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The future at the labour market for con-
victed offenders depends on how they 
serve their sentences. People, who have 
been in prison, fare worse than those, 
who have been sentenced to community 
service or who have served their sentenc-
es at home wearing an electronic tag.

The Rockwool Foundation Research 
Unit documents this in a new analysis.

The analysis shows that offenders 
who serve their sentences with an elec-
tronic tag instead of in prison are much 
better able to hold down jobs afterwards. 
Dependence on welfare benefits is corre-
spondingly lower – in fact, around one-
third lower, at less than six and a half 
weeks per year on average after electronic 
tagging as opposed to over nine weeks af-
ter a prison term.

‘Part of the explanation is that it is eas-
ier to continue to work with an electron-
ic tag. Some people continue to work in 
exactly the same jobs as they had before 
their convictions during and after their 
sentences. In addition, it is presumably 
more stigmatising to have been in prison, 
as this sends out a clear signal to every-
one – including potential employers – that 
an individual has committed a crime,’ ex-
plains Senior Researcher Signe Hald An-
dersen from the Rockwool Foundation Re-
search Unit.

A corresponding analysis carried out 
for people who complete community ser-
vice sentences points in the same direc-
tion.

Those who serve a community service 
sentence instead of going to prison have 
the prospect of earning more subsequent-
ly, and being less dependent on welfare 
benefits. This is especially true for people 
who have been found guilty of drunkdriv-
ing offences or crimes of violence. On av-
erage, dependence on welfare benefits is 
20 percent less, and income over 18 per-
cent higher, among people who have been 
sentenced to community service instead 
of prison.

Active labour market programmes 
result in lower crime

This Rockwool Foundation Research Unit 
Newsletter also presents other research 
results concerning crime. These results 
show, among other things, that an active 
labour market policy reduces criminal be-
haviour among those who participate in 
active labour market programmes.

‘The notion that idleness encourages 
antisocial and self-destructive behaviour 
has always played a part in social policy, 
and it is also a factor in the new Danish 
social and labour market policies. Our re-
sults confirm that active labour market 
programmes reduces crime, particularly 
among the least successful of the unem-
ployed. This is a very significant effect for 
society,’ claims Research Director Torben 
Tranæs.

Another result presented in this News-
letter demonstrates that a small increase 
in the length of sentences for violent 
crimes actually benefits the labour mar-
ket attachment of offenders.

News from the January 2013

Fewer offenders claim welfare benefits after community service 
and electronic tagging than after serving prison sentences

Alternative sentences to prison, such as community service or electronic tag-

ging, improve the employment prospects of offenders after they have served 

their sentences.
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Community service is better than prison – 
at least, in terms of employment after the 
sentence has been served.

Offenders who are sentenced to com-
munity service earn more on average after 
serving their sentences, and they are less 
dependent on welfare benefits, compared 
to offenders who are sent to prison.

This is one of the conclusions of a 
study of the effect of community service 
on the future of offenders receiving this 
type of sentence.

Specifically, the research project in-
vestigates whether offenders sentenced to 
community service and those sentenced 
to imprisonment differed by earned in-
come, dependence on welfare benefits, 
and criminal behaviour after serving their 
sentence.

More pay
The study shows that earnings are higher 
after community service than after im-
prisonment. As shown below, the two 
groups of convicted offenders included in 
the study were directly comparable before 
the conviction.

In the first year after conviction, there 
is no significant difference between the 
two groups in average earned income. 
However, two years after the conviction a 
difference begins to appear, and five years 
after the conviction there is an average 
difference of DKK 22,000 in annual earn-
ings in favour of those sentenced to com-
munity service.

Offenders sentenced to community 
service are also less dependent on welfare 
benefits than those who are sent to prison. 
Again, this difference does not become 
evident until some years after conviction. 
Five years after conviction, those who 
were sentenced to community service re-
ceived benefits for an average of 20 weeks 
per year. Those who were sent to prison 
received welfare benefits for five weeks 
more on average – 25 weeks in total.

Hence, whether a convicted offend-
er is sentenced to community service or 
imprisonment affects his income and de-
pendence on welfare benefits two to five 
years after conviction.

The study also shows that the proba-
bility that offenders commit new crimes 

in the years following conviction is in 
general unaffected by type of punishment. 
Those sentenced to community service 
for committing petty crimes or crimes of 
minor violence are slightly less likely to 
commit new offences in the first year after 
conviction than those sentenced to pris-
on for similar offences, but this difference 
disappears by the second year after con-
viction. Overall, then, the results of the 
study reveal that serving a community 
service sentence reduces the negative ef-
fect of punishment on earnings and un-
employment. However, even though the 
community service group does not expe-
rience the deterrence effect of spending 
time in prison their rate of criminal re-
cidivism is not increased.

A benefit to those convicted of 
crimes of violence and drink-driving
Community service sentences are typical-
ly given to people convicted of drunk driv-
ing or other serious traffic offences, minor 
crimes of violence, and petty crimes such 
as vandalism and theft.

