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Criminals pay a high price after completing sentences

The sentence in the court is: “You will go 
to prison for four months, and then pay a 
fine of 15% of your earnings each month 
for the rest of your life.”

No such harsh and unusual sentence 
has ever been pronounced in a Danish 
court, but nevertheless that is precisely 
the punishment that a criminal can look 
forward to in Denmark if he or she ends 
up in prison.

New research from the Rockwool Foun-
dation Research Unit shows that criminals 
have a great deal more punishment await-
ing them after their release from prison: a 
form of indirect punishment. No sentence 
to such punishment has been handed 
down, but it is no less real and immediate 
for all that.

According to Torben Tranæs, Research 
Director at the Rockwool Foundation  
Research Unit, this additional punishment 
lies in the greater difficulty offenders ex-
perience in finding work than they had 
before the crime and punishment took 
place, and the greater difficulty they have 
in re-establishing and maintaining the 
same level of income as before. 

“People who are sentenced to up to six 
months’ imprisonment suffer on average 
a 15% reduction in income in comparison 
with their registered income two years be-
fore going to prison. If the sentence is lon-
ger than six months, the loss of income 
is even greater, around 25%. We have 
tracked convicted prisoners for five years 
after they completed their sentences – and 
for up to ten years where this was pos-
sible – and we can see that the financial 
pain is very long-lasting,” he says. 

The analysis shows that this indirect 
punishment is relatively heavy in Den-
mark, compared for example with similar 
punishment in the USA.

“It’s a little surprising. Denmark pays 
relatively high transfer incomes to people 

who cannot find work, including those 
who have been to prison.  However, while 
indirect punishment is heavy in Denmark, 
similar surveys show that in the USA indi-
rect financial punishment associated with 
a prison term is relatively mild. After serv-
ing their sentences, convicted offenders in 
the USA quickly retrieve their position on 
the labour market – though admittedly this 
position was often not especially strong be-
fore conviction,” Torben Tranæs reports.

The Danish analysis was based on the 
incomes of all those who received their 
first unconditional prison sentence in the 
period 1994-2003. Details of the analysis 
are presented in a Rockwool Foundation 
Research Unit book entitled Forbryderen og 
samfundet (The offender and society) (Gyl-
dendal, 2008), which also contains details 
of research into the consequences of crime 
for relationships and into the connection 
between unemployment and crime. 

The Danish book is summarized in the 
newsletter.
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Financial punishment continues after release from prison
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The financial punishment that just keeps on

First, a person commits a crime, or a num-
ber of crimes (often it is more than just 
one). Then comes the sentence. Then pris-
on. And then – weeks, months or years 
later – freedom. But with freedom comes 
the start of a new form of punishment: 
the indirect, ongoing punishment in the 
form of a significant reduction in income, 
which will last for a very long time.

In the book Forbryderen og samfundet 
(The offender and society), the Rockwool 
Foundation Research Unit has focused on 
how much, in purely financial terms, peo-
ple who have been punished through the 
criminal justice system stand to lose – in 
other words, how much lower their in-
comes are after their release, in compari-
son with a period of stability a few years 
before they were imprisoned.

The study is the first of its kind in Den-
mark, and is based on a comparison of of-
fenders’ real incomes in the five years be-
fore they were first imprisoned, and in the 
five years after their release. This makes it 
possible to create a picture of the offend-
er’s financial situation before and after 
prison – and the picture is indeed a clear 
one. Before things began to go wrong, fi-
nances were on one level; and afterwards, 
finances are on another, lower level.

In the study, prison sentences are di-
vided into short and long periods of im-
prisonment. Short periods of imprison-
ment are of up to six months; long periods 
are of six months or more.

Table 1

The prison population.

Started prison sentences in the 
course of 1 year 13,600 people

Proportion sentenced to less 
than six months’ imprisonment

Over 90%

Average prison population in 
Denmark

3,500 people

Notes: Figures for 2004.
Source: Statistics Denmark.

