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Lying and social security fraud are viewed more
leniently today than previously
Certain breaches of the law and social
norms are considered more acceptable
among Danes now than they were ten years
ago. Lies told for one’s own advantage and
claiming social benefits to which one is not
entitled are among the behaviours that are
viewed more tolerantly today.
These are among the findings of a new
survey about Danes’ moral attitudes to the
law, which has been conducted by the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit in collaboration with Professor Jørgen Goul Andersen
of the University of Aarhus.
In the survey, 1,146 people – constituting a representative sample of the Danish
population – were asked to state their opinions about a long list of breaches of laws and
norms of good behaviour. They indicated on
a scale of 1 to 10 how acceptable they considered each breach to be, with 1 indicating
that something was totally unacceptable
and 10 meaning that they considered it fully
acceptable.
The overall level of morality is largely
unchanged from what it was ten years ago.
However, Danes have become less condemnatory of breaches in some areas including
social security fraud.
According to Jørgen Goul Andersen, this
shift is surprising: “Over the past ten years,
public authorities have placed great emphasis on obligations and on checking-up in the
field of social security benefits. Correspondingly one would have expected that more
strict norms would prevail among the population. But the reverse has actually taken
place, at least as far as general principles are
concerned.”

Fiddling taxes on the way out
In one important area, however, attitudes
have become more judgemental. There is
significantly less tolerance for tax fraud
than ten years ago. “A few decades ago, tax
fiddling was a kind of popular game. But
not any more. Now, it is almost an exclusive
sport for the “elite”. In recent years, tax fraud
has become much more difficult for ordinary
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Attitudes to a number of types of breaches of the law and social norms have become more lenient in the past ten years. In one area, however, attitudes have
become tougher; fiddling one’s taxes is considered less acceptable today than it
was previously.

individuals. SKAT, the Danish Tax Authority, knows everything in advance, so there
are very few opportunities left to cheat, at
least for ordinary wage-earners. This may go
a long way towards explaining the change in
attitudes,” says Jørgen Goul Andersen.
The survey also shows that age is a critical factor with respect to attitudes to lying,
cheating and fraud. The selection of questions in Figure 1 can be compared with
those asked in the Research Unit’s first survey in 1997 and the European Values Surveys of 1981 and 1990. Then as now, the
young were much more frequently willing
to breach the norms. The 1997 figures indicated that this might be a generational difference as the younger generations seemed
to maintain lenient norms over the life cycle. However, the new survey, with the
younger age groups in the 1997 survey having now reached ages of between 45 and 60,
shows clearly that their attitudes to the law
have come to resemble closely those of earlier generations.

Table of contents> Page 2

Contents
High degree of acceptance of laws and social norms in Denmark
Danes abide by the laws and norms that govern society to a very high degree.
Standards are slightly more strict today as they were in the 1990s. Nevertheless,
willingness to conform with the law has declined slightly over the past 30 years. . Page 3

Differences in moral attitudes even out with age
Young people of today have a less strict attitude to moral norms than other members of Danish society. However, the differences will probably even out as they
grow older. At least, that is what happened in the case of their parents . . . . . . . . . Page 5

Children of the 1970s have radically altered
their attitude to insurance fraud
Danes find insurance fraud less acceptable than they once did. This shift in opinion has occurred among people in all age groups, but it is especially marked
among people born in the 1970s . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Page 6

Tax fraud less acceptable
Danes’ attitudes towards paying the correct taxes have become markedly more
strict in recent years than they were previously. The overwhelming majority of
Danes now think that falsifying one’s tax declaration is not acceptable . . . . . . . . . Page 8

More lenient view of social security fraud
As a general principle, Danes’ moral attitude towards people who commit social
security fraud is more lenient today than at any time over the past 30 years . . . . . . Page 9

Pirate copying is widely accepted
Seven out of ten Danes think that to a greater or lesser degree, it is acceptable
to copy music and films without paying – but only when the copies are for one’s
own personal use . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Page 11

The law educates the population
It may well be the case that the population initially treats certain laws and regulations with some scepticism, but people change their attitudes over time – they
gradually come to accept regulations to which they were initially opposed . . . . . . Page 12
Borgerne og
Lovene 2010
(Citizens and the
Law 2010)
By Jørgen Goul
Andersen
University Press of
Southern
Denmark.
130 pages,
125 DKK
ISBN 978 87 7674
5615

2

The state can influence people’s views
It is not illegal to waste energy, to have an unhealthy diet or to avoid taking exercise. Nevertheless, the attitudes of many Danes on these issues are in line with
government campaigns . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Page 13

Only one third of respondents are consistent
in their disapproval of insurance fraud
One third of the members of the Danish population are consistently opposed to
any form of insurance fraud. The remainder think that in certain situations it
may be acceptable to bend the rules . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Page 14

Women have higher moral standards than men
Women are stricter in their attitudes than men in relation to almost every thinkable infringement of laws and moral standards . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . . Page 15