Compared to the people convicted of 
other offences, those convicted of violent 

Community service is better than prison for employment
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Figure 1

Average annual earned income

Source: The rockwool FoundaTion reSearch uniT

Offenders sentenced to community service earned more after serving their 

sentences than offenders who were sent to prison. Five years after conviction, 

those who were sentenced to community service were earning an average of 

DKK 141,000 per year, while those sent to prison were earning an average of 

DKK 119,000 per year (all figures in year 2000 prices).
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crimes or drunk driving benefit most from 
being sentenced to community service in-
stead of imprisonment.

Five years after conviction, those sen-
tenced to community service for drunk 
driving earned DKK 19,000 more per year 
on average than those sent to prison for 
the same offence. Among people convict-
ed of violent crimes, the difference was al-
most DKK 28,000 per year.

The same picture was found with re-
gard to dependence on welfare benefits. 
Five years after conviction, those sen-
tenced to community service for drunk 
driving and violent crimes were, on av-
erage, dependent on welfare benefits for 
four and five weeks less per year respec-
tively than were people who had been sent 
to prison for similar offences.

Even though a tendency was also ob-
served for petty criminals and those con-
victed of other traffic offences to benefit 
from a community service sentence, the 
difference between these people and those 
sent to prison was not statistically signifi-
cant.

Increased use of community service 
sentences

Community service was first used exten-
sively as a sanction after a reform of the 
Danish Criminal Code in 2000. While 
fewer than 1,000 people were sentenced to 
perform community service in 1999, this 
type of sanction was applied in over 3,500 
cases in 2001.

Before the 2000 reform, community 
service was only used in cases of petty 
crime or less serious cases of violence. The 
reform made it possible to sentence drunk 
drivers and other traffic offenders to com-
munity service.

The study on the effect of community 
service on earned income, welfare benefit 
dependency, and future criminal behav-
iour departs from the greatly increased 
use of this sanction.

The reform meant that many peo-
ple who received a short prison sentence 
in 1999 for drunk driving or other traf-
fic offences, petty crime or violent crimes 
would actually have been sentenced to 
community service if they had commit-
ted their offences in 2001. The reform thus 
presents a unique opportunity to compare 
two relatively similar groups who received 
different sentences.

People who are sentenced to commu-
nity service are typically better educated, 
more often in employment and have fewer 
previous convictions than those who re-
ceive prison sentences. If these differen-
ces are not taken into account, a compari-
son of the outcomes of people sentenced 
to community service and people sen-
tenced to imprisonment would simply be 
a reflection of the differences in their cir-
cumstances before the conviction. In this 
study, the problem is solved by comparing 
people from within the two groups who 
had similar characteristics before convic-
tion.

The study concerns only men who 
have been convicted of one of the types of 
offence listed above, and who have been 
sentenced either to prison or to commu-
nity service. Community service can only 
substitute prison sentences of less than 
one year, so people who were sentenced to 
prison terms of more than one year are not 
included in the study.

Table 1

Difference between community service and prison five years after 

conviction, by type of crime.

difference in annual 
earned income between 
offenders who were 
sentenced to commu-
nity service and those 
sent to prison. levels of 
difference are shown as 
percentages in italics.

difference in welfare 
benefit dependency bet-
ween offenders who were 
sentenced to community 
service and those sent to 
prison. levels of difference 
are shown as percentages 
in italics.

Violence dkk +27,500 +22 % -4 weeks -21 %

drunk driving dkk +19,200 +14 % -5 weeks -20 %

other serious traffic 
offences

(dkk +4,700) +4 % (-1 week) -6 %

Petty crime (dkk+24,900) +24 % (-3 weeks)   -17 %

Note: For figures given in parentheses, the differences between offenders given prison sentences and 
those sentenced to community service are not statistically significant.

Source: The rockwool FoundaTion reSearch uniT

Five years after conviction, offenders who carried out community service were 

earning more on average than those who were sent to prison. At the same 

time, they were less dependent on welfare benefits. However, the size of the 

difference varied with the type of offence; for example, offenders convicted 

of violent crimes who did community service earned on average DKK 27,500 

more per year than offenders sent to prison for the same type of crime. The 

corresponding figure for those convicted of drunk driving was DKK 19,200 

more per year.
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Offenders who serve their sentences at 
home with an electronic tag are less likely 
than others to claim welfare benefits after 
completing their sentences.

This is shown by a study that com-
pares offenders serving their sentences 
with an electronic tag to offenders sent 
to prison. The study focuses on offenders 
sentenced to relatively short terms of im-
prisonment of up to three months. Some 
of those included in the study were sen-
tenced at a time when prison was the only 
available option, while others were able to 
serve their sentences at home, thanks to a 
change in the law.

A comparison between offenders who 
were sentenced at the time when prison 
was the only option and offenders who 
also had the option of serving at home 
with an electronic tag showed that the 
people in the latter group were more like-
ly to be self-supporting and less likely to 
claim welfare benefits.

Only men in employment or full-time 
education were included in the study. This 
is because only few women have served 
sentences with an electronic tag, and be-
cause the electronic tag scheme targets 
those in employment, those in education, 
and people in active labour market pro-
grammes. However we exclude the last 

Serving sentences at home leaves offenders 
less dependent on welfare benefits

group, as information on active labour 
market programmes is not sufficiently ac-
curate for this group.