The findings of the study are plain: 
regardless of whether the prison term 
is short or long, income after imprison-
ment is permanently lower than it was 
two years prior to imprisonment. As  
Figure 1 shows, even a short uncondition-
al prison sentence is linked to a perma-

nent drop in income of 15%. The loss of 
potential earnings on the labour market 
is even greater. If the offender’s earnings 
alone are considered, the reduction in lev-
el of income is almost 25%. However, the 
offender does not personally suffer a loss 
of that magnitude, since the state provides 
replacement of a part of the reduced in-
come through transfers from the public 
purse (unemployment compensation).

Figure 1 also shows that real income is 
typically stable up to a point 1-2 years be-
fore imprisonment. After release, income 
again stabilises, but at a new and lower 
level. Somewhere in between, things start 
to go wrong. The movement from one 
level of income to another is not pure-
ly a consequence of going to prison; the 
decline begins before this. It is a conse-
quence of crime, and of the circumstances 
that lead to crime, as well as of the pun-
ishment itself.

It should be noted that the level of in-
come for the last 12 months before pris-
on and the first 12 months after release 
is uncertain. This is because figures are 
only available for annual incomes, not 
for monthly incomes. Consequently, the 
figures that are directly comparable are 
those for the last full calendar year before 
imprisonment and the first full calendar 
year after imprisonment.

Figure 1

Registered incomes for men who are sentenced to less than six months’ 

unconditional imprisonment – before and after the prison term. 

Note: Both earned income and gross income are shown in relation to the income of an unskilled worker of the 
same age in employment.
Source: Own calculations based on data from Statistics Denmark for the period 1994-2003.

On average, men 
who have been 
to prison for less 
than six months 
earn 25% less 
after release than 
they did previous-
ly. However, they 
only suffer a part 
of this decrease as 
a loss of personal 
income, because 
the state pays 
transfer incomes 
to compensate, 
for example in 
the form of unem-
ployment benefit, 
social security 
benefit or early 
retirement benefit.
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Longer prison terms result in  
heavier losses

If we consider the situation with respect 
to long terms of imprisonment, the overall 
pattern is the same – but the amount of 
loss is greater.

The offender’s capacity to earn money 
on the labour market falls by 40%. Once 
again, public transfer incomes provide 
some compensation, so that offenders suf-
fer a personal loss in income of “only” 
25% compared to what they earned be-
fore imprisonment.

Once again, the decline in income be-
gins before the term of imprisonment. 
However, the level of income is steady 
until a year before prison. At that point, 
around half of those who receive a long 
sentence have already been involved with 
the police or the courts. In other words, 
there is little to suggest that earlier com-
mitted crime which is punished mildly or 
not at all damages a person’s prospects on 
the labour market.

As Figure 2 shows, offenders sen-
tenced to long prison terms do not regain 
their previous level of income either, and 
overall they suffer a permanent financial 
loss which is significantly greater than 
that of offenders sentenced to short terms 
in prison.

Figure 2

Registered incomes for offenders who are sentenced to more than six 

months’ unconditional imprisonment – before and after the prison term. 

Note: Both earned income and gross income are shown in relation to the income of an unskilled worker of the 
same age in employment.
Source: Own calculations based on data from Statistics Denmark for the period 1994-2003.

Those who receive long prison sentences also suffer greater fi-
nancial punishment. Their incomes fall dramatically during the 
periods immediately before and after imprisonment. 

Punishment for crime has both direct 
and indirect elements. The court impos-
es the direct punishment. The indirect 
punishment or the informal one, on the 
other hand, is a consequence which is 
very real, but which is not part of the 
punishment handed down by the court: 
it is harder to get a job after the direct 
punishment is over, and in particular 
harder to get a well-paid job. It is also 
harder to hold a relationship together.

The indirect punishment is the dif-
ference between the family and work-
ing life a person would have had if he 
or she had kept within the law, and the 
life actually experienced after a term in 
prison.

However, while the direct punish-
ment is the same for everyone, the ef-
fects of the indirect punishment vary 
from person to person. The better a per-
son’s work situation and family life are 
before committing a crime, the worse 
the indirect punishment is likely to be. 
Quite simply, the person has more to 
lose. 

