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ABSTRACT

Key findingsand perspectivesfrom arel gpse study
of correctional clientsinthe Nordic countriesare
presented and discussed. Thefindingsare based
on data from national computer registers of
correctional offenders. Methodologically, a
common definition of reoffending, a common
observation period and ashared classification of
offender groups are applied. Selected national
differencesare pointed out and discussed. Inthe
atidleitisargued that theoverd| nationd differences
in reoffending rates mainly reflect the national
differencesinthecrimina sanction systems, suchas
thedistribution and theproportion of principa crime
type groups serving in prison compared to those
serving community sanctions, and differencesinrisk
of committing new offences. Thelatter isclearly
reflected by the different percentages of previous
prison sentencesamong different offender groups
in prisonand probation. Except for traffic offences,
intotd, al crimetypegroupsreoffended moreoften
to adifferent primary crimetypethantheorigina
offence. Thisstrongly indicatesthat mogt reoffenders
seem to have comprehensive crime problemsthat
have to be addressed. Some consequences for
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policy makingwhenit comesto nationd expectations
on general reductions in recidivism are also
commented on, aswell assomefuture perspectives.
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INTRODUCTION

Recidivismisdefined and measured differently, and
this creates a problem when comparing national
reoffending ratesbetween nations. Thisstudy isa
product of ayearlong collaboration between agroup
of researchersand gatisticiansfrom the correctiona
sarvicesin Denmark, Finland, [celand, Norway and
Sweden. The purpose of the collaboration wasto
overcome national hindrances in comparing
recidivism dueto differencesin sentencing practice
and thevariouswaysrecidivismwasmessured and
reported, trying to agreeon at least someminimum
common requirementsnecessary inorder todoan
approximatecomparison. | will present and discuss
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somekey findingsand perspectivesfromthisrelapse
study of correctiona clientsintheNordic countries
(Graunbgl et a, 2010). | will also present and
discuss some new points related to the case of
Norway. Generally themost important findingis
probably how the study demonstratesthat national
differencesin reoffending rates among different
offender groupsreflect nationa differencesinthe
crimina sanction systemsand the proportion of risk
groupsserving in prison compared to those serving
intheprobation. Inherently, datafrom the study
also draw attention to some unanticipated
consequencesand theneed for moderationin policy
making regarding expectations as to what is
achievable on anational level when it comesto
reductionsin recidivism, especially in an era of
continuoudy increasingtheuse of prisondternatives
at theexpense of increasingly troubled prisons.

METHODS

National computer registersarethe sourcesfor this
analysisof reoffending. Irrespective of national
differencesindefining recidivism, reoffending figures
inthisstudy are based on acommon definition of
reoffending defined by the research group.
Consequently, equally long observation periods of
two years and a shared classification of
approximately similar offender groupsare applied.
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Thecorrectiona clienteleinthe Nordic countries
aredividedinto five offender groups: Prisoners,
community service, conditional sentence with
supervision, conditional sentence with treatment
(including programmes) and e ectronic monitoring.
Thelatter four groups are for simplistic reasons
lumped into one category labelled “community
sanctions(CS)” or “probationers’. A central object
of the study isto present and discussreoffending
rates among those rel eased from prison compared
to thosewho served acommunity sanctionin 2005.
Relapse is defined as a new prison sentence or
community sanction that becamelegally binding
within two years of release from prison or from
commencement of thecommunity sanctionin 2005.
Put differently, suspended sentencesand finesare
excluded from therelapse definition. Secondly, at
least oneact of reoffending must havetaken place
after release from prison or after starting a
community sanctionin2005. Thelatter criterionis
importantinorder toavoid counting falserecidivigts
and consequently reporting overstated reoffending
rates. Thisisacommon source of error in many
rel apse studies based on new convictions.” The
survey comprisesatotal of dmost 60,000 offenders
intheNordic countries. Table 1 showsthe number
of offendersincluded inthisstudy divided by type
of sentence.”
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Thework representsanimportant pioneering effort
asthereareno previous rel apse studiesthat report
and analysereoffendinginthecorrectiona services
inaNordic comparative perspective. A word of
caution about the applicability of the survey is
necessary: Theresults cannot be used to predict
the effects of various measures delivered to the
offenderswhile serving their sentences, but on the
other hand it cannot beruled out that such national
differences may have contributed to the overall
reoffending rates. Other external factorsmay aso
have contributed to the differencesin reoffending
rates between the Nordic countries, such asclear
up ratesfor criminal casesand the capacity to deal
with theminthe police and the courts, aswell as
changesinthelivesof theoffenders. Besides, there
isno standardized risk assessment instrument inany
of theNordic countriesthat might haveinfluenced
therecruitment of offenderstothevariouscategories
of clientsand their reoffending rates. Recruitment

