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Abstract: The article aims to examine the level of juvenile delinquency in the urban and rural areas of the Wielkopolska 
region in the years 2017–2021. Analyses were conducted by poviats1 for the Wielkopolska region. Two indicators were 
selected to characterise the level of juvenile crime: (1) the juvenile crime intensity indicator, which is the number of 
crimes committed by minors per 10,000 juveniles, and (2) the contrast indicator, which is the quotient of the intensity 
of juvenile crimes in urban and rural areas. Research on juvenile crime in the urban–rural context was carried out 
referring to four fundamental issues: (a) examining the relationship between the intensity of crime in urban and rural 
areas in poviats with the use of a contrast indicator, (b) determining the sequence of crime types based on the juvenile 
crime intensity indicator, (c) tracking changes in the level of juvenile crime over time, taking into account cities divid-
ed into three size categories: large, medium, and small (towns), and (d) analysing changes in the structure of juvenile 
delinquency. Research shows that the number of crimes committed by minors has slightly decreased. Criminal acts 
are often committed in the region’s largest cities and poviats neighbouring a large city or in poviats having a large or 
medium-sized city within their area. However, juvenile crime in rural areas has also increased, which is reflected in 
the decreasing contrast indicator. Despite the overall decline in juvenile crimes, the number of drug crimes committed 
by minors increased.
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Introduction1

Juvenile delinquency has always been a sub-
ject of interest for researchers and scientists 
(Marshall, Enzmann 2012). Although Polish 
statistics have not indicated an increase in the 

1	 Poviat or county, the second unit in Poland’s three-
tier local administration system.

number of crimes committed by minors over the 
past dozen or so years, a change in the nature 
of these criminal acts has been noticed. Young 
people are becoming more and more aggressive, 
which in turn leads to an increase in the level of 
brutality in committing crimes (DeLisi et al. 2013). 
As Cichy and Szyjko (2014: 9) note, “juvenile 
crime is one of the most publicized ‘taboo’ top-
ics in recent years, and the increasingly frequent 
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brutal crimes committed by minors cause a sense 
of scandal among society”. However, the most 
significant concern is the increase in phenomena 
leading to demoralisation. There is a rise in the 
use of alcohol and, above all, drugs among minors 
(Czabański et al. 2010, Drzewiecki 2016, Sharma, 
Su 2020). The use of psychoactive substances af-
fects all social groups, but it spreads most rap-
idly among young people. This pathology is an 
increasingly common problem in Poland, mainly 
affecting large cities (Sierosławski 2020). A factor 
that should be considered in research on juvenile 
delinquency is its urban and rural aspect. It turns 
out that differences in the living environment 
fundamentally impact the formation of youth be-
haviour and tendency of young people to engage 
in criminal activities. This is primarily because of 
different access to various resources (e.g. cultur-
al institutions that offer other forms of spending 
free time), as well as the nature and strength of 
social ties (e.g. neighbourly control, the role of 
family) (Abhishek, Balamurugan 2024).

Research on juvenile delinquency plays an 
essential role in the analysis of social problems 
and is an important source of information for 
creating effective preventive and intervention 
strategies. Despite certain limitations related to 
the quality and completeness of statistical data, 
their importance remains undeniable. First, the 
results of such research constitute the basis for 
shaping public policy and designing support 
programmes that can help reduce juvenile de-
linquency. Second, research allows the identi-
fication of high-risk groups, which is the basis 
for undertaking early and targeted preventive 
interventions. These measures, implemented at 
the initial stages of problematic behaviours, can 
effectively counteract the escalation of deviant 
phenomena and reduce the likelihood of more 
serious forms of crime in the later period of an 
individual’s development. Third, knowledge of 
the scale and structure of juvenile delinquency 
is an essential element in the process of design-
ing and implementing educational programmes 
aimed at raising the awareness of minors about 
the consequences of behaviours that are contra-
ry to legal and social norms. These programmes 
fulfil a preventive function, developing attitudes 
consistent with the legal order and strengthen-
ing social competencies of young people to make 
responsible decisions. It should be added at this 

point that the Wielkopolska region implements 
preventive programmes that include education 
on safety, counteracting peer violence, and psy-
chological support for young people and fami-
lies. However, many schools do not implement 
mandatory classes to counteract peer violence, 
which makes effective prevention difficult.

The primary goal of this study is to examine 
the level of juvenile delinquency in the urban 
and rural areas of the Wielkopolska region in 
the years 2017–2021. The study of the crime level 
shows the distribution and intensity of juvenile 
delinquency and the variability of this phenom-
enon over time. Analyses were conducted at the 
poviat level for the Wielkopolska region, empha-
sising urban and rural areas. In Poland, the status 
of a city is granted to localities with city rights; 
the rest are rural areas.

The subject of the research is juvenile delin-
quency. It is characterised by two categories of 
crimes: (1) criminal  – under the Act of 6 June 
1997, the Penal Code, and (2) drug-related – un-
der the Act of 29 July 2005 on counteracting drug 
addiction.

The research procedure consists of the follow-
ing parts. In the first part, the literature review is 
presented. The second part describes the research 
area and methodology, including data sources 
and research methods. The third part contains 
the results of the analyses: a general description 
of the juvenile crime level in the Wielkopolska re-
gion and an analysis of changes in juvenile crime 
in the urban–rural context. This is followed by 
discussion and conclusions.

