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FIGURe 1

Proportion of Danes who said they had purchased undeclared work 

over the previous year, 2010.

Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

More than half of all Danes surveyed had purchased undeclared work in the pre-

vious year. Nearly 30% more would be willing to do so. Only 20% would refuse to 

purchase undeclared services.
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undeclared work 

Willing to purchase 
undeclared work, but 
had not done so in the past year  

Not prepared to purchase undeclared work 

More than half of all Danes purchase some 
kind of undeclared work in the course of a 
year. This was one finding of an interview 
survey of 2,200 randomly-selected Danes 
conducted by the Rockwool Foundation Re-
search Unit in 2010. The results are pub-
lished in a new book entitled Danskerne og 
det sorte arbejde (Undeclared work and the 
Danes).

According to the survey, 52% of those 
questioned had had undeclared work done 
for them within the previous year, and had 
paid in cash, in kind or through return ser-
vices.

The survey also showed that an addition-
al 28% would be willing to buy undeclared 
services, even though they had not actually 
done so within the previous year. In total, 
80% of the Danish population are potential 
customers for undeclared work. Only 20% 
say they would refuse to pay for undeclared 
services.

For many of these potential customers, 
the form of payment is crucial, and they 
would only buy undeclared work if no ac-
tual cash changed hands between the par-
ties. They feel that undeclared work is only 
acceptable if paid for in kind or through a 
return service. Nevertheless, at least half of 
the population say they would be willing to 
pay in cash for undeclared work.

A very large task
According to Camilla Hvidtfeldt, a research-
er at the Rockwool Foundation Research 
Unit, the figures suggest that a large major-
ity of Danes buy undeclared work at some 
point in their lives. “When half the popula-
tion have purchased undeclared work dur-
ing the previous year, and fully 80% say 
they would be willing to do so, it suggests 
that it would be a very large task indeed to 
eradicate undeclared work.”

The analysis of the survey results also 
shows that the well-off are particularly dis-
posed to buy undeclared work, and that 
work related to the home is the most fre-
quently purchased type of service.

25% carry out undeclared work

As has been done previously, the Rockwool 
Foundation Research Unit also examined 
who carried out undeclared work, how of-
ten they did so, and for what pay.

Around a quarter of the population had 
carried out undeclared work in the course 
of the year prior to being questioned. The 
majority were men, and particularly skilled 
tradesmen. Those who are active on the 
market for undeclared work spend an av-
erage of approximately 3 hours per week 
doing it, for a wage of around DKK 145 per 
hour. The wage rate for undeclared work 
has risen more rapidly than that for work in 
the formal economy over the past 12 years.

The survey also showed that the more 
costly a job, the less acceptable Danes con-
sider it that the work should be done on an 
undeclared basis. In addition, Danes dif-
ferentiate between different types of un-
declared work. Respondents considered it 
far less acceptable that a skilled tradesman 
worked without declaring the income than 
that a young teenage babysitter did not de-
clare the same amount of earnings to the 
tax authorities.

Four out of five Danes 

had either purchased 

services where the in-

come was undeclared, 

or would be willing to 

do so.
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People living in households with the high-
est incomes are among those most willing 
to buy undeclared work for cash.

This is one of the findings from a sur-
vey by the Rockwool Foundation Research 
Unit investigating the amount of undeclared 
work purchased by Danes

Members of almost half – 47% – of all 
households that had a gross annual income 
greater than one million Danish kroner paid 
cash for undeclared work in the 12 months 
prior to interview. By way of comparison, 
the same was true of 30% of households 
where the gross household income was less 
than DKK 600,000 yearly. 

The differences between the various in-
come groups are smaller in the context of all 
undeclared work, i.e. including work paid 
for by means of return favours or in kind. 
However, people living in households with 
an annual gross income greater than DKK 
600,000 are still more likely to commission 
undeclared work than people in households 
with a lower income. Fewer than five house-
holds out of ten with gross incomes under 
DKK 600,000 made use of undeclared la-
bour, while the figure was nearly six out of 
ten for households with higher incomes. 

The better off buy undeclared work most often
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FIGURe 2

Proportions paying cash for undeclared work, broken down by gross 

annual household income. 2010.

Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

The greater the gross income of a household, the greater the propensity to buy un-

declared labour for cash: around 30% of households with gross incomes under 

DKK 600,000 annually buy undeclared work. Above that income level, more than 

40% of households purchase undeclared work.

Undeclared work and the Danes 

The articles in this newsletter are based on the book Dan-
skerne og det sorte arbejde (Undeclared work and the Danes). 
In the book, the Research Unit presents a broad but neverthe-
less detailed overview of the incidence of undeclared work in 
Denmark today, and of the trends over the period from 1994 
to the present. The book is based on two datasets. 

The first dataset consists of reports on all the interviews 
conducted by the Research Unit between 1994 and 2009 con-
cerning the supply of undeclared work in Denmark – a to-
tal of over 30,000 interviews. This dataset makes it possible 
to carry out analyses of developments over time, and to an-
swer such questions as: Has the supply of undeclared labour 
changed over time? What have been the trends in the levels 
of payment for undeclared work?

The second dataset contains reports on around 2,200 in-
terviews conducted in 2010 with the aim of investigating the 
demand for undeclared work in Denmark. This dataset an-
swers questions such as: How many people purchase unde-
clared work? Who are they? And what types of services do 
they purchase? The last time that the Research Unit conduct-
ed a survey of this type was in 1999.