Young age is awell-known risk factor (see e.g.
Hirschi and Gottfredson, 1983), and about onethird
of al Nordic clientsunder the age of twenty-one
relapsed. Even so, offenders under the age of
twenty-onecongtituted only 12%of al clients which
reducestheir effect on total national reoffending
rates. Themost significant variablesexplaining
differencesin the national reoffending rates are
previous prison sentence and different distribution
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reflectsamixture of nationa lawsand regulations
and judgement by membersof staff.

MAIN RESULTS AND DISCUSSION OF
NATIONAL DIFFERENCES

The purpose of thisarticleisto illuminate some
essentia findings. Table2 showsthemain results
of thesurvey, i.e. percentages of new sentencesfor
released sentenced prisonersversusCS, aswell as
thenational total percentagesfor all clientsadded
together. The table shows that Norway has the
lowest overal reoffending rateamong offendersin
theNordic countries. Withintwo years, afifth of all
those released from prison and those who started
serving acommunity sanctionin Norway incurred a
new conviction that had to be served in the
correctiona services. Intheother Nordic countries
theoverdl reoffending ratevariesfrom 24%to 31%.

of principal crime types with different risk of
committing new offencesamong thedientsin prison
or probation. Table 3 specifies the national
reoffending rates for the different categories of
probationers. Except for Iceland, in which
community servicewasthe only optionin 2005,
there are minor differences within the Nordic
countriesin the overall reoffending rate among
probationers.
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Nevertheless, thereisalargevariationin risk of
committing new offences among the groups of
offendersin the probation services, among which
thereoffending ratea so variescorrespondingly, cf.
Table 3. Thisisclearly demonstrated if we, for
instance, comparethe Norwegian and the Swedish
offenders sentenced to community service. The
Norwegian offenders sentenced to community
service show the second highest reoffending rate
compared to those who serve other forms of
community serviceintheother Nordic countries.
Thisisprimarily explained by thefact that inNorway
this offender group has a significantly higher
proportion of clientswith apreviousprison sentence
than those serving community ordersin the other
countries. The percentage of offenders with a
previous prison sentence among the Norwegian
offenderssarving acommunity sentenceispracticaly
thesameasfor released prisoners. 1nboth groups
thefigureisapproximately onefourth measuredfive
years back in time prior to the commencement of
the sanction in 2005. This shows that previous
prison sentenceisnot acrucia obstaclewhenthe
courtsdecidewhether an offender in Norway should
be given acommunity sentence.

In other words, the Norwegian courts’ willingness
toimpose anoncustodial sentencein caseswhere
theoffender isan ex-prisoner, ishigher thantheother
countries, hence contributing to higher reoffending
ratesthanwould otherwisebethecase. Incontrast,
only four percent of the Swedish offendersserving
community servicehaveprevioudy served aprison
sentence. Not surprisingly this offender group
showsthelowest reoffending rate of all offender
groupsintheNordic countries, i.e. nine percent.