Literature review

There is a significant disproportion in studies 
on crime with respect to places. As Kaylen and 
Pridemore (2013) and Wells and Weisheit (2004) 
note, while the overwhelming majority of studies 
on crime are conducted in urban areas, not much 
research has been done in smaller cities or rural 
areas.

Urban areas are frequently investigated for 
crime in many disciplines. Among many papers, 
there are, for example, the following: Ceccato 
(2012), Atkinson and Millington (2019), Ceccato 
and Nalla (2020), Lymperopoulou and Bannister 
(2022), Sikorski et al. (2024). For instance, in 
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criminology, this urban-centric bias is considered 
as one of the significant shortcomings (Hogg, 
Carrington 2006, Barclay et al. 2007, DeKeseredy, 
Donnermeyer 2013, Carrington et al. 2014, 
Donnermeyer, DeKeseredy 2014). To some ex-
tent, this can be explained by the emergence and 
influence of the Chicago school, as it privileged 
the city as a research laboratory (Carrington et al. 
2014). From the geographical perspective, where 
the place is what matters, too intense concentra-
tion on one dimension – urban – creates an inter-
esting research gap and opens a chance to fill it. A 
significant increase in crime studies in rural areas 
can be observed in the recent literature (Wells, 
Weisheit 2004, Weisheit et al. 2006, Barclay et al. 
2007, DeKeseredy, Schwartz 2009, Ceccato 2016, 
Kokoravec et al. 2021).

The images of the urban and rural areas 
drawn from the studies differ a lot from each 
other. Urban areas generate social conflict and 
disorganisation and have higher rates of crime 
and violence (Shaw, McKay 1942, Ladbrook 
1988, Carrington et al. 2014). In contrast, rural 
areas have a myth of being relatively crime-free 
places of ‘moral virtue’ (Lockie, Bourke 2000, 
Carrington et al. 2014), characterised by higher 
social cohesion, informal control, and less serious 
social disorder (Bruinsma 2007, Kokoravec et al. 
2021).

When considering juvenile delinquency, the 
situation is similar. Juvenile delinquency per-
sists as a complex and costly social problem that 
spans a geographic realm (Blackmon et al. 2016, 
Kokoravec et al. 2021). It is widely discussed 
in the urban context (i.e. Shaw, McKay 1942, 
Gruszczyńska et al. 2008, Ferdoos, Ashiq 2015), 
yet very little research has been done in rural 
areas (i.e. Barclay et al. 2007, Kaylen, Pridemore 
2013). A review of studies on crime and safety 
in rural areas was the subject of Abraham and 
Ceccato’s (2022) work.

Urban and rural dimensions are combined 
in some research. For instance, Laub (1983) has 
found higher rates of juvenile delinquency in 
densely populated areas. Ladbrook (1988) pre-
sents three explanations of why crime rates are 
higher in urban areas compared to rural ones: (1) 
degree of urbanisation and population density, 
(2) urban areas have a greater rate of migration 
and population growth, and (3) urban areas have 
a greater proportion of young people. Glaeser 

and Sacerdote (1999) and O’Flaherty and Sethi 
(2015) show that crime rates are higher in large 
cities rather than in small towns or rural areas. 
Blackmon et al. (2016) examine the differen-
tial influence of demographic, behavioural, and 
school-related factors on juveniles offending in 
both settings in Louisiana. The authors underline 
that rural youth are more likely to encounter the 
juvenile justice system, and there is a strong need 
for much more attention from both research-
ers and policymakers to adjust prevention pro-
grammes for rural areas. Kokoravec et al. (2021) 
studied juvenile delinquency and victimisation 
in urban and rural environments in Slovenia. 
The authors have not found statistically signifi-
cant differences between the two dimensions, but 
noted that comparing urban and rural regions is 
needed, especially in qualitative terms.

The Polish context might be relevant as the 
article discusses the problem of juvenile delin-
quency in one of the Polish regions. Kossowska 
(2007) underlines that, in general, the knowl-
edge of juvenile delinquency in Poland, despite 
many studies after 1989, is very limited. Most of 
them were conducted in the field of criminology, 
other disciplines are relatively rarely represent-
ed. Moreover, the authors concentrate primari-
ly on explaining the causes of the phenomenon 
(Firla 2001, Chmielewska 2012, Hnatów 2012) or 
finding the solutions to prevent it (Lipka 1971, 
Komadowska 2012). For instance, Firla (2001) 
states that the situation in schools is partly re-
sponsible for juvenile delinquency, as schools 
are increasingly focusing on teaching, not on 
upbringing, while parents, due to lack of time, 
also push many educational problems onto the 
school. Taking into account overloaded classes, 
fast-paced teaching, and extensive programmes, 
teachers often do not have the opportunity to get 
to know students individually and work out a 
path of understanding. Chmielewska (2012) at-
tempts to determine the significance of the family 
environment in the process of becoming a crimi-
nal. The difficult family situation makes it easier 
for young people to violate the law and commit 
a crime. Meanwhile, Hnatów (2012) seeks the 
cause of criminal behaviour in peers. Owing to 
limited acceptance and self-fulfilment in a dys-
functional family environment and the inability 
to satisfy this need in school, they often join in-
formal peer groups. Consequently, juveniles may 
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adopt criminal attitudes as a result of the identifi-
cation and internalisation processes taking place. 
In their studies, the authors investigating the 
phenomenon concentrate on finding solutions 
to prevent juvenile delinquency and its causes 
(Lipka 1971, Komadowska 2012), and show pos-
sible ways to interact with minors on different 
levels.

