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Abstract

The objective is to study the nature of co-offending among individuals who 
have previously spent time together in prison. Are new contacts established 
during a prison term that then result in co-offending subsequent to release? 
This question is examined on the basis of register data relating to all individu-
als released from Swedish prisons during a 6-month period (n = 3,930). The 
data show that 2% of the group were suspected of co-offending subsequent 
to having spent time together in prison. The findings are discussed on the basis 
of theoretical perspectives focusing on trust, contacts with other offenders, 
the size of the criminal networks involved, and criminal capital.
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Introduction

The research literature contains a number of descriptions of how time spent 
in prison can take form in relation to various prison cultures (see, for exam-
ple, Bondeson, 1974; Clemmer, 1958; Goffman, 1961; Pollock, 2004; Sykes, 
1958). Among other things, discussions have focused on the ways in which 
inmates interact with one another. We also know a good deal about what 
happens during the period subsequent to a term spent in prison, particularly 
as regard the relapse of former inmates into crime (Andersson, 1991, p. 72; 
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BRÅ, 2007; Kriminalvårdsstyrelsen, 2005, p. 55-59; Kyvsgaard, 1989, p. 
100). By contrast, we know relatively little about the links between these two 
phenomena, that is, whether contacts that are established in prison lead to 
subsequent co-offending. This article will therefore study whether prisons 
are places where contacts are established for the purposes of future crimi-
nality, which has been argued to constitute a problem in Sweden, both in 
the political debate and by the Prison and Probation Service 
(Justitiedepartementet Dir., 2002, p. 90; Kriminalvårdsstyrelsen, 2000, 2001). 
The article also studies whether such contacts result in co-offending relation-
ships subsequent to inmates being released from prison.

The question of whether prisons function as schools of crime has long been 
a subject of debate and has been discussed from a variety of different perspec-
tives. These discussions have moved from a focus on moral issues to seek 
explanations for the phenomenon in psychological or criminological theories 
(Gendreau, Goggin, & Cullen, 1999; Hawkins, 1976). To take one example, 
the prison as a school of crime has been discussed in the context of explana-
tions of recidivism. In this respect, the effect of time spent in prison is viewed in 
terms of interactions with other prison inmates resulting in individuals having a 
greater knowledge about the commission of crime subsequent to a prison term 
than they did before entering the prison environment. Co-offending with other 
former inmates subsequent to time spent in prison together may be viewed as 
an additional dimension of the school of crime phenomenon. Not only do inmates 
learn new techniques for committing offences but also do they find new people 
to commit offences with subsequent to their prison term.

Another effect of the prison sanction has been discussed in terms of the 
prisonization of inmates during their term in prison. Clemmer (1958) argues 
that inmates internalize attitudes and values that are drawn from prison cul-
tures. The inmates adapt themselves to the conditions found in prisons and 
thus behave differently than they do when they are not incarcerated. Bondeson 
(1974, p. 521-527) finds that a process of prisonization occurs during inmates’ 
time in prison institutions whereby inmates are exposed to negative influ-
ences, leading to both an increase in the intensity of criminal attitudes and 
socialization into a criminal subculture. The processes of positive influence, 
such as treatment and other forms of assistance provided during the prison 
term, are overshadowed by these negative influences. If inmates become pris-
onized during their time in prison, it is also conceivable that they become 
more interested in creating new contacts for the purposes of future 
criminality.

The objective of the current article is thus to study the nature of co-offending 
among people who have spent time together in prison. The term co-offending is 
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used in this study to refer to individuals who are registered by the police as 
cosuspects in the commission of one or more offences.

Previous Research on Co-Offending
Explanations of why people choose to commit offences together with others 
have among other things been discussed in terms of benefits and risk. The ben-
efits discussed include financial benefits, status, social intercourse (Weerman, 
2003, p. 404), knowledge exchange (Felson, 2003), and a division of labor in 
connection with the offence itself (McCarthy, Hagan, & Cohen, 1998) whereas 
the risks take the form of defections on the part of intended co-offenders or 
being informed on (McCarthy et al., 1998, p. 156; Weerman, 2003, p. 407). 
These explanations suggest that individuals conduct a risk–benefit analysis 
prior to deciding whether to commit offences together with others, that is, that 
the offence is preceded by rational choices. Research has also shown that  
co-offending assumes dynamic forms, in shifting constellations of co-offenders, 
for example. According to official register data on offending, it is uncommon 
for the same individuals to be suspected of committing offences together 
repeatedly (Reiss, 1988, p. 130; Reiss & Farrington, 1991, p. 393; Sarnecki, 
1986, p. 57, 2001, p. 43). This would suggest that co-offending also occurs in 
more spontaneous forms and that the individuals involved are not necessarily 
always so calculating. It may, however, also be the case that those individuals 
who do commit offences together repeatedly know one another well, which 
might conceivably lead to them making fewer mistakes and thus not getting 
caught. This could then explain why repeat co-offending is uncommon in data 
based on registered criminality.

