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SUMMARY
Community service has not been studied widely in Finland although its use 
is relatively extensive. Community service substitutes for one large prison in 
Finland. The significance of community service both as a sanction and as a 
financial solution was one of the incentives to launch the study. As a re-
searcher, I was interested in studying community service by approaching the 
phenomenon that is considered judicial as such from a social point of view 
with an aim to open up the dimensions related to criminal policy and social 
policy. The use and credibility of community service as part of the expanding 
community sanction field depend on how it is accepted by both the authori-
ties and the general public. Therefore, this study focuses on the everyday 
activity, i.e., what happens in community service and how different operators 
regard it. An important element was to bring out a view of how community 
service is perceived as a sanction.

In this study, community service and the views on it are approached with the 
help of interview material. The interviewees included both the authorities and 
the contact people of the community service places operating in the field of 
the so-called civic society as well as the offenders sentenced to community 
service. The interviews were grouped as follows:

Interviews Number of interviewees Pages (12pt)

Service clients 24 314
Contact people of the  
service places

10 128

Probation officers 26 
four group interviews and 
one individual interview

130

Prosecutors 4 
one group interview and 
one individual interview 

38

Judges 11 
three group interviews

63

Total 75 673

Community service and its realisation were studied as an everyday activity. 
Based on the interviews with the operators, I seek answers to the following 
study questions.

What do the community service clients, the contact people of the service 
places, the authorities enforcing community service, as well as the prosecu-
tors and the judges think about the significance of community service as a 
sanction and as a tool for promoting the integration into the society of the 
sentenced offenders?
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How does the selection to community service happen in a process of re-
questing and preparing a suitability assessment and whom does it concern? 

What do the community service clients, the contact people of the service 
places, the authorities enforcing community service, as well as the prosecu-
tors and the judges think about the reform ideas of community service?

Studying community service as a sanction that is enforced in the course of 
everyday life brought out two viewpoints, which are aimed to be studied in 
more detail in a further research. The interviews revealed a so-called infor-
mal use of justice arisen from the practical solutions of the service places. 
Community service is regulated tightly and the regulations are also followed. 
Nevertheless, introducing a sentence as part of the operation of the civic 
society brings completely different elements to the sentence compared with 
those which are related to traditional prison sentences. In this study, the en-
counter between the juridical and bureaucratic norms and the civic society 
norms is referred to as “practical sense”.

The empirical material is connected to two more extensive theoretical frame-
works. Based on the material, it appears to be evident that a major part of 
the community service clients consider it a sentence that enables them to 
attach to some conventional social networks that do not promote criminality. 
The control theory developed by Travis Hirschi (2008 [1969]) and Gottfred-
son & Hirschi (1990) consists of two main forms: 1) social control theory and 
2) self-control theory. With the help of these two dimensions, criminality and 
the detachment from it are explained by both social and individual factors 
(also Kivivuori 2008, 186–215). From the point of view of community service, 
the distinction is interesting. 

If a weakened social control increases the committing of offences, it can be 
assumed that sanctions, which strengthen social control, social networks, 
and social support, are ideal for attaching back to the society or, in other 
words, promoting integration and, thus, reducing recidivism. Even though 
the interest of this study is in the extent of social control, it does not mean 
that it underestimates the responsibility of an individual. On the contrary, 
increased social interaction that does not promote criminality can improve 
the abilities of an individual to carry out his own change work. 

Main results 

The ”practical sense” does not only refer to the fact that so-called laymen 
deal with sentenced offenders. In a much more serious sense, it may be a 
question of an element that is developed in the penal system and that enab- that is developed in the penal system and that enab-
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les a wider understanding of the theoretical basis, the operating possibilities, 
and the operation limits of community sanctions. 