Polish studies on juvenile delinquency em-
brace various spatial scales. Drzewiecki (2016) 
focuses on the country level, Mordwa (2013) on 
large cities, and Kulczyńska and Pawlak (2017) 
on a regional level. From the point of view of 
this study, the regional scale is the most impor-
tant. Kulczyńska and Pawlak (2017) studied spa-
tial differences in juvenile delinquency in the 
Wielkopolska region, revealing a growing num-
ber of drug offences. The article concentrates on 
the factors behind criminal behaviour. Among 
those that influence juvenile crimes are urbani-
sation, population density, divorce rate, poverty, 
and others. Czabański et al. (2010) conclude that 
small towns and villages are the most peaceful in 
this respect.

It is also worth noticing that juvenile delin-
quency differs from adult offences in terms of the 
type of crime. As Drzewiecki (2016) mentions, 
juvenile delinquency is characterised by bravado 
and brutality, often accompanied by drugs, rob-
bery, and theft.

In the context of the study’s time scope, an at-
tempt to determine the impact of the COVID-19 
pandemic on the crime level seems important. 
According to Polish and global statistics, numer-
ous restrictions meant a decrease in juvenile and 
adult crime (Ostaszewski et al. 2021, Hoeboer et 
al. 2024).

Framing the study case

Study area

The Wielkopolska region is one of Poland’s 
16 regions and constitutes the highest adminis-
trative division level in Poland, corresponding to 
NUTS 22 statistical units. The spatial scope covers 

2	 The exception is the Mazovia region, divided into two 
statistical units, i.e. the Mazovia Regional Area and 
the Warsaw Metropolitan Area.

the areas of operation of poviat police headquar-
ters, which correspond to the administrative di-
vision at the poviat level; therefore, in this article, 
the term ‘poviat’ refers to ‘poviat police head-
quarters’. The analysis covers 35 poviats (Fig. 1).

In 2021, the study area was inhabited by 
3,500,030 people, including 1,874,165 people liv-
ing in urban areas (53.5% of the total population), 
and the remaining 1,625,865 living in rural areas. 
The number of pre-working age inhabitants (un-
der 18 years old) divided into places of residence 
was 326,827 in urban areas (17.4% of the total in-
habitants of the urban areas) and 359,637 in rural 
areas (22.1% of the total inhabitants of the rural 
areas), respectively.

In 2021, there were 115 cities/towns in the 
Wielkopolska region, which, in this respect, puts 
the region first in the country. The regional sys-
tem of cities can be divided into three size class-
es, namely: large cities (over 100,000 inhabitants), 
medium-sized cities (20,000–100,000) and towns 
(<20,000) (Fig.  1). The largest city in the region 
that is in the class of large cities is Poznań. There 

Fig. 1. Cities and poviats of the Wielkopolska region 
in the year 2021.
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are 19 centres that constitute the class of medi-
um-sized cities. The class of towns is the largest 
one and includes 95 units. In 2017–2021, the num-
ber of towns increased by two. In 2021, Budzyń 
(Chodzież poviat) and Koźminek (Kalisz poviat) 
were granted town rights. The urban settlement 
network is complemented by rural areas, which 
consist mainly of villages (4439) and other in-
dependent settlement units (782 colonies and 
settlements).

Sources

In this article, we use only secondary source 
materials. The analyses were based on statisti-
cal data from the Wielkopolska Region Police 
Headquarters in Poznań and the Local Data Bank 
of Statistics Poland.

From the first source, we obtained data on 
ascertained crimes (i.e. confirmed to be crimes 
during completed preparatory proceedings) 
committed by minors between 2017 and 2021, 
including the place (urban/rural areas) and type 
of crime. According to Polish law (Act of 6 June 
1997 – Penal Code), crime is an act prohibited un-
der penalty by the law in force at the time it was 
committed.

Crimes in Poland are recognised by the police 
in three categories: criminal3, economic, and road 
traffic. The location of the crime allowed analysis 
at different scales. During the period under re-
view, there were no changes in legal definitions 
of criminal acts or the method of generating sta-
tistical data.

When interpreting statistical data, it is essen-
tial to remember the dark figure of crimes – the 
number of crimes that were not reported to the 
police. In other words, it is the difference between 
the actual number of crimes committed and those 
recorded in official police statistics. Official sta-
tistics may give a slightly distorted picture of the 
real crime because they do not include crimes not 
reported to law enforcement (Mordwa 2012). Not 
knowing the full scale of the problem may make 
it challenging to analyse the crime level, but these 

3	 The authors are aware of the weirdness of the term 
‘criminal crime’. It is widely discussed in Polish crim-
inology, for instance by Uhl (2021), who proposes to 
use term ‘traditional crime’ or ‘common crime’.

are the only data available in Poland that allow 
such analyses.

From the Local Data Bank of Statistics Poland, 
we acquired data on people in the pre-working 
age in each poviat of the Wielkopolska region for 
2017–2021. The data were used to relativise the 
number of crimes committed by minors.