More serve sentences at home
The electronic tagging system was intro-
duced in 2005. At that time, only traffic 
offenders sentenced to terms of up to three 
months could serve their sentences with 
electronic tags.

Since then, the system has been 
amended twice, each time enabling a wid-
er range of offenders to serve their sen-
tences with electronic tags. In 2006 the 
system was extended to cover everyone 
who was under the age of 25 at the time of 
the offence and who was sentenced to no 
more than three months of imprisonment, 
whatever the offence; and in 2008 the age 
limit was removed, so that also people 
above 25 could serve their sentences with 
an electronic tag.

The number of offenders serving their 
sentences with electronic tags has thus 
increased rapidly since the possibility be-
came available. While around 650 offend-
ers served their sentences with electron-
ic tags in 2006, the number had risen to 
1,900 in 2010.

In 2010 the system was reformed yet 
again, this time by extending the maxi-

In Denmark, community service is an 
alternative to prison.

Community service consists of 30 to 
240 hours of work that benefits society. 
The work is unpaid, and is performed 
for a public institution such as a library 
or kindergarten. Community service is 
carried out during leisure time, which 
means that the offender can continue 
to live and work as normal.

When a court considers whether 
an offender should go to prison or per-
form community service, the decision 
is taken on the basis of the individu-
al’s personal circumstances and an as-

sessment of whether or not he or she is 
able to comply with the terms of com-
munity service. If this is not the case, 
then the offender will be sentenced to 
imprisonment.

In 2010, nearly 4,000 Danes were 
sentenced to perform community ser-
vice. Nearly half the cases concerned 
traffic offences.

People in employment, people in ac-
tive labour market programmes, un-
employed persons, students and people 
outside the labour force can all be sen-
tenced to community service.

The rules concerning community service
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However, when a reform to the pe-
nal code is implemented, from one day to 
the next, that opens up the possibility of 
electronic tagging, it becomes possible to 
overcome the research methodology prob-
lem, as it creates two comparable groups. 
The first consists of offenders in a specific 
age group who got a prison sentence of a 
specific length and who all served their 
sentences in prison, because they were 
convicted before the reform. The second 
group consists of offenders in the same 
age group who got a prison sentence of 
the same length, but who served their sen-
tences either in prison or with electronic 
tags, because they were convicted after 
the reform. Both groups must be made up 
of offenders who would otherwise meet 
the requirements for serving a sentence 
with an electronic tag.

The question is, then, whether the 
members of the group in which some of-
fenders served their sentences with elec-
tronic tags (and others in prison) were 
less dependent on welfare benefits after 
serving their sentences than the group in 
which all the offenders served their sen-
tences in prison.

The comparisons made in this study 
are based on the reforms of 2006 and 2008. 
The reform of 2005, which gave traffic of-
fenders the possibility of serving sentenc-
es at home, was not included in the study, 
since there were very few people who ac-
tually served their sentences at home im-
mediately after the reform; furthermore, 
other changes in the regulations concern-
ing traffic offences make it impossible to 
carry out a satisfactory comparison.

In the case of each of the 2006 and 
2008 reforms, comparisons are made be-
tween groups of relevant offenders who 
were sentenced up to 365 days before and 
after the reform in question. The results 
thus indicate the effects of the reforms.

Offenders aged over 25 who were able 
to serve their sentences either with elec-
tronic tags or in prison after the 2008 re-
form were supported by welfare benefits 
for approximately 3½ weeks less in the 
first year after their sentences than those 
offenders who could only serve their sen-
tences in prison before the reform. For 
young people under 25 years of age, for 
whom the 2006 reform opened up the pos-
sibility of serving sentences with elec-
tronic tagging, the corresponding differ-
ence in welfare benefit dependency was 3 
weeks.

mum sentence that can be served with 
electronic tagging from three months to 
four. This reform is not included in the 
study, since it is too soon to evaluate its 
effect.

A certain type of person
Comparing offenders who serve their sen-
tences with electronic tags with other of-
fenders presents a challenge in terms of 
research method.

Even if an offender appears to be a can-
didate for serving his sentence with an 
electronic tag, it is not certain that this 
will in fact happen. There are additional 
requirements. The offender must formally 
request to serve the sentence in this way, 
and must have a suitable home. Anyone 
who lives with the offender must accept 
that he serves the sentence at home. The 
offender must have a job, be engaged in 
full-time study or, if unemployed, par-
ticipate in an active labour market pro-
gramme. Finally, the offender must not 
have received any conviction within the 
previous two years that resulted in more 
than a fine.

In other words, people who serve their 
sentences with electronic tags are offend-
ers of a very specific type. This makes it 
difficult to find an appropriate comparison 
group.

Table 2

Average dependency on welfare benefits during the first year after 

serving a sentence for the group for whom serving their sentences 

with electronic tagging was an option in comparison with the group 

who were only able to serve their sentences in prison. Both groups 

comprise men who were in employment or full-time education at the 

start of their sentences.