The study also showsthat national differencesin
reoffending rates among offendersareinfluenced
by national differencesin the use of suspended
sentences with no correctional conditions.
Suspended sentencesare believed to bethe closest
aternativeto conditional sentenceswith supervison
or other terms administered by the probation
service. Thesizeof the offender groupsand the
distribution of principal crimetypesamong those
receiving merely suspended sentencesvary greetly
between the countries, indirectly affecting the
composition of offender groupsin the correctional
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sarvicesand their reoffending rates. Figure1 shows
the proportion of suspended sentences passed by
the courtsintheNordic countriesin 2005inrelaion
toall correctional sentences passed by the courts
sameyear. Suspended sentencesamount toalittle
morethan haf in Finland, whereasin Sweden such
sentences condtitute only onefifth. Inother words,
Sweden seemsto have* absorbed” amuch wider
group of offenders into their probation service
compared to e.g. Finland. More than half of all
clientsin the Swedish correctional servicesserve
their sentencesin the probation service.

Furthermore, in Finland more than half of all
suspended sentences are imposed for traffic
offences, mostly drunk driving. Moreover, within
the Finnish correctional system almost half of all
drunk driverswill servein prison. However, only
onethird of al offendersserving traffic crimesin
Sweden will servetheir sentencein prison, while
twothirds—alargegroup of low risk traffic offenders
—will serveaprobation order, mainly electronic
monitoring or community service. Consequently,
such differencesinthedigtribution of principa crime
types among correctional clients contribute to
nationa differencesin reoffending ratesfor prisons
versus probation.

Offenders sentenced for thefts show generally the
highest reoffending ratesinal thecountries. Table
4 and Table 5 show reoffending ratesfor prisoners
versus probationersin different principal crime
types, and Table6 add up dl offendersintheNordic
countries.

On averageamost half of all offenders sentenced
for theftintheNordic countriesreoffended (cf. Teble
6), but the national proportion of them differsboth
in prison and probation. For example, released
offenderssentenced for theft constituted 18% of all
released prisonersin Swedenin 2005. Incontrast,
Norway had the smallest population of released
offenders sentenced for thefts, 12%, thus
contributing to the generally low reoffending rate
for prisonersin Norway. In Sweden actualy 61%
of released prisoners sentenced for thefts
reoffended, cf. Table 4.
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Figure 1. The relationship between suspended sentences versus prison sentences and CSin 2005.
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Table 4. Percentages of reoffending within two years per principal crime type
among released prisoners in the Nordic countries in 2005.

. benmark Finland Iéela; nd Norway Sweden
Violence 28 32 33 18 34
Drugs 26 22 7 23 48
Thefts 39 48 44 48 61
Robbery 36 43 50 22 40
Sex 8 11 0 3 8
Economic 25 28 20 21 32
Traffic 27 42 36 8 42
Other 24 25 0 12 40
Total 29 36 27 20 43

On the other hand, Norway had the biggest
proportion of low risk traffic offenders released from
prison—30% (n=2617) of all released sentenced
prisoners (n = 8788), of which roughly ninety
percent had no previous prison conviction. One
third of released prisoners for traffic crimes in
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Norway were sentenced for speeding only. Hence
the reoffending rate for released prisoners for traffic
crimes in Norway was not quite unexpectedly only
eight percent, compared to Finland’s and Sweden’s
rates of 42 percent.
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The survey also reveals that Norway chooses
imprisonment more often than the other countries,
bothinrelation to general population and whenit
comesto choosing between prison and probation.
74% of the correctional clientsin Norway in 2005
were prisoners, whilein Sweden the percentagewas
44. When comparingthisevidencewiththegenerdly
low reoffending rate among rel eased prisonersin
Norway, the political and empirical conditionsfor
increased use of aternativesto imprisonment seem
advantageousin Norway, especialy for low risk
offenders, such asfirst-timers sentenced to prison
for traffic offences. However, if al released traffic
offendersin Norwegian prisonsin 2005 dternatively
served their prison sentencein probation, leaving
therest of the prison population asit was, theoverall
percentage of reoffending among released prisoners
in Norway in 2005 would increase with five
percentage points. Currently this category of
prisonersisgradualy being diverted from prisonto
dternativesanctionsin Norway, primarily electronic
monitoring. In 2011, 1064 el ectronic monitoring
casesstarted serving in Norway, compared to none
in 2005, and themgjority of those serving eectronic
monitoring aretraffic offenders. Anunexpected
but likely consequence of thispolitically desired
development would beagenerd higher reoffending
ratefor prisonersand most likely ahigher share of
moretroubled prisoners. However, | do not wish
toimply that thisconsequenceisunacceptable. The
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dternativeistheunnecessary imprisoning of alarge
group of sentenced people with a low risk of
reoffending.