Criminals receive the profits of their 
crimes both before and after imprison-
ment. Those who can make significant-
ly greater profits from crime after their 
time in prison will be able to cancel out 
the effect of indirect punishment. There 
is still an indirect punishment, though, 
if the reduced opportunities to obtain 
work on the labour market after impris-
onment contribute to the choice of a life 
of crime. If in contrast the opportunities 
for obtaining normal employment are 
unchanged, for example because the of-
fender has elected not to take an ordinary 
job because there is no time to fit normal 
work in to a busy criminal career, then 
it is really not possible to talk of further 
punishment.  However, income after a 
term of imprisonment is only calculated 
in the study for those people who are not 
sent to prison again at a later date. Pro-
fessional criminals are thus typically not 
included in the calculations in the final 
years shown in Figure 2.
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Dependent on public transfer  
incomes

It should be noted that the explanation for 
the fall in income is not that the convicted 
offenders go on to commit more crimes, 
so that they constantly return to prison. 
Any person who receives a second convic-
tion is removed from this study.

The aim of the study is to measure the 
financial consequences of first engaging 
in criminal activity and the first sentence, 
not to study the effects of a long crimi-
nal career with repeated returns to pris-
on. In order to isolate the effects of the 
first conviction and the events leading up 
to it, people who go on to commit more 
crime are removed from the study at the 
point when they return to prison. Thus 
the study concerns only those offenders 
who do not have their opportunities on 
the labour market further restricted by 
new terms of imprisonment.

By far the most important element of 
the explanation for the loss of income is 
the weakening of the offenders’ connec-
tion to the labour market.

It is true that offenders generally tend 
to have been more dependent on transfer 
incomes than other people even before 
their convictions. However, crime and 
imprisonment have the effect of creating 
greater dependence on benefits and thus 
of widening the gap between income be-
fore and income after imprisonment.

As Figure 3 shows, the two groups 
studied here were approximately one and 
a half times more dependent on transfer 
incomes before their crimes as the gener-
al population of working age. After their 
crimes and sentences, however, they were 
between two and two and a half times 
more dependent on social benefits than 
other people. Approximately 25% of the 
Danish population in the age range 15-59 
are in receipt of transfer incomes, whereas 
the figure is approximately 50% of those 
who have been in prison.

For those who received sentences of 
less than six months in prison, there was 
a noticeable decline in their labour mar-
ket situation even before their crimes. 
They were becoming gradually ever more 
dependent on transfer incomes. This trend 
accelerated during the process of police 
investigation and conviction, which had 

just as great an effect on their labour mar-
ket situation as the actual term in prison. 
The great majority committed the crime for 
which they were sent to prison less than a 
year before their sentences began. 

The situation is even worse for those who 
receive longer terms of imprisonment. The 
long stay in prison has very negative conse-
quences on their attachment to the labour 
market. The degree of reliance on transfer 
incomes increases from approximately dou-
ble that of the rest of the population of work-
ing age to three times that level immediately 
after release. Thereafter the level of depen-
dence falls again, and finally stabilises at a 
level that is approximately two and a half 
times that of the general population. 

Figure 3

Convicted offenders’ dependence on public benefits in comparison with 

that of the whole population, age 15-59 years.

Source: Own calculations based on data from Statistics Denmark for the period 1994-2003.

Dependence on transfer incomes increases rapidly in connection 
with crime and imprisonment – especially for those who receive 
long sentences.

Contrary to popular belief in Denmark, 
crime is not something confined to a 
small group on the margin of society. 
It is in fact very widespread, both in 
Denmark and elsewhere. 

Among a random selection of 100 
males in Denmark aged 35, 28 will 
have had one or more convictions for 
crime. Twelve of them will have re-
ceived either conditional or uncondi-
tional prison sentences. These figures 
do not include convictions for traffic 
offences such as drunk driving.