Previous research has shown that individuals usually commit offences both 
by themselves and together with co-offenders (Sarnecki, 1986, p. 57 & 2001, p. 
43; Reiss, 1988, p. 130; Reiss & Farrington, 1991, p. 393). In other words, it is 
rare for individuals to commit offences exclusively by themselves, or exclu-
sively together with co-offenders. Proportionally speaking, the level of offend-
ing with co-offenders decreases with age (Reiss & Farrington, 1991, p. 384). 
One reason for this may be age-related changes in individuals’ criminal careers 
(Kyvsgaard, 1998). Such changes may for example mean that individuals 
become less interested in committing offences with others, or that they shift to 
commit other types of crime which do not require the participation of more 
than one offender.

It has also been found that youths who co-offend commit offences together 
with individuals who are similar to them in terms of sex, age, residential 
neighborhood and degree of prior involvement in crime (Reiss & Farrington, 
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1991; Sarnecki, 1986, 2001, p. 65). The crime types involved are first and 
foremost minor offences when the offenders are youths. In a longitudinal study 
of males, who were aged 32 at the time for the observation, the findings showed 
however that individuals who engage in longer criminal careers commit 
offences with other males of different ages, from other residential areas and 
with varying levels of prior criminal experience (Reiss & Farrington, 1991).

The types of crime found to be common in connection with co-offending 
vary somewhat between different studies. The age and sex of the study popu-
lation, together with the crime classification employed, may all constitute 
explanations for these differences. On the basis of existing research, Weerman 
(2003, p. 399) found that drug offences, vandalism, burglary and robbery were 
common among offences where more than one offender was involved. Among 
youths, shoplifting and other theft offences have been found to be common in 
connection with co-offending (Sarnecki, 2001, p. 175), and among women the 
same is true of property offences (Koons-Witt & Schram, 2003, p. 366).

The issue of the recruitment of co-offenders has been discussed on the 
basis of a network perspective (Reiss, 1988; Sarnecki, 1986, 2001). The point 
of departure here is that groups of individuals are linked to other groups, 
which facilitates recruitment between the different groups involved. This per-
spective could also provide us with insights into why people rarely commit 
offences with the same individuals repeatedly, since increased opportunities to 
come into contact with different individuals would also increase the opportu-
nities to commit offences with several different individuals. Ianni (1975, cited 
in Tremblay, 1993, p. 24) showed that periods of imprisonment affected the 
form of networks of co-offenders to a greater extent in certain ethnic groups 
(Blacks and Puerto Ricans) than in others (Italians).

In Sweden, a number of studies have been conducted combining network 
analysis with register data on crime. Among other things, Sarnecki has studied 
youth crime in Borlänge, Stockholm, and Copenhagen (Sarnecki, 1986, 2001, 
2002). In the Stockholm study, Sarnecki found, inter alia, that individuals who 
commit offences together with others are more often suspected of offences 
than those with no registered co-offenders. He also notes that it is uncommon 
for two individuals, or for larger groups, to be suspected of co-offending 
repeatedly (Sarnecki, 2001, p. 50). The structures found in youth offending 
networks are thus not fixed; instead the relationships vary in relation to both 
their duration and intensity. On the basis of interviews conducted with youths, 
Sarnecki (2001) has also noted that youth offending is spontaneous with regard 
to both when it is that offences are committed and whom the youths commit 
offences with (p. 164). Sarnecki (1999, 2001) has also studied youths admitted 
to special approved homes in Sweden on the basis of a network perspective. 
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The results of his analysis indicate that time spent in these institutions has little 
significance for the establishment of new criminogenic relationships with 
individuals who have a history of involvement in crime.

In her doctoral dissertation, Pettersson (2002) examines supporter vio-
lence, ethnicity, and gender on the basis of a network analytical perspective. 
Roxell (2002) employs network analysis in a pilot study to examine the 
networks of gang members following a period spent in prison. Carlsson (2003) 
employs the method in the context of an evaluation of the work of the Robbery 
Squad in the Västerort district of Stockholm as a means of charting the nature 
of criminal networks. The Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention 
(BRÅ, 2005) has studied the networks of drug offenders by focusing on indi-
viduals convicted of aggravated drug offences and drug smuggling offences in 
the county of Stockholm in 2003. Among other things, these Swedish studies 
have shown that the networks examined change over time. It is rare for pairs 
of co-offenders to be registered as suspected of committing crimes together 
repeatedly. No findings are reported that might indicate that co-offending rela-
tionships are stable over time.

In summary, co-offending, perhaps unsurprisingly, has first and foremost 
been studied in the context of youth crime, and then, in particular, among 
males. Only a few studies have focused on girls and women (Koons-Witt & 
Schram, 2003; Pettersson, 2002; Sarnecki, 2004) or on adults (Reiss & Farrington, 
1991). There is also a lack of explanations as to why certain types of crime, for 
example, are more common in the context of co-offending or which focus on 
the processes by which co-offenders are chosen. The existing research on 
co-offending has primarily been based on registered offending, which may be 
one reason why there is a lack of knowledge on certain aspects of the phenom-
enon. There is also a lack of research focusing on the question of whether time 
spent in prison has any effect on co-offending among inmates in general. As has 
been mentioned, however, a pilot study focusing on gang members has been 
conducted (Roxell, 2002) and research has been published on the co-offending 
of youths admitted to special approved homes (Sarnecki, 1999).

