
Frequent offenders have been the subject of much debate in the
Netherlands. A small proportion of the offenders is held responsible for a
high percentage of offences. In recent years, several attempts have been
made to develop a profile of these offenders and estimate their share of
recorded crime. Most of this research has been carried out using police
statistics. As a rule, an offender’s total number of contacts with the police is
used to define a cut-off point, usually more than 10. The number of frequent
offenders and the portion of recorded crime that can be attributed to them
vary dramatically across studies. The current research aims to arrive at a
useful definition of a frequent offender for the criminal justice system.
Access to judicial records makes it possible to describe the information
recorded about offenders who have been proven guilty. This includes all
offences prosecuted in which the public prosecutor or the court makes a
legally-binding decision. Background characteristics examined were gender,
age, age at onset of criminal behavior, type of offence and country of birth.
Rather than take the entire criminal career into consideration to arrive at a
working definition of frequent offender, we used a fixed time window of five
years – 1997-2001. This yielded a sample of 626,000 offenders.
The proportion of frequent offenders within this population and their
relative share of convictions were determined for this five-year period. The
offender sample had more than one million convictions during the five years
studied. Generally, the investigation of the distribution of convictions over
offenders does not indicate that a small proportion of offenders are
responsible for the majority of the convictions. However there is still
considerable over-representation: according to our data, over the period
1997-2001, 12% of the offenders was responsible for approximately 40% of
the criminal convictions in the Netherlands.
The cut-off value to define a convicted offender as a frequent offender was
three or more convictions in the five years studied. As we are only interested
in describing the offenders who are still active at the end of the time window,
we added an extra requirement to the definition: at least one of the criminal
cases in the period must have occurred in the last two years. Using this
definition, approximately 10% of offenders were responsible for one third of
the criminal convictions in the Netherlands during the period 1997-2001.
Next, we describe the background characteristics of the frequent offenders
and the rest of the offender population. Active frequent offenders are more
often male (93% versus 83% for the occasional offenders), born outside the
Netherlands, with an over-representation from non-Western countries. The
age of onset of criminal behavior is much lower for frequent offenders than
for incidental offenders (mean=21 versus 30). Frequent offenders tend to
commit more non-violent property offences than occasional offenders.
When we categorise frequent offenders according to their rate of judicial
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contacts, we arrive at the following typology:

It appears that the higher the rate of offending, the more they differ from
occasional offenders. Notably the most active frequent offenders, termed
‘very high rate frequent offenders’, tend to be older than the lower rate
frequent offenders.
Because we have access to judicial records, we can also examine court
disposition of cases involving frequent offenders. The judicial records
indicate that frequent offenders tend to receive more prison sentences as
well as community service orders. Regardless of the seriousness of the
offence and the maximum penalty it attracts, frequent offenders are more
likely to be sentenced to imprisonment than occasional offenders. However,
their sentences are as a rule much shorter. Overall, frequent offenders
receive nearly 60% of the very short-term prison sentences (i.e., up to three
months imprisonment), 50% of the prison sentences of between three and
six months and 30% of the sentences exceeding six months’ imprisonment.
The very high rate frequent offenders, one per cent of the offender
population studied, account for 37% of all short prison sentences.
In order to better identify possible subgroups of frequent offenders, an
exploratory cluster analysis was performed on proportions of types of court
disposals, viewing their entire careers. This yielded five reasonably stable
subgroups. ‘Revolving-door-offenders’ constitute the largest subgroup. This
subgroup of offenders had the highest percentage of prison sentences over
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Offender Type on judicial Description persons %
level cases

Occasional offender Person who was suspected in the period 1997-2001 of 1 or N = 550,527 60.36
2 penal cases suspected of committing 1 or more (87.9%)
misdemeanors or offences, in which the case was not 
disposed of by a delivery, acquittal, a technical dismissal or 
another technical verdict 

Frequent offender Person who had 3 or more penal cases with a valid N = 75,704 39.64
disposal in the time window 1997-2001. (12.1%)
Non-actual frequent offender Frequent offender from the time window 1997-2001 who N = 16,887 6.70

did not have a penal case with a valid legally-binding (2.7%)
decesion in the last two years of this time window.

Actual frequent offender Frequent offender from the time window 1997-2001 who N = 58,817 32.94
had at least 1 penal case with a valid legally-binding (9.4%)
decesion in the last two years of this time window.

Low rate frequent offender Actual frequent offender having a total of 3 of 4 valid  N = 33,274 10.55
penal cases in the period 1997-2001 (5.3%)

High rate frequent offender Actual frequent offender having a total of 5 to 10 valid  N = 19,379 12.03
penal cases in the period 1997-2001 (3.1%)

Very high rate frequent offender Actual frequent offender having a total of 11 or more N = 6,164 10.36
valid penal cases in the period 1997-2001 (1.0%)



their entire criminal careers and the lowest mean number of days of
imprisonment per prison term, the highest percentage of males, the highest
percentage of people born outside the Netherlands, the highest percentage
of property offences, the lowest percentage of violent crime. Not surprisingly,
this group uses up the majority of unconditional prison sentences. All other
freqent offender were not often convicted to a prison term, they were
sentenced to pay a fine or a community sevice order.
The present study is largely descriptive and contains a first attempt to
classify frequent offenders with respect to their disposals. Additionally,
social-demographic characteristics should be included in the analyses. More
information is required to adequately describe the relationship between
person characteristics and the criminal career and to find leads for a
specified, more effective policy for this type of offender. The linkage of
databases from the police, the judicature and other institutions could
provide the opportunity for this type of research.
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