Denmark has many criminals
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While virtually everybody in Denmark 
has an opinion on whether the sentenc-
es handed down in the nation’s courts 
are too severe or too lenient, the issue 
of indirect punishment is not some-
thing that generally enters the national 
consciousness or features on the debate 
pages of the country’s newspapers.

It is an issue that perhaps should 
concern Danes rather more. One could 
for example argue that the total punish-
ment, not just the direct, formal sen-
tence, should be considered by politi-
cians when they set the limits for the 
sentences available to the courts for dif-
ferent crimes.

There may be several reasons for the 
lack of discussion of indirect punish-
ment. The first is the obvious one, quite 

Even though a Danish criminal record 
does not reduce one’s chances of find-
ing a partner in life, there are neverthe-
less social consequences. The chances of 
a man being able to find a partner from a 
family in good social standing are dimin-
ished. There is also an increased risk of 
breakdown in relationships.

These are the conclusions of a study 
on the effects of crime on relationships in 
Denmark carried out by Michael Svarer, 
Professor in Economics at the Universi-
ty of Aarhus, together with the Rockwool 
Foundation Research Unit.

In the study, a representative sam-
ple of the male Danish population who 
had been convicted of a crime was com-
pared with a sample of men who had not 
been convicted of a crime during the pe-
riod 1990-2003. The two groups diverged 
from one another in a number of ways 
that might be relevant in the context of 
personal relationships. For example, the 
proportion of those unemployed was 
greater among convicted offenders than 
in the remainder of the population. This 
may have significance for whether a man 
finds a partner, and for what type of part-
ner he finds.

Consequently, the samples were ana-
lysed  using a statistical model which is 
based on the assumption that there are 
differences between the two groups. The 
analysis showed that Danish men who 
have been convicted of an offence do not 
find it more difficult to form a cohabiting 
or marital relationship than men without 
a criminal conviction. One might have ex-
pected that it would be more difficult for 
an offender to find a partner because of 
the negative social and economic status 
associated with convictions, but it seems 
this is not the case in Denmark.

Criminal convictions do, however, 
have significance in determining which 
women men form relationships with. 
Convicted offenders must wait for a lon-
ger time if they want to form a relation-
ship with a woman whose father’s wealth 
is above the Danish average, and fewer 
of them end up in such relationships. A 
criminal record, it seems, is not the way 
to a woman’s heart if she comes from an 
above-average social background. The 
time it takes for a man to form such a re-
lationship increases regardless of wheth-
er his conviction was for crime against 
property or for violent crime.

Personal relationships after prison

Is indirect punishment too severe in Denmark? 

simply that the issue has not been the fo-
cus of study previously. Another point is 
that it is not evident who is responsible 
for informal punishment. Does respon-
sibility lie with employers who refuse 
to hire convicted criminals? Or is it the 
criminals themselves who forget while 
in prison how to behave in normal soci-
ety, or whose work skills diminish dur-
ing their term of imprisonment?

Another relevant question is wheth-
er the welfare system is designed to deal 
appropriately with convicted offend-
ers. On the one hand, the courts impose 
formal punishments without taking ac-
count of the collateral consequences; on 
the other, the welfare system halves the 
effect of indirect punishment through in-
come transfers.



News from the Rockwool Foundation Research · April 2010 �

Table 2

The significance of a criminal conviction for 

the time it takes for a man to form a relation-

ship.

Relationship No effect

Relationship with a woman 
whose father is wealthy

Longer time taken

Relationship with a woman 
whose father is not wealthy

No effect

Note: Effects significant at the 5% level.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

A criminal conviction does not affect a 
man’s chances of forming a relationship, 
but does influence the type of woman with 
whom a relationship is formed.

Marriage and economic theory
The topic of marital partnerships is one 
of the concerns of the academic discipline 
family economics.

According to theory in this field, people 
will try to maximise their yield from the 
marriage market. The marriage market can 
be likened to a discotheque where men and 
women weigh each other up and try to get 
the best deal possible for themselves by se-
curing the best match.