Undeclared building work  
is the most widespread 

The undeclared services most frequent-
ly purchased by Danes are connected 
with the home. 22% of Danes have had 
building or other construction work 
carried out on an undeclared basis. 
This figure is more than double those 
for the next most purchased services, 
which are motor vehicle repairs, hair-
dressing, and cleaning and window-
cleaning. 10% of Danes have had their 
cars repaired using undeclared labour, 
and the same proportion have had un-
declared hairdressing. A similar pro-
portion have used undeclared labour 
for cleaning or window-cleaning work.
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Level of undeclared work is unchanged  
since the mid-1990s
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FIGURe 3

Undeclared work in Denmark in relation to GDP, 1994-2009

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

The level of undeclared work has remained largely unchanged in relation to GDP 

over the past 15 years.

Danes do roughly as much undeclared work 
today as they did 15 years ago.

This is indicated by the results of surveys 
of undeclared work in Denmark from 1994 
to 2009 which the Rockwool Foundation Re-
search Unit has published recently in Dan-
skerne og det sorte arbejde (Undeclared work 
and the Danes). 

The figures for 2008-2009 show that eve-
ry fourth adult Dane carries out some kind 
of undeclared work in the course of a year. 
Those involved spend around 3 hours per 
week working on the undeclared labour 
market. Things were much the same in the 
mid-1990s.

Calculations of the amount of undeclared 
work in relation to GDP also show that the 
situation remains largely unchanged. Unde-
clared work today is at a level of 2.8% in 
relation to GDP, equivalent to DKK 48 bil-
lion per year; in 1994-96 the proportion was 
3.1%, as Figure 3 illustrates.

The value of undeclared work is calculat-
ed in market values and compared with the 
entire national economy, the GDP. A simple 
way of making this calculation is to com-
pare the number of hours worked in the un-
declared and formal economies.

New question formulation
For the past 15 years, the Rockwool Founda-
tion Research Unit has been asking Danes 
whether they do undeclared work, and if so, 
how many hours per week they spend on it.

Since the general understanding of what 
constitutes undeclared work can change 
over time, the questions used have been 
changed from 2008 onward. In the old for-
mulation, respondents were asked about all 
types of undeclared work at the same time. 
Now people are asked separate questions 
about undeclared work for each form of pay-
ment: in cash, in return services, and in 
kind. They are also asked about undeclared 
sales of goods. 

The result of these changes in the formu-
lation of the questions has been that more 
people say that they do undeclared work. 
This is not the case with respect to the ques-
tion of whether the respondent has been 
paid for work in cash; however, more people 
now say that they have exchanged favours 
or work services.

The old formulation worked well in the 
1990s, but now appears to be effective only 
for enquiring about work paid for in cash. It 
no longer reveals the full extent of exchang-
es of favours, particularly among the young. 
The overall amount of undeclared work 
may actually be declining slightly, as Figure 
3 suggests. However, the main reason for 
the decline in the figures may be that with 
the old question formulation, respondents 
increasingly did not realise that they were 
actually being asked about exchanges of fa-
vours as well.

Overall, the conclusion reached is thus 
that undeclared work goes on at the same 
level today as in the mid-1990s. 
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Table 1

Proportions of men who had carried out undeclared work in the  

previous 12 months.

Note: Data from 1998-2005. Figures in parentheses are based on fewer than 50 observations.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

The building and construction sector is the one where the greatest proportion of 

men do undeclared work. Those employed in the retail and wholesale trades are 

among the most law-abiding in this respect.

Table 2

Proportions of women who had carried out undeclared work in the 

previous 12 months.

Note: Data from 1998-2005. Figures in parentheses are based on fewer than 50 observations.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Among women, undeclared work is most widespread in the hotel and restaurant 

sector, while few women employed in the financial sector do undeclared work.

Half the men employed in the building 
sector carried out undeclared work in the 
course of the year before they responded to 
questions on the subject. Fully 48% of the 
men in this sector said yes when asked if 
they had done undeclared work within the 
previous 12 months.

This was one of the findings from an 
investigation of undeclared work done by 
men and women employed in various sec-
tors during the period 1998-2005. 

Undeclared work is much more wide-
spread in the building and construction in-
dustry than in most other sectors. For exam-
ple, in the retail and wholesale trades and 
the financial sector, only around one quar-
ter of the men undertake undeclared work. 
In the population aged 18-74 as a whole, one 
third of all men do some work without de-
claring the income.

A relatively large proportion of the wom-
en in building and construction also carry 
out undeclared work. Around 15% of wom-
en do undeclared work averaged across all 
business sectors, but in building and con-
struction the figure is 24%

However, the women in the building 
trade are beaten by their female colleagues 
in the hotel and restaurant sector. Here, al-
most one woman in three does undeclared 
work.

The hotel and restaurant business is also 
the only sector where there is an equal prob-
ability of men and women working without 
declaring their income: the figure is around 
30% for both sexes. 

Non-declaring agricultural workers 
Table 1 shows that undeclared work is also 
very widespread among men employed in 
agriculture (incl. gardening), fishing and 
mineral extraction.

It might seem a little surprising that 47% 
of men employed in agriculture and fishing 
do undeclared work. Part of the explanation 
might be that in this sector the barter econ-
omy is relatively widespread. It is common 
for neighbours to exchange produce and to 
help one another to repair farm buildings, 
for example. 