Theoretical Points of Departure
The theoretical framework for this work is intended to assist in producing 
knowledge about and facilitating the interpretation of the co-offending of 
individuals subsequent to a period spent in prison. That is to say, the inten-
tion is to clarify what may be of significance for whether individuals com-
mit offences together subsequent to a joint period in prison. The point of 
departure employed here is a model which applies social exchange theory to the 
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co-offending phenomenon (Weerman, 2003). Some form of social exchange 
takes place when people commit a crime together. The reason individuals 
commit offences together can be assumed to lie in benefits that cannot be 
obtained if individuals were to commit offences alone. Social exchange 
theory also contains a discussion of people’s physical, economic, social, and 
psychological needs and desires (see, for example, Blau, 1964, 1994; Cook, 
1990; Homans, 1958; Tribaut & Kelley, 1959). The theory proceeds from the 
position not only that people strive to satisfy their needs and desires but also 
that they conduct cost and risk calculations. An exchange takes place when 
an individual believes that the benefit is greater than the costs and risks.

Weerman’s (2003) model has three points of departure. First, the individual 
must be willing to engage in co-offending. Second, he or she must be acces-
sible. Third, the person must appear attractive as a co-offender. In turn, these 
three points of departure are affected by a variety of factors, which the model 
specifies in terms of nine types. Four of these nine will be emphasized in the 
present context, namely trust, contacts with other offenders, the size of a crim-
inal network, and criminal capital. These are also the most relevant factors on 
the basis of the available data.

The relationship between trust and offending has been discussed in terms 
of how people relate to risks and uncertainties (von Lampe & Johansen, 2003, 
p. 3). Von Lampe and Johansen approach the issue from a variety of angles, of 
which three are relevant for the study presented here. The first of these is indi-
vidual trust. This involves experiences of people’s behaviors and character. 
The ways in which individuals have acted previously may be of significance 
for how they act in the future. In this context, prison is described as a place 
where continuous interactions make it possible to develop a view of how trust-
worthy individuals are (see also Nilsson, 2003). A third person may also func-
tion as a guarantor for another individual’s trustworthiness. The second aspect 
is trust based on reputation. This can involve reputations within the criminal 
world and reputations gleaned from the media, for example. Individuals who 
care about their reputation are associated with a greater degree of trustworthi-
ness. The third aspect relates to trust linked to various social groupings. If indi-
viduals are part of a group that is known to have certain norms or to engage in 
certain behaviors, this can become linked to an assessment of how much these 
individuals can be trusted. In summary, trust appears to be a function of both 
individual and social factors. In the register study, trust can be examined on 
the basis of whether the criminal relationships are stable. The assumption is 
then that stable networks in the form of lasting relationships require trust.

Contacts with people who have committed offences have been described by 
some scholars as a significant factor in relation to an individual’s own criminality 
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(see, for example, Sarnecki, 1986, 2001; Shaw & McKay, 1942; Sutherland, 1939; 
Warr, 2002). Such contacts are also of significance for individuals’ criminal 
careers, with people who commit many crimes more often committing 
offences with co-offenders than those who commit fewer crimes, for example 
(Reiss, 1988, p. 148). As was noted above, Sarnecki (2001, p. 42) has found 
that youths who commit offences together with others are registered more 
often for suspected offences than those with no registered co-offenders. This 
suggests that contacts with other individuals who engage in criminal activity 
increase the frequency of involvement in crime at the individual level. There 
are, however, scholars who have a completely different view of the signifi-
cance of other people for individuals’ involvement in crime (see, for example, 
Hirschi, 1969). Nilsson (2002, p. 146) found that persons who predominantly 
socialize with other offenders reoffend quicker subsequent to their prison 
term than persons who predominantly socialize with nonoffenders. In other 
words, there is previous research indicating that contacts with other offenders 
increase the frequency of both recidivism and of offending.

Prison may nonetheless be viewed as a special environment when it comes 
to contacts with other offenders. How are inmates affected by their constant 
interaction with other offenders under the special conditions that exist in pris-
ons? How are they affected, for example, by the hierarchies found in prisons? 
As has already been noted, a study by Bondeson (1974, p. 521-527) found 
evidence of a process of prisonization, whereby inmates were negatively 
affected by their time in prison, developing more criminal attitudes as a result 
and becoming socialized into a criminal subculture. Such conditions would 
be expected to promote the development of the inmates’ networks of con-
tacts. This is underlined by Alnæs (2006, p. 150) who found that prison is a 
place where new contacts are established. Thus, periods spent in prison may 
be viewed as times which provide opportunities to create contacts and which 
do so in an environment whose structural characteristics promote such con-
tacts. At the same time, prison time must be viewed as special as a result of the 
major psychological strains that inmates are commonly exposed to (Pollock, 
2004). Under such conditions, they may be expected to act and behave differ-
ently than they do during periods when they are not in prison.

The size of a criminal network affects the opportunities available to come 
into contact with potential co-offenders. We already know that co-offending 
relationships are rarely stable (BRÅ, 2005; Carlsson, 2003; Pettersson, 2002; 
Reiss, 1988; Sarnecki, 1986, 2001). This means that there is an interest in find-
ing new co-offenders. We also know that individuals who have a large number 
of co-offenders, that is, a large criminal network, are suspected of committing 
offences more often than those with no registered co-offenders (Sarnecki, 2001, 
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p. 42). The size of the network may also explain why offences are usually 
committed with different individuals because a large network produces 
greater opportunities to come into contact with different people.