News from the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit · June 2011

High degree of acceptance of laws and social
norms in Denmark
Is it acceptable to claim social security benefits to which you are not entitled? Is it all
right to “forget” to buy a ticket to ride on
public transport? And is it permissible to
lie for your own advantage?
These, and a long list of other questions
on attitudes to laws and moral codes, were
put to a representative sample of the Danish
population in a new survey conducted by
the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit at
the beginning of 2010.
Previous similar surveys showed that
the Danes became increasingly tolerant of
breaches of the law and moral norms during the 1980s and 1990s.
When the results of the new survey are
compared with those of the earlier surveys,
it emerges that moral attitudes today may
have improved slightly since 1997. However, over the long term, it appears that conformity with moral standards in Denmark
has become somewhat less strict.
In fact, the overall picture conceals two
contradictory trends. Regarding attitudes
to tax and insurance fraud, the population
has become more moral in the new millennium. In 2010 Danes were distinctly more
condemnatory of these types of deception
than they were just ten years previously.
However, this change must be compared with declining morality in a number of
other areas, such as the extent to which it
is all right to lie for your own advantage, to
buy stolen goods, to keep money you find,
and to commit social security fraud. This
dichotomy developed after the turn of the
millennium, producing the overall picture
mentioned above of a relatively unchanging
level of morality over the past 10-15 years.
In the survey, respondents were asked,
among other things, to state their views on
eight moral questions, such as whether it
is acceptable to buy stolen goods, to steal a
car and to keep money you find.
Responses were given on a scale of 1 to
10, with 1 meaning that the behaviour is
completely unacceptable, while 10 indicates
that it is perfectly all right.
The average rating on these issues in
2010 was 1.8. The fact that the figure lies
close to 1, and not to 10, indicates that the
Danish population only accepts breaches of
the law and established moral norms to a
very limited extent.
The same eight questions have been posed in a series of surveys over a period of 30
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Note: Over a period of 30 years, cross-sections of the Danish population have been asked to indicate their positions
on eight moral issues (see Table 1, p. 4) on a scale of 1 to 10. The figure shows the average scores across the eight
questions.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Between 1981 and 1997, Danes became somewhat more tolerant of breaches of
the law. Over the past decade, the level of acceptance has fallen again. However, the overall trend remains in the direction of declining moral standards. If
the attitude of the population to tax cheating is removed from consideration, the
rising trend becomes even more evident. That is to say, in areas other than tax
and insurance fraud, there has been a clear trend towards declining moral attitudes over the past 30 years.

years. It is thus possible to assess whether
morality among Danes has increased or decreased over the period.
As Figure 2 shows, the average response to the questions was 1.6 in 1981, 1.7 in
1990 and 2.0 in 1997. Over the period 19811997, then, the trend was towards a greater
level of acceptance of breaches of the law
and moral norms.
The new figures from 2010 indicate that
the situation has stabilised, as indeed was
suggested by a survey in 2000.

Better tax morality
As already indicated, trends in attitudes
are not homogenous. As Table 1 shows, attitudes to “borrowing” a car without the
owner’s permission have become a little
more relaxed. The same is true of opinions of social security fraud, fare-dodging
on the bus, purchase of stolen goods, lying to gain advantage for yourself, keeping
money found in the street, and driving off
after denting another car while parking. In
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these areas, socially accepted norms have
apparently become more flexible over the
past 30 years in total, though not over the
period since 1997 taken in isolation.
On the other hand, norms have become
more stringent over the past 30 years in relation to fiddling one’s taxes. In recent years, morality has also become significantly
higher in relation to insurance swindles
and drunk driving.
However, it is the change in Danes’ tax
morality that contributes the most to the apparent overall improvement of the moral attitudes index since 1997. In that year, the
population scored the issue at a level of 2.5.
Today, the level of acceptance has fallen to
1.8. It is not simply a matter of the trend
having stabilised over the past 13 years –
tax morality is actually higher today in Denmark than it has been in the past 30 years.

Tougher views on drink driving and
insurance fraud
Above, average response grades are used
to assess general attitudes to each issue.
Another way of looking at the responses is
to consider how many people gave evaluations of between 2 and 10 for a question. If
a person gives any response other than 1, it
is an indication that the person is to some
extent prepared to qualify his or her views
of the issue. He or she disapproves of the
action in principle, but is prepared to allow

certain exceptions, or express a somewhat
more mild disapproval.
This form of measurement again reveals
a trend towards less compromising or more
“fundamentalist” attitudes to some issues.
This is the case, for example, with regard to
drink driving and insurance fraud. Respondents were questioned about both these issues in the surveys in 1997, 2000 and 2010.
In 1997, 23% of the Danish population
thought that driving when just a little over
the legal alcohol limit was not wholly unacceptable provided that the driver was experiences and was driving carefully; this proportion had fallen to 16% in 2010.
Similarly, 49% of the population stated
in 1997 that a small amount of insurance
cheating was not completely unacceptable
to some extent. In 2010 this figure had fallen to 40%. In relation to these issues, then,
there are more people today who are consistently wholly against them than there were
13 years ago.

Levels of acceptability
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Table 1

2010

2000

1997

1990

1981

To what extent would you find the following actions acceptable?
Taking and driving away a car that belongs to someone else

1.1 1.1 1.1 1.1 1.2

Buying stolen goods

1.2 1.3 1.4 1.3 1.3

Failing to leave your name and address after hitting a parked car 1.4 1.4 1.4 1.3 1.5
Claiming social security payments to which you are not entitled 1.3 1.5 1.5 1.3 1.7
Failing to buy a ticket when using public transport

1.6 1.7 1.9 1.7 1.9

Cheating on the tax declaration, if one has the opportunity

2.4 2.4 2.5 2.2 1.8

Lying for your own advantage

2.0 2.1 2.8 2.4 2.7

Keeping money found in the street

1.9 2.2 3.1 2.5 2.6

Average

1.6 1.7 2.0 1.7 1.8

Note: Over a period of 30 years, representative samples of the Danish population have been asked to indicate their
positions on eight moral issues using a scale of 1 to 10. The table shows the average scores for each of the eight
questions.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit..

Danes’ moral attitudes are changing in different directions. Over the past 30 years, moral attitudes have become more lenient in most areas, but not in relation
to whether it is acceptable to fiddle one’s taxes. Moral attitudes have also become tougher on some other issues, but these have not been measured over such
a long period, and are therefore not included in the table.
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Acceptability of eight selected behaviours

Generally acceptable, though
with reservations to a greater
or lesser degree

Partially acceptable, but no more
than that
Not really acceptable, but there may
be exceptions/ It’s not completely
unacceptable
Not acceptable at all

