interviews and observations
was the mismatch between responsibility and authority. While local needs assessment units
were expected to identify fraudulent practices and initiate investigations, the authority to
terminate contracts remained with the City Administration. As a result, NAs and managers
frequently experienced that providers continued operating despite extensive evidence of
irregularities. The unit manager described fraud prevention as an area characterised by frag-
mented responsibilities, insufficient feedback mechanisms, and weak coordination between
organisational levels. Cases could be reported and documented, yet local staff often received
little information regarding subsequent actions. The unit manager argued that these structural
limitations reduced opportunities for organisational learning and weakened confidence in
existing control systems.

The contract manager similarly emphasised that fraud control was largely reactive rather
than preventive. Monitoring activities were typically initiated after suspicions arose rather than
being systematically integrated into procurement, contracting, and follow-up processes. Both
the NAs and the managers repeatedly advocated stronger coordination between districts, per-
manent review functions, and clearer organisational ownership of fraud prevention. These
organisational constraints shaped not only NAs opportunities to act but also their emotional
experiences of work. NAs and managers described frustration, moral stress, and feelings of
powerlessness when confronted with situations in which public resources were misused while
legitimate care needs remained unmet. The frustration was intensified by the perception that
known problems could persist for extended periods despite repeated reports and documented
concerns. As one senior NA explained: “It is so frustrating to know that we are going backwards
financially on the unit while seeing that scam companies are still being paid. It could be half a
million kronor per year.” (Senior Needs Assessor, 2022)

NAs emotional responses were closely connected to their professional values. Many des-
cribed a tension between safeguarding public resources and maintaining a person-centred
approach to assessment and care. Time devoted to monitoring, verification, and investigation
was often experienced as being taken from activities perceived as central to professional social
work practice. Managers also raised concerns about organisational legitimacy and public trust.
The unit manager emphasised that the ability to prevent and address welfare fraud was essential
for maintaining confidence in public services: “We must legitimise our own business, otherwise
we have no legitimacy in society.” (Unit Manager, 2022). The findings further indicate that
concerns about welfare crime contributed to a climate of heightened watchfulness. Increased
managerial oversight, additional control procedures, and awareness of previous cases involving
both external actors and public employees created an environment characterised by caution
and continuous monitoring. Although direct threats were rarely discussed openly, NAs and
managers described welfare crime as a persistent background condition influencing decision-
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making and professional practice. Taken together, these findings suggest that welfare crime
affects NAs not only through increased administrative demands but also through the organi-
sational and emotional consequences of working within fragmented governance systems.
Structural limitations in authority, coordination, and accountability contribute to professional
strain and constrain frontline actors’ ability to respond effectively to welfare fraud.
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Discussion

The aim of this paper was to explore how NAs and managers experience and respond to welfare
crime and welfare fraud in Swedish eldercare, and what these experiences reveal about con-
temporary challenges to welfare governance and service provision. The findings demonstrate
that welfare crime is not experienced as an external phenomenon affecting eldercare from the
outside. Rather, it has become integrated into everyday professional practice, influencing how
NAs interpret their roles, prioritise their work, and manage relationships with service providers,
older persons, and other actors within the welfare system. Needs assessment in eldercare has
traditionally been understood as a relational and person-centred practice aimed at identifying
needs and ensuring that older persons receive appropriate support (Olaison, 2009; Bennich &
Zanderin, 2017; Dunér, 2020; Elmersjo et.al. 2023). However, the findings indicate that NAs
increasingly operate within a context where care-related responsibilities coexist with expec-
tations of control, surveillance, and fraud detection. Similar tensions have previously been iden-
tified in studies of changing conditions within Swedish eldercare, particularly in relation to
marketisation, administrative reforms, and increased organisational complexity (Moberg, 2017;
Strandell, 2022).