In reference to the statistical data, we use 
two terms that require explanation – minor and 
juvenile. The definition of minor is complicated 
in Polish law. It is defined in the Polish Act on 
Proceedings in Juvenile Cases4. Minor is: (1) in 
the scope of proceedings regarding the preven-
tion of and combating demoralisation  – a per-
son who has not turned 18  years of age; (2) in 
the scope of proceedings for punishable acts – a 
person who committed such an act after turning 
13  years of age, but not reaching the age of 17, 
and (3) in the scope of adopting educational or 
corrective measures  – a person against whom 
such measures have been adjudicated, even if 
they are 18 years old, but not beyond the age of 
21. Unfortunately, it was not possible to obtain 
information from the police what understanding 
of minor refers to each crime. Therefore, we use 
the term minor when referring to young people 
who committed crimes. On the other hand, a ju-
venile is a person who is under 18 years old. We 
use juveniles as a reference group of people in the 
pre-working age.

Methods

From the perspective of the geography of 
crime, indicators assigned to territorial units are 
important, enabling the analysis of phenomena in 
a spatial context and the search for the co-occur-
rence of various phenomena, which can indirect-
ly be interpreted as a manifestation of multiple 
factors influencing crime. Two indicators were 
selected to characterise the level of juvenile crime 
in the Wielkopolska region poviats in 2017–2021, 
namely: (1) the juvenile crime intensity indicator 
and (2) the contrast indicator.

The juvenile crime intensity indicator was 
used to determine the position of a poviat com-
pared to other poviats, expressed in the number 

4	 The Polish Act on Proceedings in Juvenile Cases of 26 
October 1982.
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of crimes committed by minors per 10,000 juve-
niles. This indicator takes the following form:

	
I  = jc

Njc

Nji
× 10,000

	

where:
	– Ijc – juvenile crime intensity indicator,
	– Njc – number of juvenile crimes, i.e., the num-

ber of criminal acts committed by minors,
	– Nji  – number of juvenile inhabitants, corre-

sponding to the number of inhabitants of a 
given spatial unit at the pre-working age (0–
17 years old).
This indicator is interpreted so that the higher 

its value, the higher the crime in a given area.
It also allows determining the sequence of 

crime types. Two types of poviats can be dis-
tinguished, namely: type L  – low, the indicator 
value for the poviat was lower than the average 
for the region, and type H – high, the indicator 
value was higher than the average for the re-
gion. Several types of sequences can be obtained, 
showing the intensity of juvenile crimes in rela-
tion to the average value for the region.

Another indicator used in the analysis was the 
contrast indicator. It is the quotient of the intensi-
ty of juvenile crimes in urban areas and the inten-
sity of juvenile crimes in rural areas, and in each 
poviat it takes the following form:

	
I  = c

I Ujc

I Rjc 	

where:
	– Ic – contrast indicator,
	– IjcU –the intensity of juvenile crimes in urban 

areas indicator,
	– IjcR –the intensity of juvenile crimes in rural 

areas indicator.
Individual indicators are counted as the num-

ber of juvenile crimes committed in urban areas 
per 10,000 juveniles of urban areas. The indica-
tor for rural areas is calculated accordingly. If the 
contrast index exceeds 1.0, more criminal acts are 
committed in urban areas.

Results

General information on the juvenile crime 
level in the Wielkopolska region

The share of crimes committed by mi-
nors in the total number of crimes in Poland 
is 2.8% (2020). Only Ukraine has a lower share 
(2.7%) among the countries studied. In Western 
European countries, this share is higher, for exam-
ple, in Switzerland it is 11.7%, in the Netherlands 
10.8%, and in Sweden 9.5%. The average is 6.5%. 
However, it should be remembered that the age 
of minors varies in individual countries, which 
makes direct comparisons difficult/impossible 
(The European Sourcebook…).

In the years 2017–2021 in Poland, the percent-
age of crimes committed by minors in relation 
to total criminal acts decreased from 3.39% to 
2.19%. In the Wielkopolska region it decreased 
from 4.28% to 3.35%. However, these values were 
always higher than the average for Poland. The 
reasons can be sought in the higher percentage of 
people of the pre-working age and better detec-
tion and reporting of crimes. Analysing the data 
on the share of juveniles in the total population of 
Polish regions, it turns out that the Wielkopolska 
region is characterised by the highest percentage 
of juveniles (along with the Pomerania region), 
which automatically increases the potential 
group in which crimes can occur. Moreover, ar-
eas more developed economically and organisa-
tionally, such as Wielkopolska, have more effec-
tive police services and crime reporting systems, 
which leads to higher registered crime, even if 
the actual number of crimes does not differ sig-
nificantly from the average.

Despite the slight decrease observed, the 
Wielkopolska region is characterised by a rela-
tively high level of crime detection compared to 
national data. In 2017, the crime detection rate 
was 76.9%, while in 2021 it decreased to 73.3%. 
For comparison, the national average in the 
same period was lower, at 73.4% and 71.2%, re-
spectively. These data indicate that despite the 
decrease in the effectiveness of crime detection, 
Wielkopolska maintains a relatively high stand-
ard of work of law enforcement agencies com-
pared to the national average.