The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit
asked a representative sample of the Danish population about the degree to which
they found certain actions acceptable, on
a scale of 1 to 10. 1 on the scale meant that
the action was completely unacceptable,
and 10 that it was something one would
find perfectly all right. Answers between
the two limit categories represented varying degrees of acceptability. The grades
near the bottom of the scale meant that
the action was unacceptable, but there
might be exceptions to this, or it was perhaps not as bad as the worst violations of
the norms. Grades at the top of the scale
indicated an opinion that the action was
acceptable in general terms, though with
lesser or greater reservations as one approached the middle grades. Grades in the
middle of the scale indicated partial acceptability, though the action was hardly
something to boast about to strangers.
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Differences in moral attitudes even out with age
Danish young people of today are less strict
in their moral attitudes than older members of the population.
This is revealed by a survey of attitudes
to law and morality. The picture is quite
consistent: young people take a more relaxed view of laws and moral concepts than
others, and are more willing to accept the
bending of the rules of society.
However, before the youth of today are
condemned outright, there are a couple of
points that have to be borne in mind.
The first is that this is the way things
have always been. It was also true, for
example, when the parents of today were
young themselves, 20-30 years ago.
In fact, the same picture has been evident for as long as such measurements have
been taken. Figure 3 clearly illustrates that
ever since measurements were first taken,
youth has always been linked with (relatively) low comformity with moral standards,
whereas age has consistently been connected with (relatively) strict standards. In
the new survey, moral attitudes were measured on a scale from 1 to 10, as they were
in earlier studies. Point 1 on the scale indicates that a person feels that a breach of a law
or moral norm is completely unacceptable,
while point 10 means that it is considered
to be perfectly acceptable. In other words:
the higher the score, the less respect for laws
and norms it represents. It might be that a
person thinks that it is all right to lie to gain
an advantage for oneself, that a person finds
it acceptable not to pay the fare on a train,
that he or she might well buy something
knowing that it was stolen, or that a person
thinks it is OK to drive away after bumping
into another car while parking.
Figure 3 also shows another factor: for
all age groups, the more recent measurements record higher levels on the scale,
i.e. they suggest an overall decline in support for laws and norms, according to our
index, compared with what was found in
previous studies. In relation to the observation about the young, then, it may be appropriate to note a certain general slide in the
level of support of the population for laws
and norms of behaviour. Even though the
highest point on the graph was recorded in
1997, the line for 2010 is still above the level
for 1981 for all age groups.

Growing alike with age
Moral attitudes do not coincide further

Figure 3

Attitudes to the law, by age group
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Note: The ages given are approximate, since age grouping is based on year of birth. For the 1997 survey, the age intervals stated are even more approximate: those people who are described as being aged 25-34 were actually aged 30-39
at the date of this measurement. Corresponding discrepancies apply to other age groups for this survey.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

In each survey, there was a close correlation between age and views on whether
laws and moral norms should be upheld. The younger people are, the less strict
are their attitudes to laws and moral codes.

Figure 4

Attitudes to the law among six different generations, 1981-2010
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Note: The ages given are approximate, since age grouping is according to year of birth. For the 1997 survey, the age
intervals stated are even more approximate: those people who are described as being aged 25-34 were actually aged
30-39 at this measurement. Corresponding discrepancies apply to other age groups for this survey.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

As the different generations grow older, they come to resemble each other. From
people’s mid-forties onwards, attitudes to the law and moral norms are rather
similar, whatever their views might have been earlier in their lives, even though
there is a weak generational trend towards more permissiveness.
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than that each generation comes to resemble all others as they grow older. This has
proved to be the case in previous surveys,
and there is no reason to expect that the
members of the current young generation
will be any different when their attitudes
are measured again in 10, 20 or 30 years’
time.
Figure 4 shows how various generations
have responded when they were at given
ages. It is apparent that the generations that
are the youngest today seem to have started
out with the least strict morals. At the same
time, however, it is evident that over time,
the younger generations come to resemble
the older ones. The higher up the scale they
begin (i.e. the greater their acceptance of

breaches of the law and norms), the greater
the subsequent drop in their levels of acceptance. They do not remain on the high levels. High starting points are linked to sharp
falls on the figure. The graph lines all point
in the same direction and look likely to end
at nearly the same levels. Still, a small generational difference seems to remain.
In other words: the earlier surveys indicate that any differences there may be in
the morality of different generations tend to
even out when the generations reach a certain age. After people reach their mid-forties, there is little to distinguish different generations with respect to their moral standards.

Children of the 1970s have radically altered their
attitude to insurance fraud
There is good news for insurance companies: Danes now accept insurance fraud
to a lesser extent than before. This shift
in opinion has occurred among people in
all age groups, but it is especially marked
among people born in the 1970s.
This is revealed by a survey of the views
of the Danish population on whether it is
acceptable to exaggerate insurance claims.
Respondents were asked to indicate the
degree to which they found breaches of the
Figure 5

Level of acceptance of insurance fraud
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Note: Respondents were asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 10 the extent to which they would accept various types
of insurance fraud. 1 = Not acceptable at all 10 = Perfectly acceptable.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

A large shift in attitude to insurance fraud has taken place among people who
were in their twenties in 1997, and who today are in their thirties.
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rules acceptable on a scale of 1 to 10, where
1 indicated total unacceptability and 10 a
high level of acceptability.
In 1997, people aged 18-29 gave an average rating of 4 when they were asked if it
was acceptable to add a little onto an insurance claim after a burglary. This result
gave rise to some concern at the time. If this
low level of moral compliance would persist
as these young people grew older, there was
a risk of a greatly increased level of abuse of
insurance in the future.
However, the latest survey, conducted in
2010, shows that this feared generation effect has not come about. The people who
were born in the 1970s are now in their
thirties, and they have changed their position very significantly.
In 2010 the average score given by
people aged 30-39 had fallen to 2.2. Yet this
group has for the most part the same membership as the age group who were 18-29
years old in 1997.
This drop from 4.0 to 2.2 represents a
radical change. It indicates that over the
course of 13 years, the people born in the
1970s shifted their moral attitudes markedly with respect to insurance fraud. Regardless of whether or not they were more tolerant of breaches of the law and social norms
when they were in their twenties, now that
they are in their thirties and have become
parents, the members of this group have become very strict in their view that the law
of the land should be observed.
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Have overtaken the children of the
sixties
In itself, it is no surprise that the children
of the 1970s have become more law-abiding as they have grown older. This same
phenomenon is evident for all birth cohorts. What is surprising, however, is how
quickly this change has come about.
This rapid development means that the
children of the 1970s have actually overtaken those born in the 1960s, i.e. people a
decade older than they are. This can be seen
when a comparison is made between those who are in their thirties today, and those that were of that age in 1997 – in other
words, a comparison between people born
in the 1970s and people born in the 1960s.
While those born in the 1970s gave an
average score of 2.2 on the question about
insurance in the 2010 survey, the slightly older group from the 1960s gave an average
response of 3.2 on the same question when
they were asked in 1997.
In fact, the “moral awakening”, if we
can call it that, of the 1970s group has been
so sudden that they are equally upright today in their attitudes on the issue of insurance as those born in the 1960s are – despite the fact that the latter are now in the
forties, and ten years further on in life.
This can be seen from Figure 6, where
the curves were on the same level in the
year 2010 for the 30-39 age group and the
40-49 age group.