In the building trade, every second man does 
undeclared work

Sector

building and construction 48 %

agriculture (incl. gardening), fishing and mineral extraction 47 %

Motor vehicle sales and repairs 43 %

energy and water supply (38 %)

Manufacturing 36 %

Transport and telecommunications 31 %

Hotel and restaurant (30 %)

Financial and business services 28 %

Public and personal services 26 %

Retail, wholesale and repair (excluding motor vehicles) 26 %

Overall 32 %

Sector

Hotel and restaurant 30 %

building and construction 24 %

Transport and telecommunications 20 %

agriculture (incl. gardening), fishing and mineral extraction 18 %

Retail, wholesale and repair (excluding motor vehicles) 16 %

Public and personal services 16 %

energy and water supply (14 %)

Manufacturing 14 %

Financial and business services 11 %

Motor vehicle sales and repairs (8 %)

Overall 15 %
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More education – fewer offers

The fact that the highly educated carry out undeclared work 
relatively rarely may not be due to any superior morality 
among them. There may be a more practical reason: namely, 
that those with a high level of education are offered fewer op-
portunities of working without declaration.

Around 32% of Danes with training in a skilled trade re-
ceive at least one offer per year to work without declaring the 
income. The same applies for only 16% of Danes who have 
completed a long cycle course of higher education.

This may also explain in part why the young do more un-
declared work than those who are older. Offers get fewer with 
advancing age. 38% of those in the 18-29 year age group re-
ceive offers of undeclared work each year, compared to 14% 
among those aged 60-74. The number of offers received may 
also contribute to men doing undeclared work more frequent-
ly than women. One man in three receives an offer of unde-
clared work at least once a year, as opposed to one woman in 
five.
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FIGURe 4 

Proportions who have done undeclared work, distributed by level of 

education, 2008-2009.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Danes who have completed a long-cycle course of higher education do less  

undeclared work than Danes with less education.

People who have taken a long-cycle course 
of higher education are less likely to carry 
out undeclared work than those who have 
spent less time in education. 

This is one of the conclusions from an 
analysis of undeclared work in Denmark in 
relation to level of education, based on fig-
ures from surveys conducted in 2008-2009. 

Around one Dane in eight who has com-
pleted a long cycle course of higher edu-
cation carries out some undeclared work, 
while the figure for people with medium-
cycle higher education is around one in five. 

In the remainder of the population – 
those who finished their education at the 
level of compulsory schooling, high school, 
vocational training or short-cycle higher ed-
ucation – around one person in four does 
some work on which they do not declare the 
income.

More education – higher salary
There are fewer people among the more 
highly educated who do undeclared work. 
However, those who do such work earn 
more from it. 

As a general rule, the more education a 
person has, the more money he or she can 
earn from undeclared work – which is per-
haps hardly surprising. People who fin-
ished their education at the end of com-
pulsory schooling earn an average of DKK 
131 per hour from undeclared work. This 
is less than people with vocational train-
ing in skilled trades, who earn an average of 
DKK 153 per hour. People who have taken 
long-cycle higher education earn DKK 181 
per hour on average from their undeclared 
work, and are thus “on the top rate”. 

A similar pattern is found on the formal 
labour market, with the most highly educat-
ed being better paid than others.

Highly educated people are less likely  
to do undeclared work
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FIGURe 5 

Proportions of men and women who carried out undeclared work, 

1994-2009.

 
Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

The pattern is the same for both men and women throughout their lives.

The older a person is, the less undeclared work he or she does. At all ages, howev-

er, men are more active than women on the undeclared labour market.

Undeclared work is most prevalent amongst the young
A survey of who does undeclared work in 
Denmark reveals a clear pattern among 
Danes of working age: the younger a person 
is, the greater the likelihood that he or she 
does undeclared work.

The figures indicate that more than one 
person in three in the age group 18-29 years 
does some undeclared work. The proportion 
among those aged 60-74 is only one in ten. 

The probability of a person working with-
out the knowledge of the tax authorities is 
thus much greater among the young. In fact, 
54% of those who do undeclared work are 
between the ages of 18 and 40, even though 
this age group makes up only 38% of the 
Danish population of working age.

The amount of undeclared work done de-
creases with age for both men and women. 
However, at all ages the amount of unde-
clared work done is greater among men than 
among women. While four out of ten men 
aged twenty carry out undeclared work, the 
proportion is only around three out of ten 
women of the same age. Similarly, around 
one third of men at the age of fourty do un-
declared work, as opposed to only approxi-
mately one woman in seven.

Unaltered pattern since the 1990s
Are older people more law-abiding than 
younger people? Perhaps – but there may be 
other reasons for the amount of undeclared 
work done decreasing as people get older. 
It could be that among the cohorts of Danes 
currently in the older age group, there may 
always have been fewer people who did un-
declared work, even when they were young-

The definition of undeclared work
The boundaries between undeclared work, the shadow 
economy, tax evasion and other terms used in discussing 
this and related issues are not unambiguously defined in 
the literature on the subject, but vary depending on the 
context.

The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit’s definition 
of undeclared work follows the Danish tax laws as closely 
as possible. Undeclared work comprises productive eco-
nomic activities which are legal in their nature and nor-
mally taxable, but on which income tax and VAT, etc., 
are not paid because they are not reported to the tax or 
customs authorities. The activities only become illegal 
because of the non-reporting. Defined in this way, unde-

er – in other words, that this group has al-
ways exhibited a higher level of morality.