Given that criminal relations are unstable, periods spent in prison constitute 
an excellent opportunity to establish new contacts for the purposes of future 
criminality. If co-offending relationships do in fact last a relatively short time, 
it would be reasonable for old relationships to be replaced with new ones that 
are established in prison. One factor that would speak against this possibility, 
however, is the spontaneous nature of crime (Sarnecki, 2001, p. 163). For 
co-offending actually to take place subsequent to a joint stay in prison, we 
would expect this to presuppose a certain level of planning, that the inmates 
be released at approximately the same time, and/or that they are interested in 
maintaining contact with one another for various reasons.

One of the central concepts employed in Hagan and McCarthy’s (1997) 
study of homeless youth in Canada is that of criminal capital. The concept 
relates to both knowledge about how crimes are committed and ways of legiti-
mizing criminal activities (p. 138). Capital in the form of knowledge and val-
ues is developed on the basis of the contacts formed in the networks of which 
individuals are a part. Hagan and McCarthy argue among other things that 
involvement in criminal networks, and the consequent acquisition of criminal 
capital, is of significance for learning certain types of crime and that it can be 
equated with processes found in the context of a more conventional life, such 
as the significance of knowledge and contacts for finding a regular job.

In the context of the current study criminal capital may be viewed as being 
of significance for the ability to establish contacts in prison and thus indirectly 
for future criminality. If we proceed from a view that inmates become prisonized 
during their stay in prison, this means that criminal norms and values become an 
important focus. If this is the case, then criminal capital would constitute an 
asset for the purposes of establishing contacts with others. It is also conceiv-
able that young people can acquire criminal capital during their time in prison 
through contacts with older individuals.

Method
Data have been collected from a number of different official registers for the 
purposes of the current study. The target population comprises all individuals 
released from Swedish prisons during the 6-month period between October 1, 
2001 and March 31, 2002. In other words, it represents a census rather than a 
sample study. The study population comprised 3,930 men and women.1 Table 1 
presents the sex and age distribution of the study population, together with the 
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type of prison from which they were released. The prison type variable is 
based on the different institutions’ security classification. Prisons could have 
different types of sections, both closed and open.

To address the question of co-offending subsequent to a period of imprison-
ment, data were collected from the Register of Suspected Offenders. These data 
were provided by the Swedish National Council for Crime Prevention and are 
based on all offences registered by the police that have been linked to one or 
more suspected offenders. The register also contains information on suspected 
co-offenders.2 At the time the data were provided, the register included infor-
mation for the period between 1995 and July 1, 2004. This allows for a 
follow-up period of between 2 years, 3 months and 2 years, 9 months, depend-
ing on a given inmate’s date of release from prison. Of the 3,930 individuals 
in the study population, 3,810 were found in the Register of Suspected 
Offenders. This represents a level of missing cases of 3%.

One problem associated with the use of the Register of Suspected Offenders 
is the well-known fact that only a fraction of the offences actually committed 
come to the knowledge of the police. In other words, we do not know whether 
individuals have committed offences together without this having been detected 
and registered. We do know that the propensity to report crime varies, 

Table 1. Distribution of Sex, Age, and Prison Type for the Survey Population

n Proportion

Sex
 Female 246 6
 Male 3,684 94
Age
 18-25 779 20
 26-35 1,161 29
 36-45 1,163 29
 46-55 622 16
 56-65 185 5
 66-77 20 1
Prison type
 Closed with high security/closed 128 3
 Closed 1,483 38
 Closed/open 898 23
 Open 1,421 36

Note: Proportions in percentage. n = 3,930.
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depending among other things on the seriousness of the offence in question, on 
whether the victim and offender know one another, and on whether there is 
an insurance claim involved (BRÅ, 2006; von Hofer, 2006, p. 185). 
Prioritizations made by the police also play a role in which offences are 
registered. Certain individuals, such as persons with an immigrant back-
ground, may also be at greater risk of finding their way into the police register 
as a result of discriminatory mechanisms within the justice system (Sarnecki, 
2006). The results of the register study should therefore be interpreted in the 
light of the fact that it is registered crime and nothing else that is being 
measured.

A further problem associated with the study is that the data only include 
information on the last prison the inmates stayed in prior to their release. This 
means that they may also have spent time in additional prisons in the course 
of their term of imprisonment and may have established contacts with future 
co-offenders in these other institutions.

Results
Co-Offending

The central question addressed in this piece of research is thus that of whether 
the individuals in the study population are suspected of having committed 
offences together subsequent to a joint stay in prison. To answer this question, 
data from the Register of Suspected Offenders were studied on the basis of the 
following principles. The suspected offences that were examined were those 
that occurred during the individuals’ prison term or subsequent to their release.3 
At the same time, the suspect and co-offender had to have simultaneously 
been inmates in the same prison for at least 1 day.4 Of the study population 
as a whole, 73% have been registered as suspects in connection with new 
offences subsequent to their release from prison.