General decline in level of acceptance
Figure 6 also shows another development that
will be sure to gladden Denmark’s insurance

Figure 6
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Note: Respondents were asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 10 the extent to which they would find it acceptable
for a person to inflate an insurance claim a little after a burglary. 1 = Not acceptable at all 10 = Perfectly acceptable.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

In all age groups, acceptance of insurance fraud was lower in 2010 than in 1997.

companies. There has been a trend towards
greater insurance morality in all age groups.
In addition to the general tendency for
moral standards to increase with age, it is
evident from the figure that all age groups
were thinking more in conformity with the
law in 2010 than the equivalent age groups
were in 1997. The 2010 graph curves for
all age groups lie below those for 1997, including the youngest age cohort. In other
words, the general attitude of the Danish
population towards insurance fraud is less
tolerant today than it was 13 years ago.

About the 2010 survey
The survey comprised a total of 1,146 interviews, conducted with a representative sample of the Danish
population aged 15 to 74. The data were collected in
January and February 2010 by Statistics Denmark.
The respondents could choose between Internet and
telephone interviews; a small majority preferred the
latter. The respondents were drawn at random from
the national population register.
A total of 1,731 respondents were selected, and interviews were completed with 1,146 of them. This represents a response level of 66.2%, which can be considered very satisfactory. In addition, there were 14
partially completed interviews.
As in previous surveys, the data were weighted according to age. As part of this process, the 65-74 years
age group was given additional weighting, so that it
represented the entire population aged over 65. There
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is little difference between attitudes to the law among
people aged 65-74 and among those aged 75 and over.
The results of the 1997 survey were published in
the books Borgerne og lovene (Citizens and the law) by
Jørgen Goul Andersen, with additional contributions by
Hans Jørgen Nielsen og Marie Louise Hultin (Aarhus:
Aarhus University Press and the Rockwool Foundation
Research Unit, 1998), and Lovene og mig (The law and
me) by Jørgen Goul Andersen, with additional contributions by Karen Jespersen, Jørn Henrik Petersen and
Jörgen Westerståhl (Copenhagen: Spektrum, 1998).
The results of the 2000 survey were published in
a Rockwool Foundation Research Unit Newsletter by
Jørgen Goul Andersen, and in the form of a research
report entitled Borgerne og lovene II (Citizens and the
law II) by Sanne Lund Clement (Rockwool Foundation
Research Unit, 2001).
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Tax fraud less acceptable
Danes’ attitudes towards paying the correct
taxes have become markedly more strict in
recent years than they were previously.
While the Danish population had a relatively relaxed attitude to tax fiddles in the
1980s and 1990s, views today have clearly
become tougher. The overwhelming majority of Danes think that falsifying one’s tax
declaration is not acceptable.
This has been demonstrated in a survey of attitudes to the law and moral values
conducted among a representative sample
of the adult Danish population. The survey
was carried out at the beginning of 2010,
and the responses are directly comparable
with those from earlier surveys.
Respondents were asked about the degree
to which they would accept people cheating
on their tax declarations. A total rejection of
such tax fraud would be scored as 1, while
full acceptance would be scored as 10.
As Figure 7 shows, the Danish population gave a lower score in 2010 than at any
Figure 7

Level of acceptance of making falsified tax declarations
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Attitudes to tax violations, measured on an approval scale of 1 to 10. The higher
the score, the greater the degree of acceptance of people falsifying their tax declarations. As can be seen from the diagram, moral standards in Denmark with respect to tax have risen considerably over the past 30 years.
Table 2

Acceptance of falsifying tax declarations, assuming the opportunity to do so.
Ages
18-29
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Ages
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1997

2.7

2.8
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1.8

2010

2.2

1.9

1.8

1.7

1.6

1.7

Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.
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other time since 1981. This means that Danes’ tax morality has improved considerably over the past 30 years. Between 1981
and 1997 there was more or less no change,
but since 2000 moral standards with respect
to tax rose substantially.

Other people must not be
allowed to cheat
However clear the results might be, they
must be seen in relation to the fact that
the concept of “cheating on tax” means something very different in Denmark today
than it did formerly.
In the 1980s and 1990s, where people
had to complete their tax declaration forms
themselves, it often was possible to fiddle
a little with allowable deductions and “forget” some income. In other words, a substantial proportion of taxpayers had the opportunity to cheat a little on their tax declarations, or at least to attempt to do so.
This is not the case today. SKAT, the Danish Tax Administration, has virtually all
the relevant information in advance. Working on one’s tax return is now largely a matter of signing it. At the same time, a series
of tax reforms have reduced or completely
eliminated various permissible deductions,
making even the search for legitimate deductions a rather unprofitable occupation.
In other words, the nature of tax fraud
has changed, in that ordinary members of
the population with straightforward tax declarations no longer have any real opportunity to cheat on their taxes. Thus, the context and the meaning of the question has
changed since cheating on tax is no longer something that I can do, but rather something others can indulge in – those others
being the self-employed, for example, or
multinational companies.
Consequently, it seems that the increase
in the level of Dane’s moral standards in relation to tax should be taken with a grain of
salt. It has risen, and it is indeed imaginable that the improved transparency and the
reassurance that others don’t cheat has contributed to a genuine improvement of tax
morale. However, an equally plausible explanation is that I, unlike them, no longer
have the opportunity to cheat. This change
makes the adoption of a stricter attitude relatively free of any personal cost.