Community service is a sentence where unpaid work is combined with social 
networks. At their best, these factors support the sentenced offender in his 
own change process and, at the worst, they offer the offender an opportunity 
to stop and evaluate his own situation. Thus, community service as a sanc-
tion opens a possibility to change at two levels. The work tasks and the com-
munication and social relations built around the tasks offer the sentenced 
offender an opportunity to change. It can be reviewed based on the concept 
of social integration. On the other hand, community service as a sanction 
provides an opportunity of an individual examination of the life situation. In 
the interview material, this was often described with a term “stopping”. Sup-
porting both of the processes of the client requires a specific competence 
from the professional probation and social work. So far, carrying out this kind 
of probation work and social work that takes into account the special fea-
tures of the offenders is random. The client has to be quite skilful to receive 
such help.

The role of the service places has unfolded to be more complex than I had 
expected as a researcher. The different abilities and needs of the community 
service clients as well as the service places call for a wide variety of service 
places. This brings out the fact that probation work is professional work in 
the interface of the formal and informal use of justice. In order for the work 
to be productive, it should be developed by taking into account the special 
features of this interface.

Community service is placed in the area of both formal and informal justice. 
In the area of formal justice, the suitability assessment of community service 
means an evaluation of the ability to carry out community service. Thus, it is 
a document that is produced for the prosecutor and the court. Although they 
are mainly interested in the final assessment of the suitability of the offender, 
they still consider meeting the client vitally important.

The community service suitability assessment also has other functions if it is 
reviewed from the viewpoint of informal use of justice. For the probation offic-
ers, it is a professional tool for intervening in the life of the client and helping 
him to stop and evaluate his own life. It is a tool also in that sense that while 
the ability to carry out community service is assessed, the search for a serv-
ice place is often started. This mainly means considering the use of support 
activities and possible programmes. For the service places, the suitability 
assessment means that they can trust in that the community service client 
can be taken to serve the sentence in that exact place.
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The suitability assessment often starts a quite long and demanding phase 
where an offender sentenced to community service is the object of some 
kind of attention and control. 

1. The prosecutor evaluates the situation when deciding on whether 
to request a suitability assessment. 

2. The probation officer evaluates the life situation of the client in 
connection with the preparation of the suitability assessment (1 
[–2] interviews).

3. When necessary, the officer asks for assessment information 
from other authorities before the Probation Service completes the 
statement.

4. The prosecutor reads the suitability assessment statement and 
decides on whether he is going to propose a community service 
sentence. 

5. The court reads the statement, evaluates it in relation to the infor-
mation received during an oral hearing, and imposes the sen-
tence.

6. The Probation Service reassesses the situation of the client 
together with him when the enforcement of community service 
begins.

7. The probation officer and the offender sentenced to community 
service visit the service place and assess whether the community 
service could be carried out at the service place in question. The 
contact person may have a quite active role in this situation.

8. Each service time is checked and, at the community service 
place, the current capacity of the community service client to 
carry out the service is assessed. The probation officers occa-
sionally visit the service place without notifying beforehand. 

9. The progress of the service is followed at the service place. 

10. If community service includes programmes or different groups, 
the performance of the community service client is assessed and 
observed in them.

11. When the service is completed, a joint assessment is usually 
made of the progress of the community service. 
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The threshold of the suitability for community service is relatively low if it is 
assessed in relation to the made statements. The situation changes if the 
examination covers those who could formally be sentenced to community 
service. Only about 35% of those who could be sentenced to community 
service are sentenced to it. Thus, the threshold of sentencing to community 
service can be considered high.

From the viewpoint of criminal policy and its development, the significance 
of the results is that, at least for the duration of serving the sentence, com-
munity service seems to attach the sentenced offender to the society where 
he is expected to live without committing offences in future. The difference 
compared with prison sentence is fundamental. From the perspective of 
further study, an important question is whether it would be realistic to think 
that community sanctions would be defined and their number would inc-
rease based on such structures where the main goal would be citizenship, 
participation in social networks, and even permanent attachment of people 
to those networks.
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