In the Wielkopolska region in 2017–2021, 
there was a slight decrease in the number of 
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criminal acts committed by minors, from 2460 
to 2262 (8.0%). Similar trends were noticed in re-
lation to individual categories of crimes, except 
for drug crimes, the number of which increased 
by 25.4%. It is also worth adding that in 2017 
and 2018, the most frequently committed were 
criminal offences, which accounted for 59.6% 
and 51.4% of all crimes, respectively. However, 
in 2019–2021, drug crimes dominated the struc-
ture of crimes. In 2019, the share of this type of 
crime was 59.1%. In the following years, this per-
centage decreased slightly, but was still higher 
than 50.0%, and amounted to 57.0% in 2020 and 
53.4% in 2021. By far the least crimes were com-
mitted in the ‘other’ category, which includes 
road and economic crimes (Table 1). The small 
number of crimes in this category is due to legal 

restrictions. First, juveniles usually do not have a 
driving license, which eliminates the possibility 
of committing many traffic crimes, and second, 
juveniles often do not yet have full capacity to 
bear criminal responsibility for certain types of 
crimes, especially those requiring greater social 
and legal maturity. However, these explanations 
are generalisations, and the situation may vary 
depending on the circumstances, e.g. in the case 
of economic crimes, adults may use minors to 
commit crimes.

The juvenile crime intensity indicator was 
also used to characterise the level of juvenile 
crime. In the years 2017–2021, there was a slight 
decrease in the value of the indicator from 36.6 
to 33.0 (Fig. 2). In 2017, eight poviats had a crime 
rate higher than the region’s average. The high-
est values occurred in the following poviats: 
Poznań city (383.8), Piła (238.2), Chodzież (185.3), 
Kalisz (181.9), and the poviats with the lowest 
indicator values were in western and southern 
Wielkopolska. However, in 2021, the number of 
poviats for which the indicator value was higher 
than the average for the region increased to 11. 
The highest values were recorded in the following 

Table 1. Number of crimes committed by minors in 
the Wielkopolska region in 2017–2021.

Type 2017 2018 2019 2020 2021
Criminal 1488 1247 1234 933 1052
Drug-related 964 1166 1787 1270 1209
Other 8 4 1 2 1
Total 2460 2417 3022 2205 2262

Fig. 2. Juvenile crime intensity indicator in the Wielkopolska region in 2017 and 2021.
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poviats: Chodzież (312.3), Kalisz (268.7), Poznań 
city (169.3), Piła (141.5) and Poznań (114.8). For 
the remaining poviats, these values ranged from 
0.9 in the Nowy Tomyśl poviat to 28.9 in the 
Konin poviat. This analysis shows that juvenile 
crime is concentrated mainly in the region’s larg-
est cities, as well as in the poviats neighbouring a 
large city or having a large or medium-sized city 
within their area. The exception in this respect is 
the Chodzież poviat.

The average annual level of juvenile crime in 
the Wielkopolska region for the years 2017–2021 
was higher in urban areas (60.2) than in rural ar-
eas (11.0). Poviats located in the north-eastern 
and south-eastern part of the region were char-
acterised by the highest crime rates in both urban 
and rural areas. Generally speaking, the juvenile 
crime intensity indicator values  – despite large 
fluctuations – are much higher in urban than in 
rural areas and show a decreasing trend (a drop 
from 61.1 in 2017 to 54.0 in 2021), in contrast to 
the latter, where an increase in the indicator val-
ue is observed (from 12.1 in 2017 to 13.8 in 2021) 
(Fig. 3). The Chodzież poviat stands out among 
all the poviats studied, for which the average 
annual rate had maximum values, respectively, 
235.8 in urban areas and 80.0 in rural areas.

The level and structure of juvenile crime in 
the urban–rural system

The research on juvenile crime in the urban–
rural context was carried out referring to four 
fundamental issues: (a) investigate the crime rate 
in urban and rural areas in poviats using the con-
trast indicator, (b) determining the sequence of 
crime types based on the juvenile crime intensity 
indicator, (c) tracking changes in the level of ju-
venile crime over time, taking into account cities 
divided into three size categories: large, medium, 
and small and (d) analysing changes in the struc-
ture of juvenile delinquency.

Generally speaking, the values of juvenile 
crime intensity indicator are much higher in ur-
ban areas than in rural areas and show a decreas-
ing tendency, unlike the latter, where an increase 
in the indicator value is observed. The observed 
process translates into the value of the contrast 
indicator, which decreased from 5.05 in 2017 to 
3.90 in 2021. For each year of the analysis, the 
contrast index values are higher than 1.0, which 
confirms the fact of the higher crime level in ur-
ban areas.