Age has less significance
Moral attitudes related to tax differ from
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other issues on one important point: age is
not so significant.
In general, the older a person is, the
more moral he or she becomes. This is also
true with regard to the tax issue, but not to
the same extent as with other questions in
the survey.
As Table 2 shows, there was a certain degree of difference according to age in 1997,
but it was not very significant. Thirteen years later, in 2010, differences related to age
had almost completely disappeared. People
aged 18-29 continued to have a slightly poorer level of tax morality – but that can be
assumed to have been of little significance
in practice, given that generally speaking
their level of income was relatively low.

The table also shows that moral standards in relation to tax in the various generations had improved over the thirteen
years. This can be seen by reading the table diagonally, as indicated by the two areas with blue background. In 1997, respondents aged 18-29 gave an average score of
2.7. This group had largely the same composition as those aged 30-39 in 2010, and at
that point the average score they gave was
1.9. When the table is read in this way, it
reveals an average fall of 0.8 points. Given
that the lowest point on the scale is 1 (meaning that tax fraud is regarded as totally
unacceptable), this represents a rather substantial fall.

Undeclared work is still regarded as being almost acceptable
While Danes regard ordinary tax fraud
very negatively, their attitude to another
method of cheating the tax authorities,
namely doing undeclared work, is much
more relaxed.
In fact, 52% of Danes report having
paid for undeclared work within the previous year. A further 29% would be willing to do so if the opportunity arose. In total, 80% of the Danish population are thus
potential customers for undeclared work.
This was one finding of an interview
survey of 2,200 Danes conducted by the
Rockwool Foundation Research Unit in
March 2010.
Fewer than 20% stated that they would

refuse to purchase undeclared services. In
the light of that result, it is hardly surprising that Danes generally view undeclared
work as being much more acceptable than
“ordinary” tax fraud.
Having undeclared work done for
one’s household received a score of 4.2 on
the scale when the Research Unit asked
about attitudes in 2008-09. This can be
compared with the score of 1.8 for “ordinary” tax fraud in 2010.
Even though undeclared work is accepted, it does seem that the level of acceptance is falling. In 2004-2005 the rating
was 4.8, so there has been a decline since
that date.

More lenient view of social security fraud
In general, Danes’ moral attitude towards
people who commit social security fraud is
more lenient today than at any time over
the past 30 years.
This was revealed by a survey that included a number of questions relating to social
security fraud. The survey was conducted
in 2010 among a representative sample of
the Danish population.
In general, social security fraud is
strongly condemned. This was also the case
in 1981, when members of the Danish population were asked for their views on this
issue for the first time; it has remained so
ever since. Nevertheless, the harsh criticism
of social security fraud was a little less severe in the most recent survey.

When respondents answered the questions, they gave their responses on a scale
from 1 to 10, where 1 indicated that actions
were regarded as wholly unacceptable, and
10 that they were perfectly acceptable. In all
surveys since 1981, responses on social security fraud have been close to 1 on average, i.e. indicating that it is totally unacceptable.
As Figure 8 shows, the responses in all
previous surveys – 1981, 1990, 1997 and
2000 – have averaged between 1.3 and 1.5.
However, in 2010 the average score rose to
1.7, indicating that social security fraud
was not judged as harshly as previously.
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Figure 8

Acceptability of claiming social security benefits to which one is not entitled
1.7 (1) Not acceptable at all (10) Perfectly acceptable
1.6
1.5
1.4
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1.2
1.1
1.0

1981

1990

1997

2000
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Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Generally speaking, social security fraud is looked on very severely in Denmark.
On a scale of 1 to 10, the attitude of the population to such fraud is close to 1
on the scale, which shows that people find this behaviour totally unacceptable.
However, the level of acceptance was slightly higher in 2010 than it was in previous surveys.

Table 3

Attitudes to social security fraud
Proportion of respondents
who believe that there can
be no mitigating circumstances (that the action is wholly
unacceptable)

The softening of attitudes to social security fraud is surprising, given the policy
developments over the past 15 years. From
the mid-1990s onward, successive governments have made it increasingly clear that
the social security benefit system is not a
free-for-all.
The concomitant obligations have been
increasingly stressed in recent years in relation to various social entitlements. For
example, people claiming unemployment
benefits have to be genuinely available for
work. They have to be able to document active job-seeking, being available with one
day’s notice, and sanctions are imposed for
non-compliance to a much larger degree
than previously. This political focus on obligations might have been expected to have
influenced the attitudes of the population
to the abuse of social benefits. Generally
speaking, views on policy among members
of the population are strongly affected by
the government and the various political
parties. However, in this particular area,
public attitudes have not followed the political focus, at least as far as general principles are concerned.

Certain specific abuses are more
acceptable
Average
score

1997

2000

2010

2010

Claiming social security benefits to
which one is not entitled

81

88

72

1.7

Claiming unemployment benefit even if
one is not genuinely available to work

69

81

71

1.6

Making out that one’s condition is
worse than it really is in order to
obtain incapacity benefits

63

–

69

1.7

Claiming unemployment benefit when
one needs a little time off to “recharge
one’s batteries”

45

–

43

2.9

Claiming unemployment benefit or
social security benefit if one has a
problem arranging child-minding and
consequently does not wish to work
at present

30

45

–

3.3*

Letting a potential employer know that
one is not really interested in a job
which one has been directed to apply
for, but does not want

–

–

26

4.2

Note: * The average score is from the 2000 survey, since this question was not asked in 2010

While Danes are generally opposed to social security fraud, they are more ready
to turn a blind eye to unwillingness to work in a number of specific situations.

