Summary

The impact of tougher sentences and measures to increase the risk
of detection when committing crimes has been widely discussed in
the public debate. One issue that is important in this context –
alongside all the ethical and moral considerations – is of course
whether harsher prison sentences and a higher risk of detection
actually result in reduced crime. However, the problem is that this
question is very difficult to answer on the basis of empirical
studies. There are plenty of studies that show positive correlations
between increased police measures and crime, and between
increased surveillance and crime. One interpretation that then
comes up in the debate is that increased police presence and more
surveillance cameras increase crime. The methodological problems
are obvious. Society often deploys police officers and cameras
where crime is most prevalent. This means that while a positive
correlation may be observed, it does not mean that the causal link
is such that increased police measures and increased surveillance
lead to increased crime.
The same problem of how to interpret the causal link arises in
studies of how changes to penalties affect crime. Individuals who
are sentenced to long terms of imprisonment tend to come from
worse backgrounds and thus also have worse future prospects than
those sentenced to short terms of imprisonment. Different
individuals are not comparable in this context and any deterrent
effect of tougher prison sentences risks being masked in the
statistics. Just like reforms that lead to an increased risk of
detection, changes to penalties may also be a consequence of
changes in crime or other factors that have caused variations in
both sentences and crime. In these cases too, the real effect of the
reform is masked.
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These statistical problems are well known. In economic
research, studies that only show correlations have been largely
abandoned. A few revolutionary essays published at the beginning
of the 1990s showed that the empirical methodology that had
previously been used was not entirely reliable. To be able to say
anything about causality, other methods have to be used.5 This
view of empirical analysis has now been fully accepted in the area
of economic research, where causality issues are taken extremely
seriously.
The aim of this report is to highlight the results of studies that
address these methodological problems using ‘exogenous
variation’. In these studies, the strategy is to imitate as far as
possible randomised experiments of the kind used in medical
research, for example, where one group – the treatment group – is
given a certain treatment and another group – the control group –
is not. If the individuals are randomly divided up into the different
groups they are the same in all other respects. This makes it
possible to make more confident statements about the causal links,
i.e., the causal effect of the treatment or, as in this case, the societal
reform.
The problem with social science studies is that they cannot, for
obvious reasons, be carried out in laboratories and it is rarely
possible to persuade decision-makers to conduct experiments.
Attempts are therefore made to use changes that arise in society in
the same way as in an experiment – ‘natural experiments’. In these
experiment-like situations, treatment could, for example, consist of
changed police measures in defined geographical areas and during
specific periods. Areas that are adjacent or in other ways similar
that have not had any ‘treatment’, i.e., changed police measures, are
therefore good control groups. By comparing the outcomes of the
two groups before and after the reform, the causal links can be
identified. The methodology in these studies gives the results
greater credibility, at least in the environment studied. It makes it
possible to evaluate the effect of a reform without risking other
societal changes influencing the results. The disadvantage of this
method is, of course, that there is no certainty as to whether or not
the results would be the same in other environments. This
5

See, for example, Card (1990), Angrist (1990) and Angrist and Kruger (1991).
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limitation should therefore be taken into consideration when
interpreting the results.
This study does not present a “meta-analysis” aimed to provide
a comprehensive picture of all previous research. In a meta-analysis
the results of various studies are pooled according to established
criteria in an attempt to present an overall effect. Instead, the
analysis in this report is based on a selective review of the empirical
literature that uses exogenous variation in the statistical analyses,
largely ignoring studies which have difficulties in isolating causal
effects. Because the number of studies using exogenous variation is
relatively small and only a few of them focus on conditions in
Sweden, it is not meaningful to integrate the results of different
types of studies into some kind of indicator that is relevant to
policy. Despite that the report cannot provide a solid foundation
for specific policy recommendations, it does provide a picture of
the progress made by empirical research in the field of law and
economics and it points to the importance of causal links being
properly analysed before conclusions are drawn and reforms are
implemented.
The report deals with studies on two specific types of measures
that are often discussed and that increase the risk of detection: an
increase in the number of police patrols and the installation of
surveillance cameras. The experiment-like situations used in these
studies arise when police officers and cameras are randomly
distributed between different geographical areas. The results show
that police patrols in areas particularly affected by crime – ‘hot
spots’ – and surveillance cameras in clearly defined areas, such as
the underground, have a deterrent effect on crime. In this respect,
the increased risk of detection consequently has an influence on
criminal activity.