The results indicate that juvenile crime is con-
centrated in urban areas (Fig.  4). However, it is 
possible to distinguish poviats where crime is 

Fig. 3. Average annual (2017–2021) level of juvenile crime in the Wielkopolska region.
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higher in rural areas. In 2017, only the Gostyń po-
viat recorded higher juvenile crime in rural are-
as. The value of the indicator for this poviat was 
0.46. In 2018, there were two poviats, Międzychód 
(0.54) and Piła (0.73), and in 2019 seven poviats: 
Środa Wielkopolska (0.28), Oborniki (0.66), Kalisz 
(0.71), Grodzisk (0.83), Jarocin (0.88), Konin (0.94) 
and Złotów (0.95). In 2020, the number of poviats 
with higher crime in rural areas dropped to three, 
Ostrzeszów (0.69), Oborniki (0.81) and Złotów 
(0.83), and in 2021 to two, Poznań (0.23) and 
Gostyń (0.76). It is worth adding that there were 
also poviats where no juvenile crime was recorded 
in urban or rural areas: (1) no crimes in urban are-
as were recorded in the following poviats: Kalisz, 
Leszno, Ostrów Wielkopolski – 2018, (2) no crimes 

in rural areas occurred in the following poviats: 
Śrem – 2017, Pleszew, Środa Wielkopolska – 2018, 
Jarocin, Krotoszyn, Pleszew, Środa Wielkopolska, 
Wolsztyn  – 2020, Międzychód, Nowy Tomyśl, 
Szamotuły  – 2021 and cities with poviat rights 
(Kalisz, Konin, Leszno and Poznań) due to the 
administrative function.

In the next stage, with the use of juvenile crime 
intensity indicator in 2017, 2019, and 2021, two 
types of poviats were distinguished, namely: type 
L and type H. Based on the research, several types 
of sequences were obtained showing the intensity 
of juvenile crimes in relation to the average value 
for the region, broken down into urban and ru-
ral areas (Table 2). Thus, six type sequences were 
distinguished in urban areas. The most frequently 

Fig. 4. Contrast indicator values in the Wielkopolska region in the years 2017–2021.
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represented was the LLL type, meaning that each 
year the indicator values were lower than the av-
erage for the region, and occurred in 24 poviats. 
In five poviats, the HHH type occurred, meaning 
above-average indicator values. The HLH type 
was characteristic for three poviats. The follow-
ing types were individually represented: LHL, 
HHL and HLL, characterised by a decline in the 
indicator over time below the average value. The 
situation in rural areas was similar, although 
slightly more sequence types have been distin-
guished, namely eight. Nine poviats represent-
ed the LLL type, six the LHL type, five the HHL 
type, three HHH and HLL types, two HLH and 
LLH types, and one LLH type. It is worth noting 
that the number of type sequences in rural areas 
is more diverse than in urban areas, as well as the 
fact that two new types that were distinguished in 
rural areas (all the others also occurred in cities) 
indicate an increase in juvenile crime because the 
indicator values in time increased so much that 
they exceeded the average for the region.

It should be noted that the value of the juve-
nile crime intensity indicator depends not only on 
the number of crimes committed by minors but 
also on the number of juveniles, which general-
ly shows an upward trend (for the Wielkopolska 
region, the dynamics indicator is 102.1), with the 
indicator in urban areas being 97.4 and in rural 
areas 106.8. A considerable decrease in the num-
ber of juveniles was observed in the largest cit-
ies of the region, i.e. Konin (91.0), Kalisz (92.0), 
Leszno (92.8) and the towns of the following 
poviats: Koło (87.8), Wolsztyn (91.4), and Turek 
(92.0). In general, the number of juveniles de-
creased in 22 poviats. This trend is characteristic 

of the countries of Central and Eastern Europe, 
where the process of population ageing is ob-
served after systemic transformation. The situ-
ation is much better in rural areas. The number 
of juveniles there increased in 22 out of 31 po-
viats analysed. The highest values of the indi-
cators were recorded in the rural areas located 
around the largest cities in the region, poviats: 
Poznań (127.6) and Leszno (111.4). On the other 
hand, the Chodzież poviat was unfavourable in 
these analyses, which was caused by the fact that 
Budzyń obtained town rights in 2021, which con-
sequently influenced the increase in the number 
of juveniles in urban areas (114.0) and a decrease 
in rural areas (78.0).

Since previous analyses have shown that 
much higher juvenile crime occurs in urban ar-
eas, the next stage determines the city size class 
where the crimes concentrate. In the years 2017–
2021, the number of crimes increased in towns 
(by 1.8%) and medium-sized cities (by 40.6%) 
and decreased in the largest cities (by 61.4%). 

Table 2. Juvenile crime sequence types in the urban and rural areas of the Wielkopolska region.
Type Urban Rural
HHH Chodzież, Gniezno, Piła, Kalisz city, Konin city Chodzież, Gostyń, Piła
HLH Kalisz, Międzychód, Wągrowiec Leszno, Turek

HHL Poznań city Gniezno, Grodzisk, Kępno, Koło, 
Kościan

HLL Leszno Międzychód, Ostrów Wielkopolski, 
Wolsztyn

LHH − Kalisz
LLH − Konin, Poznań

LHL Kępno Jarocin, Pleszew, Słupca, Środa 
Wielkopolska, Wągrowiec, Złotów

LLL

Czarnków-Trzcianka, Gostyń, Grodzisk, Jarocin, Koło, Konin, 
Kościan, Krotoszyn, Nowy Tomyśl, Oborniki, Ostrów Wielkopolski, 

Ostrzeszów, Pleszew, Poznań, Rawicz, Słupca, Szamotuły, Środa 
Wielkopolska, Śrem, Turek, Wolsztyn, Września, Złotów, Leszno city

Czarnków-Trzcianka, Krotoszyn, 
Nowy Tomyśl, Oborniki, Os-

trzeszów, Rawicz, Szamotuły, Śrem, 
Września
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It is difficult to observe any regularities in the 
number of juvenile crimes change by city size 
class (Fig. 5). The number of crimes committed in 
towns decreased compared to 2017, but in 2021, 
it was slightly higher than in the initial year. 
In turn, in medium-sized cities, the number of 
crimes decreased and then increased, and in 2020, 
it was the highest, then decreased slightly, but 
was much higher than the initial value. Changes 
in the number of crimes in large cities were dif-
ferent. After the initial increase, their number 
decreased so much that it deviated significantly 
from the initial level (dynamic rate 35.6%).