A decision to commit a crime may be 
related to a wish to make some fast money 
and achieve a favourable position in rela-
tion to potential partners, and thus to ob-
tain a better yield on the marriage market. 
The theory states that women value men 
with high income-earning potential. The 
risk, however, is that one can end up with 
a lower yield if the crime is discovered, and 
one is convicted. This will undermine one’s 
position on the marriage market, since it 
diminishes the prospects of a stable earned 
income.

If we translate the recent Danish study 
reported here into this terminology, the con-
clusions of the study are an expression of 
the fact that crime that is discovered leads 
to a lower yield on the marriage market.

Risk of divorce
Another element of the study concerns the 
extent to which crime is significant for the 
breakdown of relationships. The conclu-
sion is that crime does have an effect.

The probability that a relationship 
will come to an end increases by 76% in 
the wake of a conviction in comparison 
with relationships for the population as a 
whole. This applies to relationships estab-
lished both before and after conviction.

The probability of relationship break-
down is greater in the case of conviction 
for violent crime than it is with crimes 
against property. Similarly, the probabil-
ity is greater in the case of an uncondi-
tional sentence than with a conditional 
sentence.

The economic theory explains the in-
creased risk of relationship breakdown by 
the fact that a criminal conviction decreas-
es the yield to the woman from the rela-
tionship. On the other hand, one might 
imagine that the female partner would be 
aware of the man’s criminal tendencies 
before she entered into the relationship. 
In that case conviction will not come as 
a surprise, and the effect on the relation-
ship will be reduced.

Table 3

The effect of criminal conviction on the likeli-

hood of relationship breakdown.

Criminal conviction Increases probability

Conviction for violent 
crime

Increases probability

Conviction for property 
crime

Increases probability

Other convictions Increases probability

Conditional sentence Increases probability

Unconditional sentence Increases probability

Fine Increases probability

Community service Increases probability
Note: Effects significant at the 5% level.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Michael Svarer’s analyses are included in Forbryderen og samfundet (The Offender and 
Society) (Gyldendal). Non-Danish-speaking readers with a special interest in the links 
between crime and relationships are referred to a working paper by Michael Svarer, 
published by the University Press of Southern Denmark and entitled Crime and Part-
nerships (40 pages, DKK 80). The paper contains complete details of the analysis.

The risk of divorce increases regardless of 
what crime a conviction is for, and of what 
the sentence is.
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When the level of unemployment is high, 
the number of convictions for property 
crime increases.

This is one of the findings from the 
analyses in Forbryderen og samfundet 
(The offender and society), a study by 
the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit. 
There are many factors which affect both 
unemployment and crime, and conse-
quently it is not always enough simply to 
note that the levels of the two things are 
related. Nevertheless, examining the cor-
relation does quickly provide an overview 
of the situation.

As Figure 4 shows, since 1980 there 
has been a fairly clear correlation between 
property crime and unemployment in 
Denmark. Crime increased up until 1993-
1994, when unemployment also peaked. 
Thereafter unemployment fell significant-
ly, as did crime against property.

Which comes first – crime or unem-
ployment?
It is one thing to note that there is a cor-
relation between property crime and un-
employment. It is a different matter to 
determine the direction of causality: does 

Figure 4

Unemployment and crime, 1980-2003.

crime lead to unemployment, or is it un-
employment that leads to crime? Complex 
analysis is needed to discover the answer 
to this question.

It is clear that people who are convict-
ed of crimes are subsequently more often 
unemployed than others, as explained in 
the articles on the front page and page 3, 
where the loss of earned income follow-
ing conviction and imprisonment is dis-
cussed.

However, the analysis suggests that the 
effect also operates in the other direction, 
and that high rates of unemployment lead 
to more crime. Crime is thus not just a 
cause of unemployment for the individual, 
but also a result of unemployment.

In order to demonstrate a causal link, 
it is necessary to compare two groups that 
are alike in all respects except the factor 
which one wishes to examine – in this 
case, that one group became unemployed, 
while the other did not.

It is difficult to find two such groups 
for research purposes. One reason for this 
is that it is necessary to be sure that the 
people in the group which has a high lev-
el of unemployment do not all share some 
characteristics that lead to both high un-
employment and a high level of crime.