Sentence could 
only be served 
in prison

Sentence could 
be served in 
prison or with 
electronic tag

difference
Percentage 
difference

under 25
(2006-reform)

 9½ weeks 6½ weeks -3 weeks -32 %

over 25
(2008-reform)

 9½ weeks 6 weeks -3½ weeks -37 %

Source: The rockwool FoundaTion reSearch uniT

Offenders who were convicted before it was possible to serve sentences with 

electronic tagging were more dependent on welfare benefits than those who 

could serve sentences either in prison or with electronic tagging. For example, 

offenders who were convicted after the introduction of the 2008 ordinance de-

pended on welfare benefits for one third less time, equivalent to 3½ weeks, in 

the first year after serving their sentences, than those who were convicted be-

fore the ordinance was introduced.
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Possible explanations
There may be a variety of reasons why 
serving sentences with electronic tags 
– or, for that matter, doing community 
service – has fewer negative effects on of-
fenders’ lives than prison.

First, there is a risk that people in gen-
eral will assume that offenders who have 
been to prison – to a greater degree than 
for offenders who have served sentences 
at home or done community service – are 
of bad character. This may mean, for ex-
ample, that they are rejected in the selec-
tion process for a job, or that they find it 
more difficult to establish social relation-
ships.

Another risk is that offenders will lose 

their existing jobs while serving their 
sentences in prison. This means that they 
may become unemployed after serving 
their sentences. They may also lose their 
work skills, because they have not used 
those skills for a period.

A third risk is that offenders will lose 
contact with family, friends and acquaint-
ances when in prison. There is also a risk 
of offenders making new acquaintances 
with specialised knowledge of crime as a 
way of life. This may increase the prob-
ability of offenders committing more 
crimes after release.

Finally, there is a risk that offenders’ 
mental or physical health may suffer from 
the imprisonment.

An electronic tag is a transmitter at-
tached firmly to the ankle of a con-
victed offender. The transmitter al-
lows the Danish Prison and Probation 
Service to monitor whether or not the 
offender follows an agreed time sched-
ule.

Unemployed people who are not in 
active labour market programmes are 
not allowed to serve sentences with 
electronic tagging; the person in ques-
tion must engage in some formal activ-
ity. Offenders serving sentences with 
electronic tags may continue to work, 
study or follow active labour market 
programmes in the normal way, but 
they may not leave their homes to vis-
it friends or for other similar reasons.

Offenders are not allowed to drink 
alcohol or take euphoric drugs, they 
must participate in a crime preven-
tion programme, and they must accept 

that the Danish Prison and Probation 
Service makes unannounced visits 
to check compliance with the rules 
for serving sentences with electronic 
tagging. Failure to comply with these 
regulations means immediate transfer 
to a prison or other places of deten-
tion to serve the remainder of the sen-
tence.

Of the 471 electronic tag sentenc-
es begun within one year of the 2006 
reform, when the programme was ex-
panded to cover offenders under 25 re-
gardless of the type of crime they had 
committed, 52 arrangements were in-
terrupted before completion, corre-
sponding to 11 percent. And of the 668 
electronic tags issued within one year 
of the 2008 reform, when the age re-
quirement was removed, 83 arrange-
ments were broken off prematurely, 
corresponding to 13 percent.

Rules for electronic tags
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Offenders convicted of violent crimes may 
benefit from not going to prison for only 
a very short time. This is the surprising 
finding of a new study.

The results of the study indicate that 
those who remain in prison a little long-
er – all else being equal – have a better 
chance of finding a job subsequent to their 
release, and of earning higher pay.

The study compared unemployment 
and earned income among offenders in 
the years after their release.

Specifically, comparisons were made 
between two groups of men aged 18-45 
who had committed minor acts of vio-
lence (under Section 244 of the Danish 
criminal code) before and after a reform 
in 2002 that increased the sentences for 
such crimes. The types of violence includ-
ed punching, biting, or kicking, typically 
in connection with domestic or street vio-
lence. While the average increase in sen-
tences under the new sentencing guide-
lines was only 7 days, many individuals 

who would previously have served only 
one month in prison served two months 
after the reform.

The study shows that the reform affect-
ed offenders’ chances of finding work and 
of earning a good income.

Lower unemployment 
and higher pay
Before their convictions, the two groups 
of offenders exhibited the same levels of 
unemployment. However, after serving 
their sentences, the members of the group 
that had served the longer sentences were 
more frequently employed than those sen-
tenced to shorter terms of imprisonment. 
Three years after release, the level of un-
employment was 25 percent among those 
convicted after the reform. While this was 
admittedly a high rate of unemployment, 
the level of unemployment among those 
convicted before the reform was 33 per-
cent three years after realese.

There were also differences in the av-
erage earnings of the two groups. Three 
years after release, those convicted before 
the reform – and who thus received slight-
ly shorter sentences – earned just under 
DKK 9,500 per month on average before 
tax. The corresponding amount for those 
convicted after the reform – and who thus 
served slightly longer sentences – was 
DKK 10,500. The amounts have been cor-
rected for inflation and are thus fully com-
parable.