The results show that 70 of the 3,810 individuals in the study population, 
or 2%, are suspected of having committed offences together with an indi-
vidual who was a fellow inmate in the same prison as them for some period. 
The results also show that these 70 individuals appeared in 36 co-offending 
partnerships, which were suspected of a total of 48 offences.5 Of these 
36 co-offending partnerships, three of them (i.e., six individuals) were also 
suspected of having committed offences together prior to their prison term. 
This means that for these individuals, it was not new relationships established 
in prison that led to them subsequently being suspected of co-offending. 
Whether this is true for the remaining 64 individuals is something that can 
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only be assumed, as there are no available data that can provide a definitive 
answer to this question.

By comparison with results from an examination of other co-offending 
constellations, this finding indicates that it is uncommon for former inmates 
to be suspected of committing offences together subsequent to a joint stay in 
prison.6 This also corresponds with the pilot study conducted previously, 
which produced the same results (Roxell, 2002). Given that the pilot study 
focused on a single prison and that the data set was produced in a different 
way, it is interesting that the results are so similar. The findings also corre-
spond with those reported by Sarnecki (1999) in relation to co-offending 
subsequent to release from a stay in a special approved home. Sarnecki also 
found that new co-offending relationships were unusual subsequent to a stay 
in special approved homes. The finding is also to be expected on the basis of 
other research published in this area. This research has proceeded from other 
points of departure, however, and has focused on different populations. The 
finding would not, by contrast, be expected on the basis of the research that 
has viewed prisons as schools of crime, if co-offending is regarded as consti-
tuting part of this phenomenon.

Despite the fact that relatively few individuals were suspected of commit-
ting offences together subsequent to a joint stay in prison, these individuals 
will be examined in more detail. Do these individuals differ in some respect 
from the study population as a whole? This part of the study thus focuses 
on the 64 individuals who were suspected of co-offending subsequent to a 
joint stay prison and who had not previously been suspected of committing 
offences together.

Co-Offending Prior to and After the Stay in Prison
To begin with, the analysis examines the mean number of co-offenders found 
among the 64 individuals who were suspected of committing offences with 
a person they had served time with in prison. To be able to relate the results 
to the stay in prison, the periods prior to and subsequent to the prison term 
were both examined. Prior to the current prison term, the 64 individuals 
had a mean of 1.28 co-offenders per year, with this figure increasing to 
1.84 per year during the period following their release from prison. By 
comparison with the study population as a whole, where the correspond-
ing figures are 0.64 and 0.68, respectively, this represents a larger number 
of co-offenders both prior to and subsequent to the period spent in prison. 
Thus the results show that these 64 individuals have a larger network 
of co-offenders than the members of the study population as a whole. 
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This finding may be interpreted as indicating that individuals who have 
a larger number of co-offenders in their networks are also interested in further 
widening this network to include more co-offenders during the time they 
spend in prison.

Sex and Age Distribution
The sex and age distribution was then examined. This showed that 8% of the 
64 individuals are women and 92% men. The average age is 34 years.7 The 
results show that this distribution is largely the same as that found in the study 
population as a whole. This indicates that sex has no significance for whether 
individuals become suspected of committing offences together subsequent to 
the conclusion of a joint stay in prison. Given that the proportion of offenders 
who engage in co-offending decreases with age, this finding is somewhat unex-
pected (Reiss & Farrington, 1991, p. 384). We would instead have expected to 
find a larger proportion of the younger members of the study population in 
this group.

Offence Types
The offence types that the 33 co-offending partnerships were suspected of 
committing together are presented in Table 2. The table relates to a total of 
45 offences.

The results presented in the table show that theft offences constitute the 
most common crime type that the individuals in question were suspected of 
committing together. The next most common offence types were offences 
against the Smuggling and Drug Offences Acts, followed by robbery. By com-
parison with the results for the study population as a whole, it is interesting to 
note that both drug offences and robbery are more common within the group 
examined here. Previous research has shown that robbery and also burglary 
are common offence types in the context of co-offending (Reiss & Farrington, 
1991, p. 373). At the same time, it should be noted that the number of offences 
examined here is small, which means that comparisons of percentages show 
large differences. It is also conceivable that certain offences types may be 
overrepresented during the specific period examined here.

Timing of the Offences
The next stage involves examining whether the time of release from prison has 
significance for joint participation in crime subsequent to a stay in prison, that 
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is, whether it is common that people who co-offend following a joint stay in 
prison are released from prison at roughly the same time. To this end, the 
number of days between the release dates from prison were calculated for the 
29 co-offending partnerships who were suspected of committing offences 
together subsequent to the conclusion of a joint stay in prison. For four of the 
co-offending partnerships found in the data, the offences took place while 
both individuals were still serving their prison sentences. These partnerships 
were thus not relevant in the context of this particular analysis because it 
focuses on the number of days between the co-offenders’ release dates. The 
analysis shows that the individuals found in this material who were sus-
pected of co-offending subsequent to the conclusion of a joint stay in prison 
were on average released from prison 20 days apart.8

These findings can be interpreted as indicating that being released at roughly 
the same time is of some significance in relation to the question of future 
co-offending. It should also be noted in this context that the length of the pos-
sible period between the inmates’ released dates is limited to a maximum of 
182 days, that is, 6 months, which was the period chosen to define the study 
population. The longest period between the release dates of two individuals 
who subsequently co-offended lies at 88 days, however, which also suggests 
that the times of release may be of significance for co-offending.