In order to avoid that potential prob-
lem, the study must focus on people who 
were not themselves responsible for their 
unemployment. The unemployment has 
to be the consequence of external factors. 
This was achieved in the study by examin-
ing people who had become unemployed 
as a result of the closure of companies they 
worked for.

Company closures
Men who became unemployed as a result 
of the closure of companies in Denmark 
during the period 1990-2003 were com-
pared with a control group consisting of 
men who had not experienced the closure 
of the companies where they worked.

Even though most of the men quickly 
found new jobs after the closure of their 
companies, there was nevertheless a high-
er level of unemployment in this group 
than in the group of those who had not ex-
perienced company closure.

Unemployment has halved since the beginning of the 1990s. At 
the same time, crimes against property have fallen by over 25%.

Source: Own calculations based on figures from Statistics Denmark.
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The comparison of the two groups 
took into account the characteristics of 
the people who were employed by the 
companies which closed. For example, 
the unskilled were more often affected by 
company closures than other people, and 
the unskilled, all else being equal, have a 
greater tendency to commit a crime than  
others. Consequently, the control group 
had to be matched to the group studied. 
The members of the control group were 
still randomly selected, but the selection 
process was arranged so that the unskilled 
had a greater chance of being selected for 
the control group than those with aca-
demic qualifications. In this way it was 
ensured that the two groups resembled 
each other with respect to factors such as 
age, education and criminal records.

The results were clear, as Table 4 
shows: men who had lost their jobs 
through company closure had a greater 
tendency to crime than other men with 
comparable characteristics throughout al-
most the whole of the period 1990-2003.

Studies show, then, that unemployment leads 
to crime, and that at the same time crime leads 
to unemployment. It is thus only a short step 
to the conclusion that unemployment that is 
caused by crime leads to new crime.

When study after study shows that 
criminals relapse into crime again and 
again, the explanation is not neces- 
sarily that the offenders develop even more 
criminal tendencies while in prison. The ex-
planation may also be that they commit crime 
again because they cannot find employment 
once they have completed their first prison 
term. And they cannot get a job because they 
are expected to commit crime again - which 
they then eventually do.

Why does unemployment lead to 
crime?
There are several theories as to why unem-
ployment should lead to crime. One relates 
to the conscious weighing up of the odds be-
tween reward and punishment.  The theory is 
that the criminal considers how great the risk 
is of being discovered, and how much he has 
to lose if he is caught. The less there is to lose, 

A vicious circle 

Table 4

The effect on crime of the closure of the com-

pany where one works 

Period Company closure

1990-1993 Increases crime

1994-1997 Increases crime

1998-2000 No effect

2001-2003 Increases crime

Note: Effects significant at the 5% level. Crimes against property and 
against the person taken together.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.
 

Unemployment leads to crime. If unem-
ployment increases by one percentage 
point, crime increases by around three per-
cent. In 2008, with unemployment at a 
level of around 3%, Denmark could expect 
to see approximately 25% less crime than 
at the beginning of the 1990s, when unem-
ployment was around 12%.

the greater the potential benefit from crime.
People who have permanent jobs and a 

good income can lose both these if they ven-
ture into crime. For those who are unem-
ployed, the opposite is the case. They have 
less to lose – not only financially but perhaps 
also socially. Consequently, unemployment 
reduces the cost of being discovered and leads 
to crime.

The original assumption concerning un-
employment was that being without work 
brought material want, and the unemployed 
therefore stole in order to avoid going hungry. 
The modern version of this notion is that un-
employment creates a relative level of want. 
The family cannot maintain the same materi-
al standard of living as before, and this chang-
es the assessment of the possible gain from 
theft in relation to the risk of punishment.

Another theory focuses on the fact that 
lack of occupation leaves more time for crime. 
If people are not working, they have more time 
to plan and commit crimes. At the same time 
there are greater opportunities for moving in 
circles where crime is widely accepted. 
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It has been known for years in the field 
of employment policy-making that labour 
market activation promotes employment. 
However, there is now an analysis which 
shows that activation also prevents crime.