Same types of offenders, but 
different punishments
It is often difficult to investigate how the 
length of prison sentences affects convict-
ed offenders after serving their sentences. 
This is due to considerable differences 
among people who receive long and short 
sentences. The problem does not arise in 
this study, since the change in the sen-
tencing guidelines in 2002 created a situ-
ation where people with the same charac-
teristics received different sentences.

One problem that does arise, howev-
er, is that the two groups compared in the 
study completed their sentences at differ-
ent times. Consequently, there is a risk 

Violent offenders fare worse after very short prison 
sentences than after slightly longer ones

Figure 2

Proportions of convicted offenders who were unemployed before and 

after prison

Source: The rockwool FoundaTion reSearch uniT

In the figure above, point 0 on the x axis represents the time at which a given 

person entered prison. -1 indicates one year before the time of entering prison, 

-2 indicates two years, and so on. Time served in prison is not included in the 

figure, so 0 also indicates the time of release. 1 indicates one year after the 

time of release, 2 indicates two years, and so on.
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that differences between the groups are 
simply reflections of differences in the 
economic cycle and its effects on the la-
bour market.

The main results of the study are based 
on a comparison of people who were sen-
tenced within periods of 18 months before 
and 18 months after the reform. This pe-
riod of 36 months – three years – makes 
the results of the study vulnerable to the 
effects of changes in the economic cycle.

In order to control for differences in 
the state of the labour market, the period 
studied can be reduced to six months be-
fore and after the reform. In this setup the 
risk of the two groups being affected by 
differences in labour market conditions is 
much lower.

This check gives no indication that 
the differences in unemployment between 
the two groups were due to changes in 
the labour market. However, differences 
in the economic cycle may explain part  
– though not all – of the differences in 
earned income.

Effects of term of imprisonment
The fact that criminals convicted of vio-
lent crimes have a stronger affiliation 
with the labour market if they remain in 
prison a little longer may result from them 
drawing greater benefit from the positive 
factors associated with a term of impris-
onment.

A longer term of imprisonment might 
have both negative and positive effects on 
the labour market opportunities for the 
offender, insofar as prison itself can have 
positive and negative effects.

On the negative side, an offender sent 
to prison faces the risk of losing his job, 
because he has to remain in prison. The 
offender may also lose professional and 
personal skills and sections of his net-
work, because he cannot maintain these 
during the period of imprisonment. Final-
ly, the offender has a prison sentence on 
his criminal record, which may make it 
harder to find a job after release.

On the other hand, a period in prison 
can have a positive effect on the labour 
market attachment of an offender. In pris-
on, inmates have access to therapy for 
abuse and to professional help in deal-
ing with anger issues. They may increase 
their educational level, engage in other 
routine occupations, and receive support 
in connection with their forthcoming re-
lease. The last point, where a longer sen-

tence provides better opportunities for 
the authorities to prepare to support the 
offender on release, may be particularly 
important in this context. All the points 
listed above are aimed at meating the im-
prisoned offenders function better in so-
ciety after their sentences. Slightly long-
er prison sentences allow more time for 
these things. Furthermore, a longer pris-
on sentence may have a greater deterrent 
effect that will have an impact on behav-
iour after release.

However, this study does not allow us 
to conclude that all offenders sentenced 
to prison would benefit from staying im-
prisoned a little longer. The study does 
not concern longer prison sentences in 
general, and does not tell if longer prison 
sentences would produce the same posi-
tive effect for people convicted of serious 
crimes of violence or crimes against prop-
erty. This is both because these criminals 
are different types of people with different 
characteristics, backgrounds and motiva-
tions, and because the punishments for 
these types of crime differ significantly 
from the punishments that form the basis 
for this study, and may thus work through 
entirely different mechanisms.

Only the punishment was different

It is often difficult to determine how the type and length 
of the sentence affects the convicted offender, because 
there are typically significant differences between peo-
ple who are sent to prison and those who are not. These 
differences consist in part of observable characteristics, 
such as education and age, and it is possible to control 
for such differences. However, there are also charac-
teristics which are more difficult to measure, such as 
personality, motives and temperament. These cannot be 
taken into account in an analysis. Many of these unob-
servable differences will often be reflected both in the 
crime itself – and consequently in the severity of the 
sentence – and also in the life of the offender subsequent 
to the completion of the sentence. Thus, it is not possible 
to be certain whether differences found in rate of unem-
ployment or earned income after serving a sentence are 
due to differences in the sentence types and lengths or to 
differences among the offenders themselves.

When the sentencing guidelines chan ge, as happened 
in Denmark in 2002, or a new form of sentence – such as 
the use of electronic tagging – is introduced, the change 
can indirectly be a great help to research. Some reforms 
such as these create situations where the people and of-
fences are the same, and only the punishment varies.
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Unemployed people who participate in ac-
tive labour market programmes (ALMPs) 
commit less crime than other unemployed; 
and the earlier the unemployed enter the 
program, the less crime they commit.

This is found in a study on the effect 
of ALMPs on crime among uninsured un-
employed.