10

Tougher policies

In spite of their strict position against social fraud in general, however, Danes ar
willing to make quite a few exceptions to
their general disapproval if the question
about social security fraud is reformulated
to cover something more specific.
As Table 3 shows, the general view is
that a person should be available to work
if he or she is claiming unemployment benefit. The great majority, 71%, think that
people should be available for work, and at
1.6 the average score is quite close to 1.
However, the situation changes if the
question is posed in more concrete terms.
Only 43% of respondents said that it was
completely unacceptable for a person to receive unemployment benefit if they simply
needed a little time off work to “recharge
their batteries”. The average score given
was significantly higher at 2.9.
Similarly, there was a greater level of acceptance of an unemployed person trying
to avoid taking a job to which he or she
had been directed to apply. The question
asked was whether it was acceptable for an
unemployed person to indicate to a potential employer that he or she was not really
interested in taking a job when that person

News from the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit · June 2011

had been directed to apply for a post that he
or she did not want. Only 26% of respondents found this completely unacceptable,
while 74% thought that to some extent this
behaviour could be regarded as acceptable.
Over the last 10-15 years, availability
and active job-seeking has been strongly

emphasized by the government, and unlike
the increasing permissiveness regarding social fraud in general, we do in fact find that
evaluations of concrete situations have become stricter on all comparable measures.
However, norms remain quite permissive as
compared to the rules in these situations.

Pirate copying is widely accepted
Seven out of ten Danes think that to a greater or lesser degree, it is acceptable to copy
music and films without paying – always
provided, however, that the copies are exclusively for one’s own personal use.
This is one of the findings from the survey by the Rockwool Foundation Research
Unit of Danes’ moral attitudes in 2010.
In the survey, a representative sample of
the Danish population was asked to give a
response on a scale of 1 to 10 as to whether
it is acceptable to make pirate copies of music from the Internet for one’s own use.
Those who felt that such an action was not
acceptable under any circumstances gave a
response of 1; 30% of respondents were of
that opinion.
The remaining 70% were willing to accept pirate copying to some extent. 50% of
respondents gave responses of between 2
and 6. This means that they were critical of
pirate copying, but did not feel that it was
totally unacceptable. The final 15-20% gave
responses of 7 or over. This is thus the proportion of the population who see pirate copying as largely or fully acceptable.
Attitudes were different, however, when
there was a question of making money from
downloading music illegally. Respondents
had a rather stricter view of that. In fact,
three people out of every four said that it
was completely unacceptable to download
music from the Internet and then sell it to
friends.
The difference between these two types
of breach of the law is also evident in average response scores. While pirate copying
for one’s own use was given an average score of 3.8, the score for selling copied music
to friends was much lower, at 1.7. There is
thus a marked difference in the degree of
acceptability.

Pirating computer programs
Danes have another favourite pirating activity – many people use pirated computer
programs at home.
Again, there is a generally relaxed atti-

tude to this breach of the law among the population. Only three out of ten rejected this
behaviour completely in 2010 – the same
proportion as for the question on copying
music. It seems that norms in this area did
not change significantly over the previous
13 years, either. Questions were also asked
about pirated computer programs in 1997.
The same proportion – three out of ten –
considered this behaviour unacceptable at
that time.
This, then, is one area where Danes’
norms of behaviour are clearly not influenced to any great extent by the letter of the
law. This may be because the law in this
area is unclear, and transgressors are seldom prosecuted.
Nevertheless, the average response score
fell from 4.4 in 1997 to 3.6 in 2010, so there has been a slight increase in criticism of
this practice.

Figure 9

Level of acceptance of pirate copying
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Pirate copying for sale
Do not consider it acceptable at all

Note: To what extent do you accept the pirate copying of music from the Internet, on a scale from 1 to 10? Do not
accept it at all = 1. Take a critical view of it = 2-6. Find it acceptable = 7-10.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

A large proportion of Danes consider it acceptable to some extent to make pirate copies for one’s own use, but not acceptable to sell the copies to friends and
neighbours.
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Internet surfing during working hours
The technological developments that have
made it possible to download music and
software from the Internet have also opened up new opportunities for spending
work time doing something other than
working. Facebook, Twitter and other social networking sites now use up a proportion of Danes’ working hours.

Consequently, it is hardly surprising that
many Danes are not opposed to people surfing on the Internet for long periods during
working hours. When asked about their attitude to this, 60% of respondents were prepared to qualify their views to some extent.
Similarly, 51% were prepared, to some degree, to accept people shopping on the Internet in working hours.

The law educates the population
It may well be that the population initially
treats certain laws and regulations with
some scepticism, but changes its attitude
over time.
This was the case in Denmark in relation to regulations about child labour. The
minimum age for children to be employed
was raised in 1996 from 10 to 13, as part of
a general process of harmonisation of European labour laws.
When it was decided that it would be illegal throughout the EU for children under
13 to be employed in paid work outside the
home, this was in diametric opposition to
the opinions of most Danes. The new rules went against the accepted norms among
a large proportion of the population. In
1997, fully 64% of the Danish population
said that they were likely to break the law
and allow younger children to work. Only
9% said that it was very unlikely that they
would attempt to break the law.
In other words, Danish popular opinion
at that time was that the law was idiotic and
out of step with the real world.
Normally Danes are law-abiding folk,
but this was one area in which the lawmakers were completely out of touch with
the norms prevalent in society. Some people
made it almost a point of honour to flout
the new law. There was widespread acceptance of the idea that 12-year-olds should
continue to have the opportunity to make
a little pocket money by delivering advertising material, for example.
When people were asked to what degree they would accept breaches of the
law, one person in three responded with
a score of 10 on a scale of 1 to 10 – meaning that they found it perfectly acceptable – or even laudable – that the law
should be broken. The average response
score for the entire population was 6.3. By
way of comparison, Danes responded with
an average score of 3.1 to a question as to
whether they considered it acceptable to
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walk across a pedestrian crossing with the
light on red.
No more than three years later, however,
the people of Denmark had changed their
views about children working. In 2000, the
average level of acceptance had fallen from
6.3 to 4.3. The attitude now was that the
law was more or less reasonable.
Today, opinions are even more closely
aligned to the law. Acceptance of breaches
of the law was down to 3.7 on the scale in
2010. In the course of just 13 years, then,
opinions had changed from strong disapproval of the law to a moderately high level
of acceptance of it.
Furthermore, it is interesting to note that
in 1997 there was virtually no correlation
between views on children working and general attitudes to obeying the law. A correlation between these factors was clearly
identifiable in 2000, and in 2010 the correlation had become a strong one. Infringement of the law on children working is still
looked on relatively leniently, but by 2010
attitudes on this issue had clearly become a
fully integrated element of general attitudes
to upholding the law, and were determined
by these general attitudes.