However, if we consider the previous sur-
veys carried out by the Rockwool Founda-
tion Research Unit, we find that the pattern 
of older people doing less undeclared work 
has remained the same throughout the pe-
riod 1994-2009. This seems to fit with the 
notion that people have fewer opportunities 
to do undeclared work as they grow older. 
Those who are in the older age groups today 
probably carried out more undeclared work 
when they were younger.

clared work forms only a part of the total shadow econ-
omy.

Trade in goods and services, payments in cash and in 
kind, and exchanges of a certain value of goods and ser-
vices between friends and neighbours and others are in-
cluded in the definition. Liability to pay taxes does not de-
pend on the form of payment.

Buyer and seller are both aware of the non-reporting, 
and both usually obtain a financial advantage from it. Tax 
evasion which is only known  to one party and activities 
which are in themselves illegal are not included in the defi-
nition. Furthermore, the examination of the supply side of 
the market for undeclared work only covers private individ-
uals who are officially registered as resident in Denmark.
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Table 3

Average hourly rate of pay in various sectors, 1998-2009.

Men Women

agriculture (incl. gardening), fishing and mineral  
extraction

DKK 125 DKK 111

Manufacturing DKK 157 (DKK 115)

building and construction DKK 157 DKK 128

Motor vehicle sales and repairs DKK 152 -

Retail, wholesale and repairs (excluding motor vehicles) (DKK 175) (DKK 94)

Hotel and restaurant DKK 150 DKK 119

Transport and telecommunications DKK 138 (DKK 134)

Financial and business services (excluding cleaning) DKK 189 (DKK 170)

Cleaning (DKK 117) DKK 106

Public and personal services DKK 172 DKK 118

Not stated DKK 151 (DKK 131)

average wage DKK 154 DKK 120

Note: average undeclared pay rates are adjusted to 2008 levels. Parentheses indicate that an average rate is based 
on fewer than 50 observations. Only one woman stated that she had carried out undeclared work on motor vehicles.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Men earn more per hour than women in every sector. Men earn an average of 

DKK 154 per hour, while the hourly rate for women averages just DKK 120.

Table 4

Undeclared work done by men and women, broken down by business 

sector (percent).

Men Women Total

agriculture (incl. gardening), fishing and mineral 
extraction

14 6 11

Manufacturing 2 4 3

building and construction 48 16 38

Motor vehicle sales and repairs 7 (0) 5

Retail, wholesale and repairs  
(excluding motor vehicles)

2 2 2

Hotel and restaurant 3 18 8

Transport and telecommunications 5 4 5

Financial and business services  
(excluding cleaning)

8 4 7

Cleaning 1 13 5

Public and personal services 6 29 14

Not stated 5 (3) 4

Total (%) 100 100 100

Note: based on data from 1998-2009. Figures in parentheses are based on fewer than 50 observations.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Men frequently do undeclared work within the building and construction sector, 

while the greatest number of women are engaged in services such as child-mind-

ing, zone therapy and similar activities, all of which fall into the category of Pub-

lic and personal services.

There are twice as many men as women 
working on the undeclared labour market. 

While 31% of all Danish men do un-
declared work, this is true of only 17% of 
women in Denmark, surveys conducted be-
tween March 2008 and March 2009 reveal. 

It is not simply that the number of men 
doing undeclared work is greater than the 
number of women. Men also earn more 
money from their undeclared work than 
women. Men earn an average of DKK 154 
per hour, while the hourly rate for women 
averages DKK 120 – a difference of 22%. By 
way of comparison, the difference between 
wage rates for men and women on the for-
mal labour market is around 15%.

The difference in average pay rates is 
linked to differences in the type of work 
done on the undeclared market. Men carry 
out high-wage types of work to a greater ex-
tent than women.

For example, men do a great deal of un-
declared work in the fields of skilled trades. 
Almost half the undeclared work done by 
men is related to the building and construc-
tion sector, where the average earnings are 
DKK 157 per hour. 

In contrast, a third of the undeclared jobs 
performed by women involve providing var-
ious services such as child care, hairdress-
ing or zone therapy. In these fields the aver-
age rate of pay is DKK 118 per hour. There 
are also many women engaged in cleaning 
work, or working “off the books” in the ho-
tel and restaurant sector. In these sectors the 
wage rates among women for undeclared 
work are DKK 106 and DKK 119 per hour re-
spectively.

The wage difference between men and 
women thus appears to be greater on the 
undeclared labour market than on the for-
mal labour market. As there are also far 
more men than women who carry out unde-
clared work, the undeclared labour market 
contributes to increasing the wage disparity 
between the sexes.

Equal hours worked
On one point, men and women are similar 
in terms of their undeclared work: those 
who do such work perform equal amounts 
of it. Members of both sexes spend an aver-
age of just under three hours per week on 
undeclared work.

Twice as many men as women do undeclared work

RFF-UK-March 2011.indd   8 13-02-2011   22:46:12



9News from the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit · March 2011

Danes do undeclared work for people they know

When Danes do undeclared work, their cli-
ent list is mostly made up of family and 
friends. Strangers seldom figure among 
their customers.

This is revealed by a survey of who peo-
ple carry out undeclared work for.

Among Danes who said that they had 
done undeclared work for cash in the previ-
ous 12 months, 40% had worked for friends, 
and similarly 40% had carried out work for 
acquaintances, neighbours or colleagues. 
32% said they had done such work for a 
member of their family. In comparison, only 
14% said they had done undeclared work 
for strangers, and practically no-one had 
worked in this way for a company or organi-
sation. 