The analysis exploits a series of labour 
market policy reforms that were imple-
mented in the 1990s, and the programmes 
implemented before those reforms in the 
former Danish municipality of Farum. 
All the above changes meant that unin-
sured unemployed people had to partici-
pate in ALMPs earlier than others. Farum 
required uninsured unemployed of all age 
groups to participate in ALMPs from the 
beginning of 1987. In the rest of Denmark, 
the reforms implemented from 1990 on-
ward gradually raised the age limit of the 
group that had to participate in ALMPs, 
and from the start of the new millennium 
all uninsured unemployed people under 
the age of 30 were obliged to enter ALMPs 
shortly after they became unemployed.

Activation from day one
The study of the effect of ALMPs on crim-
inality among the young unemployed is 
primarily based on the special ALMP in-
troduced in Farum towards the end of the 
1980s. All Farum residents who applied 
for welfare benefits were immediately en-

rolled in ALMPs where attendance every 
weekday was mandatory for the entire du-
ration of the unemployment.

This immediate ALMP was launched 
in Farum in 1987, and was fully imple-
mented in 1991 for all unemployed recipi-
ents of welfare benefits in the municipali-
ty. After 1997, ALMPs in Farum and in the 
rest of Denmark grew progressively more 
similar, but before that time immediate 
ALMP was generally not used elsewhere 
in Denmark. This special situation pro-
vides a good research basis to study how 
participation in ALMPs affects crime.

In the study, two comparisons were 
made between different groups of men 
aged 18-30. First, crime among men with-
out unemployment insurance (regardless 
of whether or not they were unemployed) 
who lived outside Farum was compared 
with crime among an equivalent group 
who lived in Farum. The group who lived 
outside Farum committed an average of 
13 offences per 100 persons per year. The 
group who lived in Farum committed an 
average of 9 offences per year per 100 per-
sons. This is equivalent to a crime rate 
that was 34 percent lower among the Far-
um resident group. Before Farum began 
its new ALMP, the two groups of men ex-
hibited roughly the same levels of crime.

Second, a group of vulnerable men aged 
18-30 living in Farum, and thus subject to 
ALMP when unemployed after 1987, was 
compared with an equivalent group living 
outside Farum. The ‘vulnerable’ are de-
fined as those who have been dependent 
on welfare benefits for at least 75 percent 
of a given month. The comparison showed 
that the vulnerable that did not immediate 
enrol in ALMPs committed 76 criminal of-
fences per 100 persons, while the rate for 
those who enrolled immediately in ALMPs 
was 52 offences per 100 persons. This cor-
responds to a fall of 32 percent.

Several explanations
ALMPs thus lead to less crime among 
those attending the programmes. The 
analysis tests four possible explanations 
of why the programmes should have a 
positive effect on the crime rate.

First, criminologists agree that unem-
ployed people who obtain work commit 

Active labour market programmes result in lower crime

Table 3

Average annual number of crimes (per 100 people) among men 

without unemployment insurance aged 18-30

Notes: ‘All’ indicates all men aged 18-30, regardless of whether or not they have experienced unem-
ployment. ‘Vulnerable’ individuals are those who had been dependent on state benefits for a mini-
mum of 75% of a month. Numbers of crimes are rounded to the nearest whole number.

Source: The rockwool FoundaTion reSearch uniT

Immediate ALMPs results in lower crime. For example, vulnerable unemployed 

persons who were required to join ALMPs immediately committed 24 fewer 

criminal acts per year and per 100 persons than men who were not immedi-

ately sent to join the programmes. This corresponds to a fall in crime of 32%.

  no immediate alMPs immediate alMPs Percentage difference

all 13 crimes 9 crimes - 34%

Vulnerable 76 crimes 52 crimes - 32%



News from the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit · January 2013 11

less crime. One reason is that employed 
people have more to lose by offending, 
and that being at a workplace exposes 
people to social norms that may be less 
pronounced during unemployment (for 
example, that theft is not acceptable).

The analysis supports the hypothesis 
that unemployed people who find work 
commit less crime. Part of the positive 
effect of ALMPs on crime is attributable 
to the fact that some of the unemployed 
obtain employment. However, the study 
also shows that the programmes have an 
equally large relative effect, and a larger 
absolute effect, on crime among the vul-
nerable unemployed, who typically tend 
not to find work. Thus the first explana-
tion– that the unemployed find work – is 
not sufficient in itself.

A second potential explanation is that 
participation in ALMPs increase benefit 
levels (if, for example, they enter into a 
special agreement with a private firm), 
and that this increase in income reduces 
crime, by reducing the temptation or need 
to steal. However, controlling for income 
in the analyses does not alter the conclu-
sions and the study may reject this expla-
nation in this context

Time and attitudes
A third possible explanation is that crime 
is less prevalent among people in ALMPs 
because the programs reduce time avail-
able for crime.

Finally, it might be thought – as a 
fourth possible explanation – that partici-
pation in ALMPs affects people’s lifestyle 
or attitudes.