Another issue addressed in the report is whether tougher prison
sentences have a deterrent effect on crime. Cross-sectional studies
comparing different countries show that there is no link between
prison sentences and crime. It is, of course, also the case that other
important variables, such as the judicial system and the education
and social insurance systems, differ between countries. This tends
to be a problem in cross-sectional studies comparing countries, and
it is unlikely that this can be remedied in a satisfactory manner as
data that could exclude all other factors is generally unavailable.
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This is why it is difficult to make any statements about causal links
on the basis of such studies.
Time series analyses that have studied the links over long
periods of time have yielded varying results. In the studies using
Swedish data, there is no correlation between imprisonment and
crime trends. Whether this means that harsher sentences do not
affect crime trends is difficult to determine from this correlation.
There may be several reasons why no link is found. One possibility
is, of course, that the deterrent effect is non-existent. Another
possibility is that long prison sentences have a deterrent effect, but
this is not great enough to be seen in the data when other factors in
society also change and possibly covary with the system of criminal
penalties over time. One other possibility is that the studies give
distorted results if tougher penalties have been introduced in times
of increased crime. In that case, a potential deterrent effect would
have been masked by the positive correlation between tougher
penalties and crime.
To identify causal links, studies use experiment-like situations,
i.e., exogenous variation in the prison sentence. For example, use is
made of the fact that sentences sometimes vary greatly, e.g. when
an individual turns 18, or situations in which changes in the system
of criminal penalties occur randomly, such as the random release of
prisoners or the random allocation of cases to judges who
systematically hand down sentences of varying severity. Some of
these studies find no or only minor deterrent effects from long
sentences, whereas others show more significant effects. The
preventive effects of tougher penalties can be divided up into
specific deterrence, i.e., the effect the punishment has on the
convicted person’s inclination to commit new crimes, and general
deterrence, i.e., the effect the punishment has on the inclination of
the general public to commit crimes. Even with this division there
are no concordant results. A number of studies find that harsher
sentences can have both a specific deterrent effect and a general
deterrent effect, whereas other studies show that there are no such
effects or that time served in prison leads to more future crime.
The relatively new research described in this report has not
previously been looked at from a Swedish perspective by
economists or criminologists. One prominent criminologist,
Daniel Nagin, recently published a number of overview articles in
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this area, partly co-authored with the economist Steven Durlauf
(Nagin 2013; Durlauf and Nagin 2011a, 2011b; Nagin et al. 2009).
These articles summaries the results of mainly American studies
that use exogenous variation. The overall conclusion is that prison
sentences essentially do not have any general or specific deterrent
effect. Along with the studies to which Nagin and Durlauf refer, I
am also including in this report a number of additional
international studies, of which some show that longer prison
sentences can have a certain deterrent effect. Nagin (2013)
recommends on the basis of his overview that resources be
transferred from the prison system to police measures. Although
my review leads to partly different results, it can be said that there
is greater consensus about the finding that police patrols deter
crime than about the finding that prison sentences do.
However, it is not certain that society wants to have more
police patrols and surveillance cameras even if they do have a
deterrent effect, as they can infringe on people’s privacy. Long
prison sentences can, of course, also be considered inhumane. So
there are costs to society in addition to the direct costs of the
measures. Therefore, strong deterrent effects are not necessarily
reason enough for implementing reforms. A key policy-related
issue is therefore whether the measures can be justified in terms of
costs to society, i.e., whether the advantages outweigh the
disadvantages. The few studies that both use exogenous variation in
their analysis and provide cost-benefit calculations for police
patrols and surveillance cameras indicate that the reforms made
have been justified in terms of costs to society. The studies dealing
with prison sentences give ambiguous results, however.
One summary conclusion of the studies described in this report
is that there is not sufficient research applying to conditions in
Sweden to be able to make confident statements about causal links.
There are some studies that analyse the effect of police patrols and
surveillance cameras using Swedish data and that place causal links
at the core, but more studies are needed to be able to draw
confident policy conclusions. Another key conclusion is that the
research is lacking to be able to give a confident answer to the
question of whether prison sentences deter crime, let alone specific
types of crime, or whether the possible advantages of sentences
outweigh the disadvantages.
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All of the studies that deal with the effect of different prison
sentences and can be used to draw conclusions about causal links
were conducted in countries that differ from Sweden in important
respects. For Sweden, the only results available so far to date are
from time series analyses. These do not show any links between
prison sentences and criminality. However, it should be noted in
this context that although the effect may be too small to be seen in
aggregate data, it is not uncommon that reforms in society have
effects that justify them.
Although there is a lack of research using exogenous variation
based on Swedish data, one conclusion is that the international
studies dealt with in the report can be used as models for Swedish
research. This is why, in my view, it would be good for institutions
and government agencies to place more focus in their future
studies and evaluations in this area on methods using exogenous
variation.
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