Sales of alcoholic drinks to
young people
The issue of children working is not the
only example of the law influencing public attitudes in Denmark – a point which
should please politicians.
In 1998, a law was introduced in Denmark forbidding the sale of alcoholic drinks
to young people under the age of 15. It seemed hardly likely at the time that the law
would be observed, however; it was thought
that young people were sure to find ways of
buying drinks anyway.
Nor did the politicians actually expect
the new law to have much of an effect from
one day to the next on sales of alcoholic
drinks to young people. The aim was rather
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to send a signal to the population that the
consumption of alcohol by young people
was frowned upon. It seems that this message had an effect.
In 2000, the average score for acceptability of the sale of a couple of beers to a
child aged 14 was 2.7 on the scale from 1
to 10. In 2010, the average score was 2.0.

The 2010 survey also showed that people
who took a strict line on the sale of alcoholic drinks to young people were those who
had a generally law-abiding attitude. Over
the course of 10 years, then, attitudes had
again adapted in the direction of the law,
with greater acceptance of the prohibition
of the sale of beer to 14-year-olds.

The state can influence people’s views
For many years, Danes have scoffed at their
Scandinavian cousins living across the
Øresund. The Swedes are only too ready
to accept that “nanny knows best” in their
relations with the state, according to many
Danes. Now, however, it looks as though
the Danes themselves are becoming more
willing to heed the exhortations of the
government.
This is true not only in terms of respecting laws and regulations, but in some cases also when the state attempts to persuade
people to change their ways voluntarily.
In 2010, respondents constituting a representative sample of the population were
asked about their attitudes to certain actions which, while certainly legal, were not
really “the way good citizens should behave”.
Respondents were asked about their attitudes to wanton wastage of energy and to
unhealthy eating and exercise habits.
Wasting energy was found to have a
low level of acceptance among the population. One person in three would not accept
people consuming excessive energy in their
own homes. The average score given was
3.2 on a scale of 1 to 10, with 1 being an
expression of the highest level of moral behaviour. Wasting energy was thus seen as
almost as bad as keeping money found in
the street for oneself.
Eating fatty food and failing to exercise were not viewed as negatively. However,
even though these are actions that are within the free rights of the individual, they
nevertheless met with only limited acceptance.
On a scale of 1 to 10, eating fattening
food received an average acceptability score
of 5.5 among the Danish population, with
failure to take sufficient exercise receiving a
rating of 5.6. These two unhealthy practices
were thus placed midway between the two
extremes of “not acceptable at all” and “perfectly acceptable”.
A comparison between respondents’ at-

Figure 10

Danes’ acceptance of excessive energy consumption, unhealthy living
and taking early retirement
Wasting energy in the home
Eating fattening food, even though this
increases the risk of illness
Failing to take exercise, even though
this may affect health
Taking early retirement even one is fit
and healthy, and one is needed at work
Taking early retirement even if one is
fully fit for work
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Note: Respondents were asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 10 the extent to which they would accept various forms
of health-threatening behaviour, wastage of energy and behaviour in relation to early retirement. 1 = Not acceptable
at all 10 = Perfectly acceptable. The figure shows the proportions of the population who gave a rating of 2 or higher
on the issues.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Wasting energy is not seen as acceptable, even in a person’s own home. Unhealthy living is also not completely acceptable. On the other hand, the Danish population still accepts to a substantial degree that people take early retirement.

titudes on these issues and their general attitude to upholding the law revealed an interesting relationship, namely that the more
people distanced themselves from breaches
of the law, the more they also disapproved
of unhealthy modes of living.

Attitudes to early retirement
have shifted
In 1997, there was a high level of acceptance of people taking early retirement, even
if they were perfectly capable of working.
On average, the level of acceptability was
8.2, representing almost complete acceptability. This should be seen in the light of
the fact that at that time most Danes had
the right to an early retirement allowance.
Since then, the early retirement scheme
has been under constant discussion. This
has apparently affected attitudes, with the
average level of acceptance falling to 7.1 in
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2010. In 1997, 56% of respondents found it
completely acceptable that people should
take early retirement, whereas this figure
had fallen to 36% in 2010. It is still acceptable to take early retirement, but it is not
seen as being quite such an ethically defensible behaviour as it once was.
Respondents were also asked about the
extent to which it was acceptable to take

early retirement despite being fit and healthy, and being needed at work. The average score in 2010 was 6.8. However, unlike attitudes towards unhealthy life styles,
however, these attitudes were not correlated
with general law-abidingness. It remains to
be seen whether these attitudes would be
associated in the future.

Only one third of respondents were consistent in their
disapproval of insurance fraud
There are considerable differences in attitudes to insurance fraud among Danes.
In 2010, the Rockwool Foundation Research Unit asked Danes comprising a reFigure 11

Proportion of respondents who do not consider it completely
unacceptable:
– to declare an exaggerated
replacement value
– to persuade someone to accept insurance
liability for something being broken
– to declare a mobile phone stolen when it
had accidentally been put in the washing machine
– to claim for extra items in an insurance
claim after a break-in
– to break something deliberately and
claim the value from insurance