In order to investigate the third and 
fourth possible explanations, the study 

exploited information from the Danish 
criminal records concerning the days 
on which offences were committed. It is 
the first time such an approach has been 
used. With this information, it is possible 
to see whether offences were committed 
on weekdays or at weekends. If the crime 
rate among those in ALMPs falls, we can-
not dismiss the explanation that the pro-
grammes leave less time for crime. A low-
er crime rate during weekends supports 
the explanation that activation affects per-
sonality and lifestyles.

The study showed that crime among 
ALMP participants was lower both on 
weekdays and at weekends. Thus the fall 
in crime does not only result from a reduc-
tion in time available for criminal acts. 
The lifestyle of participants was also af-
fected. Even though ALMPs does not en-
croach on free time at weekends, partici-
pants committed less crime on Saturdays 
and Sundays than non-participants.

Early activation reduces crime
ALMPs reduce crime, and the earlier pro-
grams begin, the greater the effect. Av-
erage annual crime rates are markedly 
higher among those who, if unemployed, 
must wait for program participation, than 
among those participating from day one.

Crime varies with age, but if we con-
sider, for example, men aged 29, the com-
parison shows that crime was 4 % high-
er among those who had to wait a month 
after becoming unemployed to enter 
ALMPs compared to those who entered 
a programme on the first day of unem-
ployment. And among those who had to 
wait six months for programmes to begin, 
crime was 24% higher.
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The conclusion that intensive active la-
bour market programmes (ALMPs) reduce 
crime among the uninsured unemployed 
(see ‘Active labour market programmes 
results in lower criminality’ on p. 10) 
also applies to the insured unemployed 
– al though this group commits very little 
crime in any case. This was shown in a 
labour market experiment conducted in 
2005-06 in the then existing Danish coun-
ties of Storstrøm and Sønderjylland.

The experiment, named ‘Quick off the 
mark’ (Hurtigt i gang), involved approxi-
mately 5,000 unemployment benefit recip-
ients who were randomly allocated to one 
of two groups. One group received stand-
ard ALMPs, whereas the other received a 
more intensive package.

The real aim of ‘Quick off the mark’ 
was to test whether intensive programmes 
affect job search behaviour among the un-
employed. However, it is also possible to 
use the experiment to study something 
entirely different – namely, whether the 
two types of programmes affected partici-
pants’ criminal behaviour.

Such a study reveals that the unem-
ployed allocated to the more intensive pro-
gramme committed half as many criminal 
offences as those allocated to the standard 
programme.

During unemployment, the group sub-
jected to the intensive programme com-
mitted a total of 10 criminal offences. An 
equal-sized group subjected to the normal 
programme committed 18 criminal of-
fences during their unemployment.

Insured unemployed commit less 
crime
Of particular interest is the fact, that the 
reduced crime was achieved among a 
group of people who exhibited very little 

criminal behaviour in the first place.
While the results reported in the ar-

ticle ‘Active labour market programmes 
result in lower criminality’ on p. 10 con-
cerned the uninsured unemployed, the 
experiment in 2005-06 involved the in-
sured unemployed. Importantly, unin-
sured unemployed commit significantly 
more crime than the insured.

This questions the value of using extra 
activation effort with the insured group as 
crime prevention.

However, even a single criminal act 
generates costs for the victim, for the 
criminal and for society. From that per-
spective, any reduction in crime among 
the insured unemployed must be seen as 
a positive side-effect of the more intensive 
activation effort.

Controlling for differences
The results express the actual crime com-
mitted by the two groups.

However to ensure that the different 
crime levels resulted from the different 
levels of ALMPs, and not, for example, 
from differences between the two groups, 
we controlled for other differences in the 
study.

Two differences between the groups 
were in fact discovered despite their ran-
dom allocation to groups. There were 
more immigrants and more people in old-
er age groups in the group of unemployed 
people who received more intensive acti-
vation input. Second, one of the results of 
the more intensive ALMPs was that the 
unemployed people in that group found 
jobs more quickly.

Even after controlling for these differ-
ences, however, the significant difference 
in crime between the two groups persist-
ed.

An ALMP experiment cuts crime among the insured 
unemployed
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New research on the significance of 
sentence forms and crime prevention.
The first part of this newsletter focused 
on the effects of some important reforms 
in sentence types and sentence length for 
minor crimes.

We focused on how the reforms af-
fected income and dependence on welfare 
benefits after serving a sentence. Where 
data on crime was available, we further-
more studied the effect of alternative 
types of sentences on recidivism.

It is never the aim of short or long sen-
tences to damage the future life prospects 
of the offender. On the contrary, the de-
clared aim is to prevent this from happen-
ing, and this factor has been emphasised 
as a specific reason for introducing new 
ways of serving sentences, namely elec-
tronic tagging and community service.

Enabling the offender to live a normal 
life after serving a sentence is an aim in 
itself, but it is also considered important 
for reducing recidivism.

Thus, when evaluating how a particu-
lar sentence type affects the lives of of-
fenders, a focus on labour market out-
comes comes natural.

The second part of the newsletter fo-
cused on evaluations of the crime preven-
tion effect of active labour market pro-
grammes (ALMPs). We presented analy-
ses of the effects on both insured and un-

insured unemployed. The first group ex-
hibited a far lower rate of crime than the 
other.