Table 2. Offence Types Registered for Those Suspected of Committing Offences 
Together Subsequent to a Joint Stay in Prison

Offence type n Proportion

Crimes against life and health  1   2
Crimes against liberty and peace  1   2
Theft and other crimes of stealing 

(excluding robbery)
17  38

Robbery  5  11
Embezzlement and other breaches of trust  1   2
Criminal damage offences  1   2
Offences against the Weapons Act and the 

Knives Act
 3   7

Offences against the Smuggling Act, Drug 
Offences Act

14  31

Burglary  2   5
Total 45 100

Note: Proportions in percentage. n = 64.
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The next stage involves examining how many days passed between the 
co-offending individuals’ release dates from prison and the date of their joint 
offences. Do these offences occur directly subsequent to the co-offenders’ 
release from prison? As the majority of the members of the co-offending 
partnerships were released on different dates, the analysis is based on the 
release date of the individual with the latest release date. The results show 
that a mean of 260 days passed between this release date and the date of the 
offence.9

The members of co-offending partnerships are released on average 20 days 
apart, whereas the offences they commit together can occur much later. Thus 
they need not occur directly subsequent to the co-offenders’ release from 
prison. This might be interpreted as indicating that some of the relationships 
that are established in prison may be of a durable nature, which in turn may 
effect whether individuals are subsequently suspected of committing offences 
together, even a relatively long time after they have been released from prison. 
Previous research on co-offending has not examined the question of timing in 
this way, which makes interpretations of the above findings more difficult.

Prison Type
The type of prison in which the 64 individuals spent their prison terms has 
also been examined. Is it possible that a certain type of prison is likely to 
promote co-offending more than the others? Table 3 presents the prisons’ 

Table 3. Type of Prison by Security Classification for Those Suspected of  
Co-Offending Subsequent to Joint Stay in Prison and for the Study Population  
as a Whole, Respectively

Type of prison

Suspected of co-offending 
subsequent to joint stay in 

prison (n = 64)

Study population 
as a whole  
(n = 3,930)

Closed with high 
 security/closed

  3   3

Closed  60  38
Closed/open  28  23
Open   9  36
Total 100 100

Note: Proportions in percentage.
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security classes and compares the distribution found within the study popula-
tion as a whole with that found in the target population.

Most commonly, the 64 individuals were released from closed prisons. It 
was least common for them to have been released from open prisons. By 
comparison with the distribution found in the study population as a whole, it 
is interesting that such a large proportion of these individuals were released 
from closed prisons (60%, as against 38% of the study population as a whole). 
One reason for this finding may be that individuals are usually admitted to 
closed prisons for relatively long periods of time, which may be viewed as 
being likely to promote the establishment of relationships that may then in turn 
result in subsequent co-offending. However, it ought to be easier to meet and 
establish relationships in open than in closed prisons, given the restrictions 
and security measures in place. Another reason may be that the type of 
inmates who serve time in closed prisons differ from their counterparts in 
open prisons, having committed more serious offences and usually having a 
longer history of involvement in crime, which might conceivable affect 
future co-offending. Alnæs (2006, p. 129), who studied both an open and a 
closed prison, found that there were substantial differences between these institu-
tions. At the closed prison, tendencies were noted toward prisonization. As 
some of the inmates had been admitted to both institutions, it is possible that 
it is structural factors linked to the type of institution and not the individuals 
themselves that underlie these tendencies. One view would be that inmates who 
become prisonized may be more likely to be interested in future co-offending. If 
this were the case, then it would provide a possible interpretation for the over-
representation of inmates from closed prisons found among the members of 
the co-offending partnerships examined in this study.

Discussion
As institutions, prisons are special in a number of different ways. One of these 
relates to their function. For the inmates, prisons are among other things 
intended to serve a rehabilitative function. The work of prisons should focus 
on measures intended to influence the convicted offender not to reoffend. At 
the same time, we know that those sentenced to a prison term often do in fact 
return to crime subsequent to release (Andersson, 1991, p. 72; BRÅ, 2007; 
Kriminalvårdsstyrelsen, 2005, p. 55-59; Kyvsgaard, 1989, p. 100). In the cur-
rent study, 73% of the study population were suspected of new offences 
within 2.5 years of their release from prison. One possible explanation for this 
may be that the inmates become prisonized during their time in prison (Alnæs, 
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2006, p. 129; Bondeson, 1974, p. 525). This involves them becoming affected 
by processes of negative influence that serve to intensify their criminal iden-
tity and their ties to a criminal subculture. Their interactions with other prison 
inmates have a negative impact on the likelihood of rehabilitation. It also 
means that the effects of positive influences, such as contacts with family and 
noncriminal friends, are weakened. This may be one reason for the high levels 
of recidivism found among persons sentenced to prison. The structural condi-
tions that lead to prisonization should of course serve to promote the estab-
lishment of new contacts for the purposes of future crime. There are other 
factors, however, that might also have an affect and that may give us insights 
into why so few inmates are suspected of committing offences together sub-
sequent to spending time in the same prison.