One particularly important finding concerns the transformation of professional identity.
The NAs in this study described how they increasingly engage in activities associated with
verification, investigation, and risk assessment. Rather than solely assessing care needs, they are
expected to identify warning signs of fraud, analyse documentation, and contribute to inves-
tigations of care providers. This development reflects a broader tendency within welfare organi-
sations where professionals are required to balance support-oriented and control-oriented
functions (Karlsson et al., 2024). As the findings suggest, this shift may create uncertainty
regarding professional boundaries and blur the distinction between social work and regulatory
control. It may also contribute to role strain, particularly when new responsibilities are intro-
duced without corresponding training, resources, or organisational support.

The findings further demonstrate how welfare crime affects not only professional practice
but also the conditions under which older persons receive care. From a vulnerability per-
spective, the results support previous research suggesting that vulnerability is not solely an indi-
vidual characteristic but is produced through the interaction of personal circumstances and
social structures (Brown et al., 2017; Lewis, 2021). Older adults receiving home care may be
particularly exposed because they depend on services delivered by organisations that are often
difficult to monitor from the user perspective. Research has shown that social isolation,
dependency, and declining health may reduce opportunities to identify or report exploitation
(Melchiorre et al., 2013; Ueno et al., 2021). The present study suggests that these vulnerabilities
are amplified when organisational weaknesses and fragmented oversight create opportunities
for abuse within welfare systems. From the perspective of situational vulnerability, vulnerability
is not simply a consequence of age, illness, or dependency. Rather, it emerges through the inter-
action between individual circumstances and institutional arrangements. The findings indicate
that older persons become vulnerable because they rely on welfare services delivered through
organisational structures that may be difficult to monitor and regulate. Situational vulnerability
is therefore produced not only through personal dependency but also through the way eldercare
services are organised and governed. The fact that irregularities were predominantly identified
by professionals rather than by service users themselves illustrates how exploitation may remain
hidden within everyday care relationships.

The study also contributes to research on welfare governance by illustrating how fragmented
responsibility can undermine the capacity to prevent and respond to welfare crime. While local
actors developed sophisticated methods for identifying irregularities, they often lacked the
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authority or organisational support required to act effectively. This finding resonates with
Gunnarson’s (2023) description of how organised crime may exploit weaknesses in public
administration and institutional coordination. Similar observations have been made in studies
of corruption and organised crime, which highlight the importance of coherent governance
structures, shared information systems, and clearly defined responsibilities (Smith et al., 2020).
The findings reveal a paradox: responsibility for detecting fraud is increasingly placed on
frontline actors, while decision-making authority remains located elsewhere in the organi-
sational hierarchy. Consequently, the burden of control becomes decentralised without a cor-
responding redistribution of resources or influence. The findings also raise important questions
regarding the consequences of market-oriented reforms in eldercare. Previous research has
shown that marketisation and choice-based systems may increase administrative complexity
and create new governance challenges (Moberg, 2017; Katzin, 2020). In the present study, the
large number of providers operating within a single district significantly complicated oversight
and monitoring efforts. Although freedom of choice is intended to strengthen user autonomy,
the findings suggest that it may simultaneously increase opportunities for fraudulent actors to
enter welfare markets. This observation aligns with broader discussions concerning welfare
crime and the challenges of ensuring accountability within increasingly pluralistic welfare
systems (Angerbrandt et al., 2022; Sveriges Kommuner och Regioner, 2021).

Interpreted through the concept of criminal opportunity structures, these findings indicate
that welfare crime is facilitated by organisational arrangements that create opportunities for
exploitation. Fragmented responsibilities, multiple providers, complex administrative pro-
cesses, and limited coordination between authorities do not merely complicate oversight.
Together, they constitute opportunity structures that offenders can exploit. Welfare crime
therefore appears not only as the result of motivated offenders but as a phenomenon enabled
by institutional conditions within the welfare system.