Undeclared work is much more likely to 
go on, then, when there is a relationship of 
trust between buyer and seller. This is very 
probably because the supplier of the work 
has to trust the customer not to betray him 
or her to the authorities. The buyer, in turn, 
has to trust the supplier of the work to do 
a good job, since there is no possibility of 
making any formal complaint.

The exact composition of the client list 
depends on whether the work is carried out 
for cash, or whether payment will be in the 
form of a return service. 

In the case of payment through exchang-
es of favours, there is an even more pro-
nounced tendency for the work to be done 
for a family member or a friend.

FIGURe 6 

The clients of non-declaring workers. 2008.

Note: Respondents may have mentioned several types of customer, e.g. both family and friends. Consequently, the 
percentages do not add up to 100

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

The majority of people who do undeclared work do so for family, friends, and 

other people they know. This applies both to work paid for in cash and work paid 

for in exchange services. The tendency is, however, even more pronounced with 

respect to exchanges of services.
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Undeclared work is contagious

People who have friends who work without declaring the in-
come are more likely to do so themselves.

Table 5

Correlation between whether people do undeclared work for cash  

and whether there are people in their immediate circle who do 

undeclared work. Percentages, 2007.

Had not 
carried out 
undeclared 

work for cash

Had carried 
out undecla-
red work for 

cash

No. of ob-
servations

Is there anyone in your 
immediate circle who 
does undeclared work?

No 65 17 1,120

Yes 35 83 648

Total 100 100 1,768

 
Among people who do undeclared work for cash, 83% have 
friends who also do undeclared work, while only 17% do not. 
The converse is true for those who say that they do not do unde-
clared work for cash payment. 65% percent of the people in that 
group say that their friends do not do undeclared work, while 
only 35% have friends who do. It seems that as far as undeclared 
work is concerned, people tend to associate with those who take 
a similar view to themselves.
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Table 6

Proportions of the population who have carried out undeclared work 

(percent), 2008-2009.

Old question 
formulation

New question 
formulation

all types of undeclared work 17 24

Undeclared work paid for in cash 9 9

exchanges of services 11 15

Undeclared work paid for in kind *) 5

Undeclared sales *) 2

*) No explicit questions were asked concerning work paid for in kind in the old question formulation. Undeclared 
sales were probably recorded as “undeclared work paid for in cash”, but it is not certain how interviewers elected 
to categorise undeclared work paid for in kind. The categories “undeclared work paid for in cash” and “exchanges 
of services” are thus not completely identical under the two question formulations. Note: The sum of the propor-
tions of people doing undeclared work of different types does not equal the proportion who have done undeclared 
work of any type, since people may have carried out more than one type of undeclared work. 

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Exchanges of services or “favours” are the most widespread form of undeclared 

work. 15% of the Danish population exchange services with one another in the 

course of a year, while 9% do undeclared work for cash payment.

There are four different types of undeclared 
work, and Danes display a preference for 
two of these, namely exchanged favours 
and work for cash. 

Undeclared work can be defined as pro-
ductive – and in itself, legal – economic ac-
tivity that ought to be declared for tax pur-
poses, but is not. The work itself is perfectly 
legal. It becomes illegal only when the buy-
er and seller agree not to inform the tax au-
thorities about it. 

Four categories of undeclared work
The first type of undeclared work is work 
paid for in cash that is not declared to the 
tax authorities. If a bricklayer carries out 
work for a house-owner, and they agree that 
the payment will be made without any for-
mal invoice, that is undeclared work. 

Another type of undeclared work is the 
exchange of services, or mutual favours. 
Again, these are services about which the 
tax authorities are not informed. If two 
friends agree to help each other to do up 
their garages, first one and then the other, 
the work is taxable. The same is true if an 
accountant does the books for a plumber, 
and the plumber repairs the drains for the 
accountant.

The third type of undeclared work is an 
activity that is paid for “in kind”. This takes 

place when an odd-job man fixes the roof on 
a farm outhouse, and receives half a pig for 
his trouble.

The fourth and last type is undeclared 
sales. Selling potatoes, eggs and strawber-
ries direct from the storeroom or from a 
little wayside stall represents undeclared 
work if the farmer omits to inform the tax 
authorities about the income.

Exchanges of favours the  
most widespread
When Danes are asked whether they have 
carried out undeclared work, almost one 
in four answer in the affirmative. Exchang-
es of services or “favours” constitute the 
most widespread form of undeclared work. 
Among Danes, 15% say that they have ex-
changed work services during the previous 
12 months, while 9% have carried out work 
for cash without declaring the income.

Changing the question formulation 
makes a great difference
The extent of undeclared work revealed 
among Danes varies considerably depend-
ing on how respondents are asked about it.

For the past 15 years, the Rockwool 
Foundation Research Unit has been regu-
larly asking Danes whether they do unde-
clared work. However, since the general un-
derstanding of what constitutes undeclared 
work can change over time, the questions 
used have been changed from 2008 onward. 

To determine the effect of the revised 
formulation, in 2008 and 2009 respondents 
were randomly allocated either the old or 
the new set of questions.

In the earlier set of questions, people 
were asked just once whether they had 
done any undeclared work in the previous 
12 months. If the respondent answered in 
the affirmative, he or she was then asked a 
series of more detailed questions, including 
questions about whether the work was done 
for cash or as part of an exchange of servic-
es/favours.

The new formulation asks each respond-
ent four separate questions about unde-
clared work, one for each of the four types. 
The aim of this more explicit question for-
mulation is to ensure that respondents un-
derstand what is meant by undeclared work.