A more tangible picture of juvenile delin-
quency is provided by the number of crimes per 
10,000 juveniles. The highest crime rates are in 
medium-sized and large cities, but the chang-
es in the indicator values are different (Fig.  6). 
In the case of medium-sized cities, an increase 
from 57.2 to 73.2 is observed in the indicator val-
ue. Meanwhile, in large cities, after an initial rise 
(from 85.4 to 125.6), there was a decrease in the 
number of crimes per 10,000 inhabitants (from 
125.6 to 38.0). It is also worth paying attention to 
the indicator value in 2020. The value decreased 
compared to the previous year in rural areas, 
towns and large cities. The exception in this re-
spect are medium-sized cities, where there was 
an increase in juvenile crime.

It is also worth paying attention to the struc-
ture of crimes committed in the urban–rural sys-
tem. Among criminal crimes, property crimes are 
dominant (mainly theft, burglary, destruction of 
property, and in cities, extortion and robbery), 
followed by crimes against life and health, and 
crimes against freedom, both in rural and urban 
areas. Then, there are crimes against sexual free-
dom and decency in rural areas, while in cities, 

these are crimes against honour and physical in-
tegrity. An analysis of the types of crimes under 
the Act on counteracting drug addiction leads 
to the conclusion that the most common crime 
committed by minors in cities and rural areas 
is possession of narcotics or psychotropic sub-
stances. During the COVID-19 pandemic, visi-
ble changes in the number of drug crimes were 
observed, depending on the type of socio-spatial 
environment. In cities, an increase in the number 
of crimes involving the provision of narcotics to 
other people, as well as inciting their use, includ-
ing financial or personal benefits, was noted. This 
may indicate an intensification of activities relat-
ed to the distribution of psychoactive substances 
in conditions of the limited institutional and so-
cial supervision that accompanied the pandemic. 
On the other hand, a decrease in the number of 
crimes related to the possession of narcotics or 
psychotropic substances was observed in rural 
areas. Reduced social activity, stronger control 
of local communities, and potential restrictions 
on access to these substances could have con-
tributed to a decrease in detection or an actual 
reduction in the scale of such behaviour. In the 
context of criminal crimes, the pandemic affected 
the number of offences, especially in the urban 
areas. Restrictions on the movement of people 
and strict control of public space significantly 
hindered direct-contact crimes, such as theft or 
extortion. As a result, a decrease in the number 
of such prohibited acts was noted, which can be 
explained by the reduced mobility of perpetra-
tors and the limited availability of potential crim-
inal targets. In contrast to the trends observed 
in cities, a slight increase in burglary and fraud 
was noted in rural areas. This can be interpret-
ed as the result of relatively weaker formal and 
informal supervision and lower intensity of pre-
ventive actions by law enforcement services. In 
addition, dispersed development and limited ac-
cess to monitoring infrastructure contributed to 
an increased sense of anonymity of perpetrators, 
which could encourage criminal activities in con-
ditions of the reduced risk of detection.

Discussion and conclusions

The research results presented in this text 
made it possible to draw several conclusions. The 
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first one concerns general observations regarding 
juvenile crime in the Wielkopolska region. The 
number of committed criminal acts decreased 
slightly. Similar trends were observed in previous 
research conducted in this region by Kulczyńska 
and Pawlak (2017). Criminal acts are often com-
mitted in the largest cities and poviats neighbour-
ing a large city or having a large or medium-sized 
city within their area. A greater concentration of 
a population in a given area enhances the tenden-
cy to engage in pathological behaviour, including 
criminal (Laub 1983). Therefore, the urbanisation 
rate has a significant impact on population safe-
ty and the level of crime, as confirmed by the re-
search of Mordwa (2013: 2), who states that “in 
Poland (…) the highest intensity of crimes (num-
ber of crimes committed per 10,000 inhabitants) 
is in the group of the largest towns”. However, as 
our research shows, juvenile crime in rural areas 
increased, which is reflected in the contrast in-
dex. What is worth noticing is that many studies 
in foreign literature indicate that rural delinquen-
cy is a growing concern (i.e. Mallett et al. 2013, 
Blackmon et al. 2016).

The observed differences in crime intensity in-
dicate that juvenile delinquency is concentrated 
in urban areas rather than in rural areas. These 
differences are due to several primary reasons 
(Shaw, McKay 1942, Carrington et al. 2014). The 
main reason for the increased crime in urban ar-
eas is the concentration of the population, which 
increases the likelihood of interactions between 
young people and the more significant number of 
potential conflict situations. Another but equally 
important reason is weaker social control in ur-
ban areas. Weaker social ties result from greater 
anonymity, which undermines the sense of re-
sponsibility for one’s actions and makes it harder 
to build strong relationships among neighbours. 
Other reasons include greater cultural diversi-
ty hampering the development of a community 
and mutual trust, and the fast pace of life, which 
means that young people need more time to culti-
vate neighbourly relationships. Although there is 
much evidence that juvenile delinquency is more 
concentrated in urban areas (Glaeser, Sacerdote 
1999, O’Flaherty, Sethi 2015), it is impossible to 
generalise and claim that there are no problems 
with it in rural areas. For instance, Ceccato and 
Abraham (2022) claim that crime and safety in 
rural areas are the issues to be examined. The 

differences between urban and rural areas are 
complex and depend on many factors requiring 
further detailed research in this field; it should 
consider the specificity of a given region, differ-
ent types of crime and changes that occur over 
time.