Thereisnaurdly somevariationinreoffendingrates
among crimetypesfrom country to country, butin
total robbery and drugs succeed thefts as the
principa crimegroupswith the highest reoffending
rates. Theaveragereoffendingratefor dl theNordic
countriestogether was 27%. Interestingly, Table 6
also discloses an unexpected observation about the
proportion of offenderswho did not reoffend tothe
sameprincipal crimetype.

Except for traffic crimes, wherealittle more than
haf of al reoffendersreoffendedtothesameprimary
crimetype, intota al other groupsreoffended more
often to adifferent primary crime type than the
original offence. Surprisingly thisiseventhecase
with sex and economic crimes, wherethreequarters
or moreof thereoffendersactualy reoffendedtoa
different primary crimetype. Thisindicatesthat most
reoffenders seem to have comprehensive crime
problems that have to be addressed and the
worthwhileness of targeting special categoriesof
offence such asdrugs or sex seems questionable.
For example a lot of cognitive behavioural
programmestarget specific crimeproblemsinwhich
case sentenced crimetypeisan important criterion
of recruitment to the programme.
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Asmentioned earlier, themajority of correctional

clients in Sweden serve their punishment in
probation, whereas only one fourth of the
Norwegian clientsdo so.” When large groups of
sentenced personswith alow reoffending risk are
transferredto probation, such asin Sweden, prisons
will increasngly beleftwithamoretroubled clientde
withahigher reoffending risk, asdemonstrated by
thefact that almost half of thereleased prisonersin
Sweden are formerly sentenced to prison.
Conversely, the large group of low risk traffic
offenders among released prisoners in Norway
strongly contributed to the low reoffending rate
among released prisonersin Norway. Intotal only
approximately onefourth of released prisonersin
Norway have previoudy been sentenced to prison.
Intheother countriesthe proportion variesbetween
34%inlcelandto 59%inFinland. Theproportion
of offenders formerly sentenced to prison is
thereforethe most significant contributor to national

differencesinreoffending rates. If you compare
Table7to Table8, an earlier prison sentencetends
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to doubleor —inthe case of Sweden—eventriple
therisk of reoffending. Thedifferencesinoveral
reoffending ratesarerddively smal when comparing
national reoffending rates for those formerly
sentenced to at |east one prison sentence prior to
the prison sentence that was served in 2005 (cf.
Table7). Inall countries except Sweden thetotal
reoffending ratesaswell asthereoffending ratefor
prisonersvary around approximately 40 percent.

Correspondingly, nationd differencesinreoffending
rateseven out when we measurerecidivismamong
those with no former prison sentence prior to the
sentence served in 2005 (cf. Table 8). Norway
standsout with lower reoffending rates compared
to the other countries, which hover around twenty
percent or alittlemore. Theevenlower reoffending
rate for prisoners in Norway compared to
probationerswould equalizeif the large group of
low risk traffic offendersreleased from prison had
served their timein probation instead.
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RISK GROUPS AND NATIONAL
REDUCTIONS IN RECIDIVISM: THE
CASE OF NORWAY

The study aso givesdataon theten most dominant
risk groupsfor reoffending. In the case of Norway
they weredl previoudy sentenced to prison. Young
and middle aged persons sentenced for thefts,
serving elther short prison sentencesor community
service, wereamong the most dominant groupsin
Norway. Their reoffending ratewasfrom 50% up
to 75%. Sixty four percent of middle aged
prisoners sentenced for violence al so reoffended.
Theten most dominant risk groupswhere at | east
onethird reoffended amounted to 1307 individuals
inNorway. Altogether they constituted morethan
half of atotd recidivist popul ation of 2392 people.