Types of undeclared work
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Note: all figures have been adjusted to 2008 prices.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Wages for undeclared work have risen since 1998, even after taking inflation into 

account. The amount of the increase in Danish kroner has been the same for both 

women and men.

FIGURe 7 

Trends in real wages for undeclared work, 1998-2009.

The result of the change in question for-
mulation was that more people said that 
they had done undeclared work. This was 
mainly due to a larger proportion of the 
younger age group answering in the affirm-
ative to the question about exchanging ser-
vices or “favours”.

One element of the part of the survey that 
concerns peoples’ purchases of undeclared 
work indicates that Danes do not always 
understand the legal definition of unde-
clared work. Respondents who had neither 
returned the questionnaires that they had 
been sent nor responded through the Inter-
net were contacted by telephone. Of those 
that it was possible to reach by phone, 14% 
refused to take part in the survey. One rea-
son given was that they felt offended by the 
suggestion that doing mutual favours should 
be regarded as undeclared work.

Undeclared work more widespread in the country 
than in towns

Around 29% of people who live in rural areas in Denmark do 
undeclared work. The corresponding figure for those living 
in provincial towns with populations of 5,000-99,999 is 25%. 
The smallest proportions of people doing undeclared work 
are to be found in the four largest cities in Denmark: Copen-
hagen, Aarhus, Odense and Aalborg. It is true both for work 
paid for in cash and work paid for through the exchange 
of services that there is more undeclared work in rural ar-
eas than in the towns. However, the difference is most pro-
nounced for the exchange of favours. This form of undeclared 
work is practised by 20% of the rural population, while only 
10% of the population in urban districts exchange services 
between themselves. 

A comparison of the trends in prices and 
undeclared wages shows that the purchas-
ing power of the pay for an hour of unde-
clared work has increased over the past dec-
ade.

For the past 15 years, the Rockwool 
Foundation Research Unit has been regular-
ly asking Danes how much they earn when 
they carry out undeclared work. The re-
sults provide a unique opportunity to study 
trends in wages on the undeclared labour 
market.

As Figure 7 shows, wages for undeclared 
work have risen in real terms throughout 
the period. The wages shown in the figure 
have been adjusted to 2008 prices. In oth-
er words, the figure shows what the wage 
would have been if money had had the 
same purchasing power at the time as in 
2008. This means that there is no need to 
take further account of the effects of infla-
tion in interpreting the figure; direct com-
parisons can be made between, for exam-
ple, the wage rate shown for 1998 and that 
for 2008.

Both men and women have benefited 
from the steady rise in real wages on the 
undeclared labour market. Men’s wages in-
creased in just over a decade from an av-
erage of almost DKK 120 per hour to just 
below DKK 160, while rates for women in-

Rapid increase in undeclared wage levels
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creased from just over DKK 80 to just over 
DKK 120 during the same period (all wage 
rates expressed relative to 2008 prices). 

In relative terms, women have seen their 
wages increase by a greater amount than 
men over the period. Women’s real wages 
increased by 50%, as opposed to 33% for 
men.

High wages in building  
and construction
Despite the relatively larger increase in 
women’s wages that has taken place, men 
still earn more than women, by a margin of 
more than DKK 30 per hour.

Part of this wage differential is due to 
the fact that men and women carry out 
their undeclared work in different sectors. 
The largest proportion of men’s undeclared 
work is done in the area of building and 
construction, while women typically do un-
declared work of types such as child care, 
hairdressing and zone therapy. The wages 
for these types of work are generally lower 
than those in the building and construction 
sector.

The highest rates of pay are earned by 
people aged 30-49, who command an aver-
age wage of just over DKK 150 per hour. The 
higher rates for people in the middle years 
of life are often attributable to the fact that 
such people have more work experience 
than those in younger age groups, and gen-
erally have a higher level of education than 
those in older groups. The fact that people 
aged 60-74 earn less on average can be as-
cribed to the fact that they often have more 
free time, and may therefore be willing to 
work for lower wages.

Undeclared wages have risen faster 
than wages in the formal economy
Wages for undeclared work have not only 
risen faster than prices, but also faster than 
wages in the formal economy.

Over the past decade, wages for unde-
clared work have risen by 11% more than 
ordinary, declared pay. This means that the 
purely financial incentive to do undeclared 
work has increased.

Table 7

Average undeclared rates of pay, 1998-2009.

Undeclared wages per hour, DKK

Men 154

Women 120

ages 18-29 135

ages 30-39 152

ages 40-49 153

ages 50-59 142

ages 60-74 124

average 143

Note: average undeclared pay rates have been adjusted to 2008 levels of pay for undeclared work.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Men earn significantly higher amounts per hour from undeclared work than 

women do. The highest rates of undeclared pay are typically earned by people in 

the age group 30-49 years.

A survey of attitudes to undeclared work 
has revealed that fewer Danes than previ-
ously are prepared to accept people paying 
for jobs done in the home without a formal 
invoice.

Respondents were asked about their at-
titudes to households having work done by 
private individuals on an undeclared ba-
sis, with no firm being part of the picture. 
A change was found to have taken place in 
Danes’ attitudes to this form of tax evasion 
within the space of four years.

In 2008-2009 the average approval rating 
for such an arrangement lay at a level of 4.2 

on a scale of 1 to 10, where a rating of 1 sig-
nifies disapproval and 10 signifies approval. 