The research shows that despite a general de-
cline in juvenile crime, the number of drug crimes 
is increasing. The press and television are pro-
gressively reporting on the spread of drug crime 
among juveniles. The use and distribution of 
narcotic substances is observed, especially in the 
younger age groups. According to Drzewiecki 
(2016: 79), juveniles, in addition to inappropriate 
behaviour at school, “are involved in criminal 
activities, in particular drug trafficking”. There 
may be many reasons for this phenomenon, al-
though the most frequently indicated are (1) easy 
access to drugs and other intoxicants, also via 
the Internet (e.g. mobile applications that allow 
anonymous purchase of drugs), (2) drug use as a 
way of coping with emotional problems such as 
stress, anxiety, depression and low self-esteem, 
(3) experimenting with drugs as a desire for ac-
ceptance in a peer group, and (4) curiosity about 
new experiences related to drug use (United 
Nations Office on Drugs and Crime 2018). When 
analysing drug crimes, it should be borne in mind 
that their number is determined, among others, 
by the level of activity of police services (Mordwa 
2012). As a result, crimes of this type are recorded 
in only a few percent of actual incidents, and spa-
tial variability reflects greater police activity than 
the occurrence of the crime. Therefore, the scale 
of drug crime in the studied region may be much 
higher than indicated by statistics (dark figure of 
crimes). Another factor determining the intensity 
of crime is the scale of the problem. Although a 
larger scale of drug crime increases the potential 
number of detected crimes, this is not a linear 
relationship. Many other factors influence how 
effectively law enforcement agencies can com-
bat this problem. Owing to the specific nature of 
this delinquency and the increase in the number 
of drug crimes, a broader analysis of this issue 
should be undertaken in the future.

In 2020, the number of criminal acts commit-
ted by minors was the lowest compared to other 
years. It is possible that the COVID-19 pandemic 
caused this situation. The pandemic has affected 
every aspect of social life, including the image 
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of juvenile crime. It is worth adding that some 
crimes usually require personal contact with an-
other person. Hence, temporary restrictions dur-
ing the pandemic, such as quarantine, isolation, 
keeping distance, and limited personal contacts, 
translated into fewer committed criminal acts. 
During this period, the decrease in total crime 
(including juvenile crime) was also visible in 
national and global statistics (Ostaszewski et al. 
2021, Hoeboer et al. 2024).

The study of juvenile delinquency is a com-
plex topic, therefore several key methodologi-
cal considerations should be taken into account 
when conducting it. The first step is to define 
juvenile delinquency and determine the minors’ 
age (the upper age limit), which is often inter-
preted differently across countries. A particu-
lar difficulty in this type of research is seen in 
the interpretation of statistical data, which are 
burdened with a certain margin of error. Some 
crimes remain undetected or unreported for 
various reasons, e.g., for fear of the perpetrator, 
lack of trust in law enforcement agencies, or ig-
norance of the law, which is referred to in crim-
inology as the dark figure of crime. This means 
that official crime statistics always underestimate 
the absolute scale of the problem. Also, changes 
in the legal definitions of prohibited acts, often 
introduced to adapt the law to changing social 
realities, can significantly complicate comparing 
data from different periods.

We may risk the statement that the image of 
juvenile delinquency in the Wielkopolska region 
perpetuates. Based on the conducted research, 
but also the research of others (e.g., Kulczyńska, 
Pawlak 2017), the highest level of crime among 
minors was observed in three parts of the region. 
First, it was the northern part of the region, and 
primarily the Chodzież and Piła poviats, second, 
the southern part represented by the Ostrów 
Wielkopolski poviat and Kalisz city, and third, 
the central part  – Poznań city and the Poznań 
poviat. The results regarding drug crime are of 
the most significant concern. Observations show 
that young people are increasingly having prob-
lems coping with everyday problems that often 
results in escaping into stimulants, which in turn 
translates into an increase in the number of drug 
crimes. This thread requires continued research 
and its extension to include studies on the availa-
bility of drugs and other prohibited psychoactive 

substances among juveniles, as well as an attempt 
to explain the reasons for this situation.

The research on juvenile delinquency and its 
division into urban and rural areas shows signs 
of innovation in methodology and cognitive 
aspects. The innovativeness of the research is 
manifested primarily by spatial analysis used as 
a tool enabling the comparison of the level and 
structure of juvenile delinquency in the urban–
rural system. This approach makes it possible to 
better understand the dynamics of the phenom-
enon and identify areas requiring diverse forms 
of intervention and prevention. As a result, the 
presented analyses not only extend the current 
knowledge of the subject but also contribute sig-
nificantly to the development of research on the 
spatial differences regarding juvenile delinquen-
cy in the urban–rural system.
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