percent

0

10

20

30

40

50

60

Note: Respondents were asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 10 the extent to which they would accept various types
of insurance fraud. 1 = Not acceptable at all 10 = Perfectly acceptable The figure shows the proportions of the population who gave a response of 2 or higher on the issues.
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Many Danes do not unconditionally reject insurance fraud. Over half the population would be prepared to compromise with strict morality when, for example,
it is a matter of exaggerating the replacement value on an insurance claim.
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presentative sample of the population about
their attitudes to five forms of insurance
fraud – for example, as to whether it was
acceptable to report a mobile phone as
being stolen, even though in reality it had
ceased to function as a result of being put in
the washing machine, and whether it was
permissible to ask someone to take responsibility on their insurance policy when something had broken.
The survey showed that 36% of respondents found all five forms of fraud completely unacceptable.
The remainder of the population were
willing to make moral compromises with
regard to one, several or all five issues. In
other words, they thought that insurance
fraud was acceptable to a greater or lesser
degree.
There were, however, differences in
people’s moral attitudes, depending on the
type of fraud involved.
As Figure 11 shows, morality was particularly flexible in relation to a question
about reporting too high a replacement cost
for an item that had fallen in price since the
time of purchase. 55% of respondents were
willing to qualify their attitude on this issue.
In contrast, there were far fewer respondents who thought it was acceptable
to break an object which needed replacing
and claim the cost against insurance. Only
23% of respondents thought that this was
acceptable to some degree. Three out of
four respondents thought that such an action could not be tolerated under any circumstances.
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Women have higher moral standards than men
Regardless of the issue, women are by and
large more law-abiding in their attitudes
than men. They find stealing, insurance
fraud, falsifying on one’s tax declaration
and drink driving all less acceptable than
men do. There are also more judgemental
in their attitude to lying to gain an advantage for oneself.
A representative sample of the Danish
population was asked a long list of questions about moral issues. It is almost impossible to find any area where women set their
standards lower than men. Even when the
questions concerned areas where one might
expect women to be more sympathetic than
men to infringements, they remained more
law-abiding in their views.
For example, using a scale of 1 to 10 –
with a response of 1 indicating the highest
level of moral rectitude – men gave an average score of 5.5 to indicate their attitude to
telling an employer that one was ill in order
to stay at home to care for a sick child. The
average rating by women on the same issue
was 5.1.
In response to a question about how far
it was acceptable to report a mobile phone
as being stolen to an insurance company,
when in fact it had become unusable after
going through the washing machine, the
average score from Danish men was 2.6,
while for women it was 1.9.
Women also have higher moral standards than men when they are asked about
social security fraud. One might expect a
greater level of acceptance of this among
women, who generally speaking are more
vulnerable on the labour market. However, when Danish women were asked their
views on claiming unemployment benefit
even if one was not genuinely available for
work, their average level of acceptance of
this behaviour was 1.5, as opposed to 1.8
among men.

Largely in agreement
There are many areas where men and women are more or less in agreement. As Table 4 shows, the two sexes rate the same
five actions as being the worst, namely
shoplifting, car theft, buying stolen goods,
drink driving and leaving the scene after
damaging another car while parking.
Similarly, men and women are more or
less in agreement about the things they consider acceptable, as Table 5 shows. These
include taking early retirement at 60, even

Table 4

Least acceptable actions
Men

Av.

Women

Av.

1

Taking a few items from a
large store without paying

1.2

Taking a few items from a
large store without paying

1.1

2

Taking a car that belongs to
someone else

1.3

Taking a car that belongs to
someone else

1.2

3

Buying stolen goods

1.5

Driving home from a party
slightly the worse for alcohol

1.2

4

Driving home from a party
slightly the worse for alcohol

1.6

Buying stolen goods

1.2

5

Driving away from the scene
of a parking accident

1.7

Driving away from the scene
of a parking accident

1.3

Respondents were asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 10 the extent to which they would accept various actions. 1 =
Not acceptable at all 10 = Perfectly acceptable
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Men and women are fully in step with regard to the breaches of the law they
consider least acceptable.

Table 5

Most acceptable actions
Men

Av..

Women

Av.

1

Taking early retirement at 60
even if one is needed at work

6.8

Taking early retirement at 60
even if one is needed at work

7.4

2

Calling in sick to work in order to look after a sick child

5.5

Calling in sick to work in order to look after a sick child

5.1

3

Allowing one’s children under
the age of 13 to do paid work,
even though this is illegal

4.3

Telling a potential employer
that one is not interested in
a job for which one has been
referred as an unemployed
person

4.2

4

Telling a potential employer
that one is not interested in
a job for which one has been
referred as an unemployed
person

4.3

Making pirate copies of music
from the Internet for one’s
own use

3.5

5

Making pirate copies of music
from the Internet for one’s
own use

4.1

Using pirated software at
home

3.2

Respondents were asked to indicate on a scale of 1 to 10 the extent to which they would accept various actions. 1 =
Not acceptable at all 10 = Perfectly acceptable
Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Apart from children working, men and women are in agreement about the
things they consider most acceptable.
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Table 6

1

A convenience store selling a couple of
beers to a 14-year-old

56%

21%

2

Putting up a small building in a protected
area, which is strictly speaking illegal

37%

18%

3

Allowing one’s children under the age of
13 to do paid work, even though strictly
speaking this is illegal

72%

55%

4

Falsifying one’s tax declaration, if one has
the opportunity

44%

28%

though one is needed at work; reporting
sick oneself in order to care for a sick child;
and pirate copying.
The attitude to taking early retirement is
the only point on the survey where women
were significantly more accepting than men
– reflecting the fact that the Danish early
retirement scheme is used by many more
women than men.
Danish men stand out on one point, too.
They feel to a much greater degree than women that it is all right to allow children under the age of 13 to work.

5

Reporting a mobile phone as stolen even
though in fact it became unusable after
going through the washing machine

47%

32%

A couple of beers from the
convenience store

Greatest differences in attitudes
Men

Women

Greatest
difference

Source: The Rockwool Foundation Research Unit.

Many men think that selling beer to 14-year-olds is OK. Not many Danish women agree.

Table 6 shows the proportions of the survey
population who were not totally opposed
to various actions. The table indicates the
five issues on which there were the greatest
differences between the sexes. The largest
difference concerned the sale of beer. Only
21% of women would be willing to qualify
their opinion on the sale of a couple of beers by a convenience store to a boy of 14.
The remainder – 79% – felt that this was
totally unacceptable. Men in general had a
very different attitude: 56% were prepared
to soften their attitude on this question to
some degree, with only 44% regarding the
sale as completely unacceptable.
Similarly, there were large differences
between the sexes over the issues of building on a protected site, falsifying one’s tax
declaration and reporting a mobile phone
as stolen when actually it had been through
the washing machine. On all these points,
Danish men had fewer scruples than women.
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