Targeting these high risk groups would seem a
sensible national goal in reducing recidivism.
Generaly it seemswidely acknowledged that all
forms of treatment would be quite successful if
reconviction rates can be reduced by up to e.g.
20%. For example metaanalysesof programmes
based on cognitivebehaviourd thergpy (CBT) show
that properly designed programmes can reduce
reconviction ratesup to fifteen or perhapstwenty
percent (see e.g. Losel, 1995, Lipton, 2002,
MacKenzie, 2006). Though not very likely, if all
themembersof thedominant risk groupsin Norway
participated in any kind of effective treatment,
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whether that isprogrammeor anything el se, atwenty
percent reduction would result in 261 fewer
recidivists. 261 fewer recidivists would, on a
nationd leve, reducetheoverdl reoffending ratein
Norway with merely two percentage pointsfrom
20% to 18%. This calls for moderation when
formulating goalsor expectationsasto what can be
achieved on a nationa level when it comes to
reducing recidivism even with effective measures
targeting proper target groups. This example
illugtratesthat changesinthegenera characteristics
of the correctional population dueto changesin
crimind policy or practicearepotentially muchmore
important than treetment when it comesto explaining
nationa reoffending figuresin prison or probation.

CONCLUSION AND FUTURE
PERSPECTIVES

Themost important finding inthisstudy isthat it
demondiratesthat reoffending ratesamong different
offender groupsinsidethecorrectional servicesisa
reflection of national differencesinthe criminal
sanction system and the dispersion and the
proportion of offender groups serving in prison
compared tothoseservingintheprobation. Nationa
differencesintheproportionsof offendersformerly
sentenced to prison, serving either in prison or
probation, significantly contributesto the Nordic
differencesinoveral reoffending. Except for traffic
offences, al crimetype groups reoffended more
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often to a different primary crime type than the
original offence. Thisstrongly indicatesthat most
reoffenders seem to have comprehensive crime
problemsthat haveto beaddressed. Whenit comes
to national ambitionsor expectationsin reducing
general reoffending rates, this study also suggests
that it isimportant to berealistic and bear inmind
therdatively moderateimpact of trestment initiatives
on national, general reoffending ratescompared to
thegeneral impact of theaforementioned variables.
Theresultsin thisstudy cannot be used to predict
the effects of various measures delivered to the
offenderswhile serving their sentences, but on the
other hand it cannot beruled out that such national
differences may have contributed to the overall
reoffending rates, though the effect is probably
marginal compared to the effect on recidivism
caused by nationd differencesin thedistribution of
offender groupswith dissmilar risk of reoffending.
If measuring reoffendingisrepeated inthesameway
over theyears, it should be possibleto recognize
how genera changesin client characterigticswithin
onesanction affect reoffending ratesinothers. Thus,
when national policieschangeby introducing new
sanctions, it should be possibleto predict what will
happenwith recidivisminonegroup when offender
groupsmovefrom onesanctionto ancther, eg. from
prison to probation. The Nordic group behind this
study will continueitswork.

NOTES

When using new sentences as a criterion for
reoffending, any person who is sentenced again might
look like arecidivist, even though the act of the last
sentenced crime(s) actually may have happened at an
earlier date prior to the sentence that was initially
served. Inthiscase hewill be afalserecidivist.

A comment on notation in thisand forthcoming tables:
A hyphen (-) means “zero”. A dot (.) means “not
applicable’. A zero (0) means*“lessthan 0.5”. Electronic
monitoring was not an option in Finland, Iceland and
Norway in 2005.

Data on suspended sentences were collected from the
national bureaus of statistics in the Nordic countries.
SeeKristoffersen (2010) for more detailed descriptions
of the correctional servicesin the Nordic countries.
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