Four years previously, in 2004-2005, the 
rating was 4.8. This fall in the approval rat-
ing had taken place without any changes in 
Danes’ attitudes to other violations of the 
law. As Figure 8 shows, Danes’ attitudes 
to social security fraud, fare-dodging and 
forms of tax evasion other than undeclared 
work had remained virtually unchanged 
since 2004.

The figure also shows that undeclared 
work is still considered more acceptable by 
far than other forms of law-breaking. Social 

The general level of acceptance of  
undeclared work has declined
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FIGURe 8 

Attitudes to different types of violation of the law, measured on an 

approval scale of 1 to 10, 2004-2009.

FIGURe 9 

Willingness to carry out undeclared work among people who had not 

done such work in the previous year, 1996-2009.

Average rating on a scale of 1 to 10. 
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Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Even though undeclared work is considered more acceptable by Danes than social 

security fraud or other tax fraud, the level of acceptability was lower in 2008-9 

than it was four years previously.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

There has been a decline in the willingness of Danes to carry out undeclared 

work. Among those who had not done undeclared work in the 12 months before 

being asked, one third said they would be willing to do such work. In 1996, half of 

the respondents in the corresponding group were ready to do so.

security fraud lies lowest on the scale, with 
an acceptability rating of around 1.5 – in 
other words, this type of behaviour meets 
with clear disapproval. Danes are also 
strongly disapproving of people using pub-
lic transport without paying, and of people 
who have the opportunity to do so cheating 
on their tax declarations. Both these activi-
ties have an approval rating around 2 – a 
much lower rating than that accorded to un-
declared work carried out by and for private 
individuals.

The level of acceptability of undeclared 
work has fallen among both the young and 
the old, but the decline has been greatest 
among the young, i.e. those aged between 
18 and 39. These younger people now take a 
more critical view of undeclared work.

Less ready to work without declara-
tion – especially the young
Not only has the level of acceptability of un-
declared work declined, but so also has peo-
ple’s willingness to carry out such work.

The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit 
asked people who had not carried out unde-
clared work within the previous 12 months 
whether they would be willing to do so if a 
reasonable opportunity arose.

In the mid-1990s, around a half of the 
people who were asked this question an-
swered in the affirmative, while in 2008-
2009 only one in three respondents who 
had not done undeclared work said that 
they would be prepared to do so.

In 1996, around 65% of respondents aged 
18-39 who had not done undeclared work 
in the previous 12 months said they would 
nevertheless be willing to do such work; 
today, the figure is approximately 40%. 
Among people aged 40-74, the proportion 
who would be willing to carry out unde-
clared work fell from around 40% to around 
25% over the same period.

“Despite the decline in the willingness 
to work without declaring the income, a 
very large proportion of the population are 
nevertheless still prepared to do so. In the 
recent surveys, nearly 45% of the popula-
tion had either carried out undeclared work 
within the previous 12 months, or said they 
would be willing to do work on that basis”, 
concludes researcher Camilla Hvidtfeldt.
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FIGURe 10 

Proportion of Danes who would find it acceptable that a skilled trades-

man and a schoolgirl each earned DKK 1,000 in undeclared income 

each month.
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Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Even though the level of undeclared income is the same, there are more Danes 

who would not object to a schoolgirl doing undeclared work than who would not 

object to a skilled tradesman working without declaration.

Some forms of undeclared work are worse 
than others – at least, that is what one would 
conclude to be the opinion of Danes in the 
light of their answers about a skilled trades-
man and a schoolgirl both earning money 
without informing the tax authorities.

Respondents in the survey were asked 
about their attitude to situations where a 
schoolgirl and a skilled tradesman each reg-
ularly earn DKK 1,000 per month in unde-
clared income.

While seven respondents out of ten found 
it acceptable that the schoolgirl should earn 
a thousand kroner per month without de-
claring it, only three out of ten approved of 
the tradesman earning the same amount.

Even though the survey only covered 
two types of work, it suggests that there are 
differences in attitudes to undeclared work 
according to what work people do. Danes 
find it more acceptable for some people to 
work without declaring the income than for 
others to do so.

DKK 200 per week is OK
Attitudes to undeclared income also depend 
on the amount of money involved. As can be 
seen from Table 8, 84% of Danes find it ac-

Who you are makes a difference

ceptable that a schoolgirl earns DKK 200 per 
week in undeclared income, but if the mon-
ey earned increases to DKK 300 per week, 
only 70% would consider this to be all right.

Similarly, support for the skilled trades-
man earning undeclared income falls as 
the amount of income rises. Five out of ten 
Danes find it acceptable that a tradesman 
earns DKK 10,000 per year “off the books”. 
If the amount involved rises to DKK 50,000, 
however, much of that support evaporates. 
Fewer than three Danes out of ten would 
find the higher level of undeclared income 
acceptable.

Table 8

Proportion of the Danish population who find 

it acceptable that a schoolgirl should earn 

undeclared income for babysitting, 2007-2008.

If she earns DKK 200 per week 84 %

If she earns DKK 300 per week 70 %

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Table 9

Proportion of the Danish population who find 

it acceptable that a skilled tradesman should 

earn undeclared income, 2007-2008.

If he earns DKK 10,000 per year 47 %

If he earns DKK 50,000 per year 27 %

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Widespread acceptance of small 
amounts

Even among Danes who are generally dis-
approving of undeclared work, six out of 
ten think that it is all right for a schoolgirl 
to earn DKK 200 per week for babysitting 
without declaring the income. And two out 
of ten think it is all right for a tradesman to 
earn DKK 10,000 per year in undeclared in-
come. That amount works out at an average 
income of DKK 192 per week, roughly the 
same as that of the schoolgirl. 