Besides the sanction itself, that is, being locked up, the prison term is gov-
erned by various rules. These rules may either be formal, and determined by 
the regulations of the Prison and Probation Service, or informal, that is, the 
inmates’ own system of rules (Alnæs, 2006, p. 129; Lindberg, 2005, p. 38). 
The latter include rules relating to how inmates should behave in relation to 
prison staff and to one another. The inmates should avoid interacting with staff 
as much as possible. In relation to other inmates, they should be loyal. At the 
same time, they should distance themselves from inmates who have “grassed,” 
for example, or who are serving time for offences that are not regarded as 
acceptable. It is important to take care of oneself, not talk, not trust anyone, 
and not appear weak. Prison society is also characterized by hierarchies among 
the inmates (Alnæs, 2006, p. 129; Bondeson, 1974, p. 166; Lindberg, 2005, 
p. 115; Nilsson, 2003). Prior experience of prison, offence type, time served, 
drug dealing, the inmate’s behavior during the prison term and being accepted 
by other inmates are all factors that affect where inmates will find themselves 
in such hierarchies. The extent to which an individual is accepted by other 
inmates is linked to whether the individual in question already knows some-
body who is serving time in the prison and/or has a large criminal network. It 
is possible that the informal rules and an inmate’s status in the prison may 
affect the opportunities available for establishing contacts with other inmates. 
If this is the case, then only certain inmates will have such opportunities. It is 
also possible that those who have the opportunity to establish such contacts 
use it with caution, as it may subsequently turn out that the person they estab-
lish a relationship with has not followed the informal prison rules, for exam-
ple, and that they therefore do not wish to risk being associated with him or 
her. These factors may contribute insights as to why inmates have varying pos-
sibilities for establishing contacts during a stay in prison.
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The cultures found in prisons, which are often labeled subcultures, may 
differ from one type of prison to another (Alnæs, 2006, p. 126). It is also pos-
sible that different types of prison units and variations in the composition of 
prison inmates could produces different cultures. This study has shown that 
the individuals who were suspected of co-offending subsequent to a joint stay 
in prison were usually released from a closed prison. The inmates in prisons 
of this kind usually have a longer history of criminal involvement, which may 
affect their level of interest in establishing contacts for the purposes of future 
co-offending. Although tendencies toward prisonization have been found in 
closed prisons, such tendencies were not found in open prisons, despite the 
fact that certain inmates were first admitted to a closed prison and then to a 
open prison (Alnæs, 2006, p. 130). This finding suggests that structural fac-
tors linked to prison type should be taken into consideration to interpret the 
findings of the current study.

The formal rules that were mentioned above mean that the inmate’s time in 
prison is governed by the regulations of the Prison and Probation Service. This 
means that there are rules governing when the inmate is to be released from 
prison. If for example an inmate misbehaves during his or her period of impris-
onment, this release date can be delayed, which means that there is a way for 
inmates to influence when they will be released from prison. For the most part, 
however, it is fair to say that an inmate’s release date is governed by formal 
rules. The current study has shown that the inmates who were suspected of 
co-offending subsequent to their release were on average released 20 days 
apart from one another. This finding suggests that the date of release from 
prison may be of significance for maintaining contacts and thus for the occur-
rence of co-offending subsequent to a joint stay in prison. However, the results 
show that the offences in question are not always committed directly on 
release. On average, it took 260 days from release before these co-offending 
partnerships were suspected of their joint offences. In other words, this means 
that factors that are influenced by the formal rules governing prisons, such as 
the release date, may be of significance for subsequent co-offending.

It is also possible that various factors associated with the inmates admitted to 
prisons, that is, individual factors, may affect how contacts are established 
and whether this leads to subsequent co-offending. As has been mentioned 
above, the offence for which an inmate is sentenced is of significance for the 
inmate’s status in prison. Certain types of offences are quite simply not regarded 
as acceptable. In prison, individuals become identified with their actions (Alnæs, 
2006, p. 129). The current study shows further that certain offence types, that 
is, drug offences and robbery, are overrepresented among the offences for 
which the 36 co-offending partnerships were suspected subsequent to their 
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release from prison, by comparison with the distribution of subsequent offend-
ing found within the study population as a whole. It is possible that certain 
inmates seek to expand their networks to include individuals with a certain 
type of competence. If they meet the right person, it is possible that this may 
result in co-offending subsequent to their release from prison. As was men-
tioned earlier, however, the number of offences committed by co-offenders in 
the current study is small, which means that caution should be exercised when 
drawing conclusions of this kind.

During their time in prison, inmates will come into contact with other indi-
viduals who could be regarded as possible co-offenders. Contacts with other 
criminals increase the frequency of both reoffending and of offending at the 
individual level (Nilsson, 2002, p. 142; Sarnecki, 2001, p. 50). The current 
study shows that those who commit offences together subsequent to a joint 
period in prison on average have more suspected co-offenders than the study 
population as a whole. This is true both for the period prior to the current 
prison term and the period subsequent to release from prison. In other words, 
it is those individuals who on average have large networks of co-offenders who 
appear to be interested in further expanding these networks of co-offenders 
during their time in prison.