Men who are on activation programmes 
display lower levels of crime than men who 
are receiving social security benefits but not 
participating in activation schemes.

This is the evidence from the first Danish 
analysis of the correlation between crime 
and activation, published in the Rockwool 
Foundation Research Unit book Forbryderen 
og samfundet (The offender and society).

One important reason that the connec-
tion was not investigated previously is that 
it is very difficult to isolate the effect of ac-
tivation. It is necessary to identify two com-
parable groups, one of them made up of 
people in activation programmes, and the  
other functioning as a control group. The 
two groups must be alike in all other re-
spects, so that activation is the only dif-
ference between them. This is difficult to 
achieve in Denmark, because activation 
programmes are so universal.

But it can be done – for example, by 
comparing the Municipality of Farum with 
the rest of the country. There was a time 
when Farum Municipality near Copenha-
gen enrolled recipients of social security 
benefits in activation programmes at a very 

early stage, much earlier than was the prac-
tice elsewhere in Denmark. For a period 
from 1987 onwards all recipients of social 
security benefit in Farum were immediate-
ly placed in activation programmes. This 
meant that from Day One they had to do 
some sort of work in return for receiving 
benefit.

Crime reflects the extent of  
activation
The analysis shows that the effects of imme-
diate activation can be seen in crime levels 
in Farum. The study was based on all men 
who were not covered by unemployment 
insurance.

Danes who are not members of an un-
employment fund often end up on social se-
curity benefit, if they have no other source 
of income. Variation in criminal activity 
among men without unemployment insur-
ance is therefore an indicator of variation in 
crime for male recipients of social security 
benefit.

The results of the study are very clear. 
From 1987, when Farum began this activa-
tion policy, the level of crime among men 
without unemployment insurance in Farum 
began to diverge from the equivalent level 
in the rest of the country.  This can be seen 
in Figure 5.

Farum was very similar to the rest of 
the country until 1987, when there were 
approximately 9 convictions for every 100 
men aged 18-30 without unemployment in-
surance. This was the case in the whole of 
Denmark, and it was the case in Farum.

After 1987 the incidence of crime in-
creased in the rest of the country, to a lev-
el of 12-13 convictions per 100 uninsured 
men.  But not in Farum. The level there re-
mained at around 9 convictions.

Only towards the end of the 1990s did 
the levels of crime in Farum and the rest of 
Denmark begin to converge once more. 

And it was in fact at precisely that time 
that activation policies in Farum and the 
rest of Denmark started to grow more simi-
lar – in part in that activation throughout 
Denmark became more comprehensive, 
and in part because the rules were relaxed 
somewhat in Farum.

Figure 5

Number of convictions in Farum and the rest of Denmark, 1981-2004.

Labour market activation puts the brakes on crime

Note: The figure shows statistics for all men aged 18-30 who were not members of an unemployment fund. 
Women are not included, since most crime is committed by men.
Source: Own calculations based on figures from Statistics Denmark.

From 1987 until the end of the 1990s, Farum had more activation 
and less crime than the rest of Denmark.
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Loss of free time

There may be several explanations as to 
why activation has a dampening effect on 
crime.

One is that a person who is in an ac-
tivation programme has less free time. 
There are many who would say that “the 
Devil makes work for idle hands”.

Another possibility is that activation 
helps to keep people away from criminal 
environments and instead places them in 
work environments, where crime is not 
regarded as acceptable to the same ex-
tent.

Finally, the explanation might be that 
activation enables people to obtain qual-
ifications, opening up new opportunities 
for them on the labour market. If activa-
tion increases a person’s chances of find-
ing a better job in the future than would 
otherwise be possible, then it is possible 

that the unemployed reject the criminal 
option during activation in order not to 
ruin their future opportunities. 