If the amounts involved are greater, peo-
ple’s attitudes change. Only four out of ten 
of those who disapprove of undeclared work 
would accept the schoolgirl earning an un-
declared DKK 1,000 per month.

Similarly, only one in ten of this group 
of respondents would accept a tradesman 
earning a regular DKK 1,000 each month 
without declaring it.
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FIGURe 11

Undeclared labour paid for in cash, supplied by men and by women, 

1994-2009.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Undeclared work paid for in cash is most widely carried out among the young. 

One fourth of 20- to 25-year-old men and one sixth of 20- to 25-year-old women 

receive cash in hand for undeclared work.

FIGURe 12

Demand for undeclared work paid for in cash, 2010.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Undeclared work paid for in cash is most widely supplied to middle-aged clients.

The typical supplier of undeclared work for 
cash is younger than the typical purchaser. 
This is one of the findings of a new, large-
scale survey which for the first time in ten 
years covered both the sale and the pur-
chase of undeclared work.

The proportion of people who do unde-
clared work for cash falls rapidly with in-
creasing age. While 20% of people under 
the age of 30 said that they had worked for 
cash without declaring the income dur-
ing the year before the survey, the propor-
tion was half that among people aged 30-39. 
Among those aged 60-74 there were almost 
none who had received cash for undeclared 
work.

The pattern is different with respect to 
the purchase of undeclared work. Demand 
for undeclared work paid for in cash was 
greatest among people of middle age; 40% 
of those aged 30-49 had paid cash for un-
declared work during the year prior to the 
survey. The same was true for 36% of those 
aged 18-29 and 33% of those aged 50-59. The 
lowest proportion of customers for cash-
paid undeclared work was found in the age 
group 60-74 years, but even there one per-
son in four was a cash buyer. 

When young people want to earn money 
for undeclared work, then, they find their 
customers mainly among people who are 
older than themselves. On the other hand, 
the figures suggest that exchanges of servic-
es go on to a much greater extent between 
people of similar ages.

Alternatives to undeclared work
Overall, the study shows that a great many 
Danes have contact with the undeclared la-
bour market, either as suppliers or purchas-
ers. It might seem, then, that society as a 
whole would benefit greatly if all this unde-
clared work could be abolished overnight. 
This is not the case, however.

The survey shows that, in the case of 
around half the services that people obtain 
undeclared – with payment either in cash or 
through a return favour – they would sim-
ply do the work themselves if they could not 
have it done in this way. Only just under one 
third of the services would be purchased on 
the formal market instead. For the remain-
ing fifth of the work, either it would not be 

The young do undeclared work for the middle-aged

done at all, or some other totally different 
solution would be found.

In other words, it is far from the case that 
all undeclared work would be converted to 
turnover in the formal economy, if all unde-
clared work were to be eliminated.
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Percentages of the population who carried out some form of undeclared work in the year prior 

to being interviewed, 2008-2009.
all forms 
of unde-
clared 
work

Work paid 
for in cash

exchanges 
of services

Gender Male 31 12 21
Female 17 6 10

age ages 18-29 40 20 22
ages 30-39 30 11 20
ages 40-49 23 7 16
ages 50-59 19 6 12
ages 60-74 13 3 8

Region Greater Copenhagen 18 7 10
Other parts of Zealand and Fyn 25 9 16
Jutland 27 10 17

Population density large towns and cities 18 7 10
Provincial towns 25 9 16
Rural areas 29 11 20

level of education Compulsory schooling 27 12 16
High school 26 13 13
Vocational education 27 9 18
Short-cycle higher education 25 8 18
Medium-cycle higher education 21 6 13
long-cycle higher education 11 2 8

educational specialisation Not work-related 27 13 16
education and the humanities 23 7 16
Manufacturing, skilled trades and transportation 34 13 23
Social studies, commerce 16 4 10
Natural sciences, health 14 4 8

employment Self-employed 21 7 15
In employment, highest level of qualifications 14 4 9
In employment, medium level of qualifications 21 6 14
In employment, basic level 33 13 21
Unemployed (37) (21) (25)
On invalidity benefit 20 8 12
Pensioner/early retirement 14 3 9
In education 35 21 13
Receiving social security/sickness benefit 16 6 12

In or not in employment In employment 19 8 12
Not in employment 27 10 17

average (%) 24 9 15

Notes: New question formulation used. Figures in parentheses are based on fewer than 50 observations. “Other parts of Zealand and Fyn” includes all the 
islands east of the Great belt. “large towns and cities” covers Copenhagen, aarhus, Odense and aalborg. “Provincial towns” covers towns with populations 
of between 5,000 and 99,999, and “rural areas” covers towns with fewer than 5,000 inhabitants. For the purposes of calculating population density, respond-
ents’ home addresses are regarded as being located in the town of which they are administratively a part.

Source: Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Overview 
table
This table summa-
rises some of the 
main results pub-
lished in Danskerne 
og det sorte arbejde 
(Undeclared work 
and the Danes). 
The book provides 
detailed insight 
into the everyday 
undeclared life of 
Danes in 2010 and 
the preceding pe-
riod, presenting an 
in-depth exami-
nation of both the 
supply and the de-
mand sides of the 
equation. The book 
contains a sum-
mary chapter in 
English.
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