Trust has been emphasized as constituting an important factor both among 
offenders in general and for co-offending to take place (Tremblay, 1993, 
p. 25; von Lampe & Johansen, 2003, p. 3). If an individual has a large network 
of co-offenders, this may provide an indication to others that the individual in 
question can be trusted (Weerman, 2003, p. 407). A large network may also 
mean that there is a greater chance of the individual knowing someone in the 
prison who can serve as a guarantor that he or she is trustworthy (Nilsson, 
2003, p. 47). This would make it easier for the individual in question to be 
accepted among other inmates and would thus provide better opportunities 
for establishing new contacts. Prison has also been described as a place where 
continuous contacts make it possible to study a person’s trustworthiness (von 
Lampe & Johansen, 2003, p. 3). In other words, it is possible that individuals’ 
trustworthiness can be checked out in various ways over the course of period 
in prison. This can happen by means of the inmate’s prior contacts in the form 
of networks of co-offenders and through the way the inmate behaves during 
the prison term.

Individual factors such as sex and age have been examined to see whether 
they are of significance for co-offending subsequent to a joint stay in prison. 
It has previously been noted that co-offending usually declines with increas-
ing age (Reiss & Farrington, 1991, p. 384). In the current study, however, the 
findings showed that the sex and age distribution among those who were 
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suspected of co-offending subsequent to a joint stay in prison were very simi-
lar to those found within the study population as a whole. Previous research 
examining this issue has been based on longitudinal studies, which may explain 
the discrepancy between the results reported in the current study and the find-
ings reported in previous research. At the same time, it can be noted that it is 
not sufficient to study only these variables if we are to develop better insights 
into the phenomenon of co-offending subsequent to a period of imprison-
ment. To develop a better understanding of this finding, it is possible that 
other factors, such as the nature of an individual’s criminal career for exam-
ple, may also need to be taken into consideration.

On the basis of the above analysis of both structural and individual factors, 
we can conclude that there are a large number of factors that must come 
together for co-offending to occur subsequent to the conclusion of a joint stay 
in prison. First, the time spent by inmates in prison is governed by a variety of 
different rules, both formal and informal, which mean that only certain indi-
viduals have the opportunities that are necessary to establish contacts. Second, 
the inmate must be placed in a prison where there exists an interest in establish-
ing contacts for the purposes of future criminality. Third, for co-offending to 
occur, the inmates in question must be released from prison at approximately 
the same time. Fourth, an inmate must have knowledge relating to such offences 
as may be of interest to others if he or she is to become significant as a potential 
co-offender. Fifth, the inmate him- of herself must be interested in commit-
ting offences together with others and in increasing his or her network of 
co-offenders. Sixth, the inmate must be perceived as an individual who can 
be trusted on the basis of either observation or the information provided by 
others. In summary, it may be concluded that many different factors all have a 
role to play, some of which relate to the opportunities to establish contacts, 
some to the opportunities to establish contacts during the time spent in prison. 
This may provide an insight into why so few are suspected of committing 
offences together subsequent to the conclusion of a joint stay in prison.

To better interpret the results presented above, complementary studies are 
needed using different types of data. To this end, an interview study has also 
been conducted (Roxell, 2007) in which questions were asked about contacts 
in prison, about the significance of these contacts during and subsequent to an 
inmate’s time in prison and about factors that may influence the likelihood of 
co-offending taking place subsequent to a joint stay in prison. Although the 
results of this interview study largely support the conclusions drawn in the 
discussion presented above, the space available unfortunately does not allow 
for a more detailed presentation of these results in the current article.
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Notes

1. The target population comprised a total of 4,043 individuals. Of these, a complete 
personal identity number was missing in the cases of 113 individuals, producing a 
level of missing cases of 2.8%.

2. The Register of Convicted Offenders does not contain data on possible co-offenders. 
For this reason, the Register of Suspected Offenders is preferable for the purposes of 
studying issues relating to co-offending.

3. Offences committed during the course of the prison term have been included in the 
analysis because it is my view that these also reflect relationships established in 
prison that result in crime. There are no data as to where the offences took place. 
It is likely, however, that the offences took place either in prison or during periods 
of prison leave.

4. One day together in prison was chosen as the limit to define a joint stay in prison. 
I have consciously chosen the lowest possible limit since I feel it is difficult 
to determine the length of time required to establish contacts that may lead to 
co-offending.

5. The number of co-offending partnerships is 36 as a result of the fact that one of 
the 70 individuals has been suspected of committing offences with two different 
persons.

6. One such finding is that 502, or 13%, of the individuals in the study population 
have been suspected of committing offences together with the same individuals 
(which do not belong to the study population) both prior to and subsequent to 
their prison term. These individuals together produce a total of 569 co-offending 
partnerships. Another finding is that 490, or 13%, of the individuals in the study 
population, were suspected of committing offences together with an individual 
who was an inmate in a different prison, or who was an inmate in the same prison 
as themselves, but at a different time. These individuals comprise a total of 319 
co-offending partnerships.

7. Age is calculated for the year 2001, which was the year in which the first members 
of the study population were released from prison. The median age is 34, and the 
standard deviation is 9.86.
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8. The difference between release dates ranges between 0 and 88 days. The average 
number of days presented in the text is based on the median. The mean number 
of days between released dates is 27, with a standard deviation of 26. Given the 
skewed nature of the distribution, the median was chosen as the most suitable 
measure of central tendency.

9. The findings show that the number of days ranges between 3 and 771. The median 
number of days between released date and the time of the offence is 221, and the 
standard deviation is 215.
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