The saying that ‘the devil finds work 
for idle hands to do’ is more than just an 
aphorism. The fear that idleness encour-
ages antisocial and self-destructive be-
haviour has always played a part in for-
mulating social policy – particularly in 
former times – but it has also been a fac-
tor in more recent Danish social and la-
bour market policies. Given the exten-
sive Danish emphasis on ALMPs in recent 
decades, it seems natural to investigate 
whether the programmes has had any ef-
fect on, for example, antisocial behaviour 
such as crime.

The results reported in both parts of 
the newsletter thus constitute an empiri-
cal contribution to the current debate on 
judicial and social policies, just as they 
elucidate the effects of reforms of recent 
years.

ALMPs help prevent crime
The studies show that ALMPs have a pre-
ventative effect on crime.

We found that the programmes reduce 
the crime rate, and that the sooner activa-
tion begins, the greater the effect. In ab-
solute terms, the preventative effect on 
crime is greatest for the most marginal-
ised labour market group, i.e. young men 

‘Quick off the mark’ was an experi-
ment conducted by the Danish Na-
tional Labour Market Authority in the 
counties of Storstrøm and Sønderjyl-
land from November 2005 to March 
2006. The aim was to establish wheth-
er more intensive ALMPs would affect 
the job search behaviour of insured 
unemployed.

The experiment involved random-
ly allocating each person who became 
unemployed during the period of the 
experiment into one of two groups. 
The first group received normal 
ALMPs. The other group received pro-

grammes that differed from the nor-
mal procedure in several respects. For 
example, they were required to meet 
more frequently with their case work-
ers, they were required to participate 
in a two-week job search course, and 
they were obliged to start their partic-
ipation in an activation scheme at an 
earlier stage.

SFI, the Danish National Centre for 
Social Research, studied the employ-
ment effect of the experiment. The re-
sults showed that the intensive pro-
gram increased exits to employment 
by between 20 and 30 percent.

‘Quick off the mark’

Summary and conclusions
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who are highly dependent on welfare ben-
efits. The results also show – rather sur-
prisingly – that the unemployed in the 
programmes change their behaviour not 
only on the days when they are attending 
activation activities, but also at weekends.

The crime prevention effect seems to 
be a general phenomenon, in that it is also 
found among insured unemployed. Peo-
ple in this category commit relatively lit-
tle crime, but even so activation reduces 
the crime rate amongst this group as well.

New types of sentences
With regards to effects in the other area 
– the significance of various sentencing 
reforms on offenders’ subsequent relation-
ship to the labour market – the results 
were as follows.

Offenders who were given the choice 
to serve their sentences with electronic 
tagging were less dependent on social se-
curity benefits after sentence completion. 
For comparable groups, dependency on 
welfare benefits was reduced by one third 
among those who were convicted at a time 
when it was possible to serve sentences at 
home wearing an electronic tag. Instead 
of an average of nine and a half weeks 
of welfare benefit dependency during the 
first year after completing their sentence, 
those who served their sentences after the 
introduction of electronic tagging depend-
ed on welfare benefits for only six weeks 
on average.

Another finding from the study was 
that people who completed their sen-
tences in the form of community service 
fared better in relation to the labour mar-
ket than those sent to prison. They were 
unemployed for less time on average, and 
earned more when employed. The study 
also showed that there was no signifi-
cant difference in recidivism between the 
two groups. There were some indications 
that people who were convicted of minor 
crimes of violence or petty theft and who 
were sentenced to community service in-
stead of imprisonment were less likely to 

re-offend during the first year after serv-
ing their sentences.

These results demonstrate that the sen-
tencing reforms have not only helped to 
alleviate the problem of overcrowding in 
Danish prisons, but that they have also 
achieved another of their original goals 
– as described in the preparatory docu-
ments resulting from the work of the Par-
liamentary Judiciary committee – of im-
proving the relationship of offenders to 
the labour market.

While these two studies describe the 
effects of alternative ways of serving pris-
on sentences, the third study reported 
here focuses on a specific aspect of prison 
sentences, namely their length. The study 
reveals that people sentenced to prison for 
minor crimes of violence fare worse after 
their release if they receive a very short 
prison sentence than if they are impris-
oned for a slightly longer period.

It is important to note, however, that 
this study does not necessarily provide 
grounds for concluding that longer prison 
sentences generally produce a better rela-
tionship with the labour market. This is a 
very specific result that concerns only the 
relatively short sentences given for minor 
crimes of violence.

Two important functions
The focus of this newsletter was on the 
effects of alternative forms of sentence on 
the subsequent relationship of offenders 
to the labour market, and on the crime 
prevention effects of ALMPs for the unem-
ployed.

However, the studies reported do not 
consider two functions of punishment 
that are often thought of as being the 
most important. These are, first, that pun-
ishment should deter potential offenders 
from committing crimes, and second, that 
punishment should relate to the sense of 
justice of the community – that the nature 
and extent of punishment should fit the 
nature of the offence committed.
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