Another important contribution concerns the emotional consequences of fraud detection
work. NAs described frustration, uncertainty, and a sense of powerlessness when confronted
with repeated instances of suspected fraud and limited organisational capacity to address them.
These experiences resemble findings from previous studies showing how organisational
constraints can undermine professional agency and generate stress among welfare workers
(Hasselgren et al., 2021; Elmersjo & Seldén, 2022). However, the present study suggests that
organised crime introduces a distinct dimension to such experiences. The frustration expressed
by participants was not only linked to workload or resource scarcity but also to moral concerns
regarding legitimacy, fairness, and the misuse of public resources intended for vulnerable older
persons. As a result, the challenge is not merely administrative but also ethical, affecting how
professionals understand their responsibilities toward both individual service users and society
more broadly. Taken together, the findings suggest that welfare crime in eldercare should be
understood as a governance challenge rather than merely a collection of isolated criminal acts.
The concepts of situational vulnerability and criminal opportunity structures provide a useful
framework for understanding these dynamics. While situational vulnerability highlights how
older persons’ dependence on welfare services can create conditions for exploitation, criminal
opportunity structures draw attention to the organisational and institutional arrangements that
make such exploitation possible. Welfare crime emerges at the intersection of these vulner-
abilities and opportunities, where the needs of older persons, the organisation of care provision,
and weaknesses in welfare governance converge. From this perspective, exploitation is neither
solely a consequence of vulnerable individuals nor solely the result of criminal intent. Rather, it
emerges when situational vulnerabilities intersect with opportunity structures that facilitate
fraud and abuse within welfare systems.
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Conclusions

This paper set out to explore how NAs and managers experience and respond to organised
crime and welfare crime in Swedish eldercare, and what these experiences reveal about con-
temporary challenges to welfare governance and service provision. The findings demonstrate
that organised crime has become a recurring concern within eldercare, affecting not only the
allocation and delivery of services but also the everyday work of frontline welfare professionals.
The study shows that NAs increasingly operate at the intersection of care and control. Alongside
their traditional responsibility to assess needs and secure appropriate services, they are expected
to identify suspicious practices, verify service delivery, and contribute to fraud prevention.
Organised crime therefore reshapes both professional practice and the governance of eldercare.
Rather than representing isolated incidents of misconduct, welfare crime emerges from the
interaction between situational vulnerabilities among service users and organisational condi-
tions that enable criminal exploitation. The study contributes to existing research by demon-
strating how welfare crime becomes embedded in everyday welfare work and by highlighting
the analytical value of combining situational vulnerability and criminal opportunity structures.
Together, these perspectives help explain both why older persons may become vulnerable to
exploitation and how organisational arrangements may unintentionally create opportunities
for fraud. From a practical perspective, the findings point to the need for stronger organi-
sational support for NAs, clearer allocation of responsibilities, improved coordination across
organisational levels, and more systematic approaches to monitoring and follow-up. At the
same time, efforts to prevent welfare crime must be balanced against the core values of social
work to ensure that increased control does not undermine person-centred care or professional
discretion.

Some limitations should be acknowledged. The study is based on a single local context and
primarily reflects the perspectives of professionals working within eldercare services. The
experiences of older persons themselves, as well as the perspectives of care providers and law-
enforcement actors, are therefore not fully represented. Furthermore, the study focuses on how
organised crime becomes visible in everyday practice rather than on the broader organisation
and operation of criminal networks. Future research would benefit from comparative studies
across municipalities and welfare contexts, as well as research incorporating the perspectives of
older persons and other stakeholders affected by welfare crime. Further studies are also needed
to examine how different governance arrangements influence both opportunities for welfare
crime and the capacity of welfare organisations to prevent and respond to criminal exploitation.
In conclusion, the findings suggest that addressing welfare crime in eldercare requires attention
not only to individual offenders but also to the organisational and institutional conditions that
make exploitation possible. Strengthening welfare integrity therefore depends on simultane-
ously reducing situational vulnerabilities, enhancing organisational accountability, and sup-
porting the professionals responsible for safeguarding access to care.
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