The reason that activation has a crime 
prevention effect is probably more com-
plex than simply that activation helps 
people to obtain employment. A large part 
of the effectiveness of activation with re-
gard to employment is attributable to the 
prospect – or, to put it bluntly, the threat 
– of activation, and not to the activation 
programme itself. Many people find pay-
ing jobs for themselves when faced with 
the prospect of having to get out of the 
house in the morning anyway to attend 
an activation programme.  However, the 
study does suggest a crime reduction ef-
fect from actual participation in activation 
for slightly older people in the social se-
curity system, and this is discussed in the 
book Forbryderen og samfundet.

How crime is measured

There are two possible approaches to 
measuring the level of crime. One meth-
od is to ask people how often they have 
been victims of crime, and the other is 
to examine the statistics for reported 
crimes.

There are two problems with basing 
a measure on reported crime statistics. 
One is, of course, that this method only 
counts crimes that are reported. A fairly 
large proportion of crimes are never re-
ported to the police at all.

The other drawback is that the pro-
pensity of the population to report 
crime changes over time. An apparent 
increase in crime rates may simply be 
a reflection of an increased tendency 
to report crimes, and studies show that 

this has indeed occurred in Denmark. 
Danes report vandalism and violence 
much more often now than they did pre-
viously. There are approximately 35% 
more crimes reported in Denmark today 
than in the early 1970s, but victim sur-
veys show no increase in the number of 
people who state that they have been af-
fected by crime.

There are also problems related to 
victim surveys, especially when these 
are used to make comparisons over time. 
For example, the general perception of 
what constitutes violence changes over 
the years. The degree of uncertainty as-
sociated with the results of victim sur-
veys is, however, lower than that associ-
ated with statistics for reported crimes.



While formal sentences are typically much 
tougher in many places in the USA than the 
equivalent punishments in Denmark, the 
situation is the reverse with respect to the 
indirect or informal element of the punish-
ment: Danish society is harder on people 
with criminal convictions than American  
society is.

It quite simply costs more in purely fi-
nancial terms to be a convicted criminal in 
Denmark.

American studies of the life conditions of 
convicted criminals show that former pris-
oners in the USA are generally able to re-
establish the level of pay and attachment to 

the labour market that they had during the 
year before they went to prison. That is far 
from being the case in Denmark, where a 
convicted male criminal who is sent to pris-
on stands to lose between 25% and 40% in 
earnings compared to what he had before, 
depending on the term of imprisonment. A 
significant proportion of this loss appears to 
be directly associated with imprisonment.

Even when the relatively generous Dan-
ish transfer income benefits are taken into 
account, the punishment is greater in Den-
mark, with criminals suffering an overall 
reduction in income of between 15% and 
25%.

Many people may be surprised to learn that 
the risk of being a victim of crime in Den-
mark is on a par with the risk in the USA. 
This is the finding from victim surveys in the 
two countries.

In Denmark, the extent of violent crime 
has been steady over many decades; between 
2% and 3% of the population state that they 
have been victims of attacks within the pre-
vious year. Since the year 2000, an average 
of 14% of the population have reported that 
they have been victims of theft during the 
previous 12-month period.

The surveys by the American Depart-
ment of Justice are not completely com-
parable with the Danish surveys. How- 
ever, they do indicate that crime levels in the 
USA are around the Danish level: 2% of the 
population report being victims of violence 
over the previous year, and 15% say they 

Indirect punishment is heavier in Denmark 
than in the USA

As much crime in Denmark as in the USA

have been victims of theft.
While the level of crime in Denmark has 

remained constant, though, there has been 
a marked reduction in crime in the US since 
the beginning of the 1970s. At that time, the 
USA had nearly three times the level of crime  
as that which was prevalent in Denmark: in 
surveys 5% of Americans reported being vic-
tims of violence, and 50% victims of theft, 
over the previous 12 months.

Although Denmark and the USA are on 
the same level in terms of numbers of crimes 
today, the seriousness of the crimes differs. 
The numbers of murders and serious assaults 
are much higher in the US than in Denmark, 
which is also at the bottom end of the Euro-
pean table in terms of seriousness of crime. 
However, Denmark is one of the nations in 
Europe where there is  the greatest probabil-
ity of a person being the victim of a crime.
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