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Summary 

Short and long-term effects of the ISD measure 
Technical report 

Since 2004 in the Netherlands, the ISD measure (Inrichting voor Stelselmatige 

Daders, or Institution for Habitual Offenders), is regulated by law. This sanction was 

devised to reduce crime by high-frequent offenders through incapacitation and to 

reduce recidivism by effective treatment using targeted interventions (Ministry of 

Justice, 2003a). The measure is intended for offenders of 18 years or over who are 

(very) frequently apprehended by the police for a particular offence: the so-called 

high-frequency offenders (HFOs). HFOs subjected to an ISD can be detained for a 

maximum period of two years in a specifically appointed institution or a dedicated 

ward of a penitentiary. 

In 2012, the WODC measured the effect of the ISD measure on recidivism and on 

the prevention of offences for the first time (Tollenaar & Van der Laan, 2012). This 

study involved HFOs who were released from the ISD measure before 2009. A sta-

tistically small to medium recidivism-reducing effect of the ISD measure was found. 

This study also had several limitations. The registration of the date on which some-

one died was possibly missing in a number of cases. It also focused only on short-

term recidivism, thereby leaving the question unanswered whether the ISD also 

remains effective in the long run. 

In 2009, following the advice of the inspection for sanction enforcement (ISt), sev-

eral plans to improve the ISD measure were implemented. These plans included the 

establishment of five penitentiary psychiatric units, purchasing forensic care, the 

(re-)establishment of the so-called intermittent phase, and the purchase of addic-

tion care capacity and sheltered housing. It is unknown whether these improvement 

plans had any impact on the effectiveness of the ISD. 

 

 

Aims of this study 

 

On the request of the State Secretary of the Ministry of Security and Justice, the 

WODC once again examined the effectiveness of the ISD measure. The aims of this 

study are: 

• to replicate the previous effect estimate, but also for the ex-ISDs released in 

2009 and 2010 and a longer follow-up time for the ISD releasees released before 

2009; 

• to identify any differences in background characteristics between Ex-ISDs that do 

and those who do not recidivate, in order to improve the selection criteria for the 

ISD. 

 

 

Method 

 

This research mainly uses data from the frequent offender monitor. This is a grow-

ing longitudinal data set containing all suspects registered as HFO by the police. The 

frequent offender monitor links various police and judicial registration data at the 
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individual level. This monitor contains data from police, the Public Prosecutor, pro-

bation and Dutch National Agency of Correctional Institutions (DJI) 

This study applies a quasi-experimental design in which the results of two ISD 

groups are compared with well-matched controls. Based on data from the monitor 

repeat offenders, we composed four groups of HFOs: 

• An ISD group released in the period before 2009 and a corresponding control 

group of HFOs released from a penitentiary. We call these ISD1 and control 1. 

• An ISD group released into the years 2009 or 2010 and a corresponding control 

group. These are ISD2 and control 2. 

To match the ISD groups with their control groups, a propensity matching technique 

is applied using 20 (ISD1) / 23 (ISD2) covariates. These covariates can be grouped 

into four categories: demographic characteristics, criminal career characteristics, 

characteristics of the index case and the presence of problems in life circumstances. 

 

The effect of the ISD has two aspects. On the one hand, we estimate the reduction 

of registered crime because HFOS are incarcerated (i.e. the incapacitation effect). 

On the other hand we estimate the effects on post-release recidivism (i.e. specific 

deterrence). In both cases the effect is compared to the control groups. Therefore, 

the estimated effect of the ISD measure is relative to a standard prison sentence. 

Recidivism refers to once again coming into contact with the police or the law due  

to committing one or more crimes, either after discharge from the ISD or after 

completing a standard prison sentence. We investigate to what extent the ISD has 

affected the percentage of HFOs that have renewed contacts with police or public 

prosecutor (recidivism prevalence), and the impact of the ISD measure on how 

often they have new contact with the law (recidivism rate). 

 

 

Results 

 

Before 2009, 584 HFOs were released from an ISD (ISD1). In the years 2009 and 

2010, 514 HFOs were released from an ISD (ISD2). Before matching, there were 

large differences in background characteristics between the ISD groups and their 

control groups. After matching only one variable was significantly different: the 

average number of criminal cases per year in freedom prior to imprisonment in the 

ISD group was higher than in the control group. This difference appeared in both 

the ISD groups but was shown to have no impact on subsequent results. 

 

The percentage of ISD that recidivates is high, the majority recidivates in 

the first two years 

Of the HFOS in ISD1, 74% had renewed contact with the law for a crime within two 

years. After six years, the proportion of offenders increased to 84.7%. 74.2% of 

ISD2 recidivated before two years had passed. Therefore, the first two years after 

discharge from the ISD appear to be critical years, showing a high risk of recidivism. 

 

ISD leads to less recidivism and less criminal recidivists than among HFOs 

receiving a standard custodial sentence 

Compared to a standard prison sentence for HFOs, the ISD leads to a reduction in 

the number of repeat offenders and in the number of criminal cases in which ex-

ISDs are tried. This applies to both the ISD1 as the ISD2 group. 

Compared to a standard punishment, ISD leads to a reduced number of repeat 

offenders under HFOs released before 2009. Six years after leaving, there still is a 

significant difference in the percentage of recidivists in the ISD group and the con-

trol group (respectively 84.7% and 92.7%). 
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The ISD has a stronger effect on reducing the recidivism rate of the HFOs than a 

standard custodial sentence. The ISD also leads to a reduction in the number of 

criminal cases per year of freedom following penitentiary release than comparable 

HFOs. 

For the HFOs who were discharged from an ISD or penitentiary in 2009 or 2010, the 

results show that ISD led to fewer repeat offenders than the standard custodial 

sentences. Two years after leaving, 74.2% of the ISD recidivated versus 82.9% of 

the control HFOs. This is very similar to the results found in the group released 

before 2009. Similarly, again we find a reducing effect of ISD on the number of 

criminal cases per year in freedom after leaving. 

In statistical terms, there is a small reducing effect of the ISD measure relative to  

a standard prison sentence. This applies both to the ISD releasees before 2009 and 

for the ISD releasees in 2009 or 2010. 

 

ISD has a stronger effect on reducing crime during a standard punishment 

(incapacitation effect) 

The incapacitation effect of the ISD, compared to a standard prison sentence, was 

similar for both ISD groups. By imposing the ISD (instead of standard prison sen-

tences), an average of 5.3-5.5 and 8.5-8.8 criminal offenses were estimated to be 

prevented in the period that the ISD was imposed. Converted to annual numbers 

prevented per year, an estimated 2.4 court cases and 3.8-3.9 criminal offenses are 

prevented per year in ISD. The estimated effects are an underestimate of the actual 

number of crimes that occur, as significant filtering of crime occurs in the judicial 

chain. The prevention of recorded offenses relate mainly to theft, burglary or van-

dalism and public order offenses. 

 

ISD of releasees in the years before 2009 is equally effective in reducing 

recidivism as ISD of releasees from the years 2009 and 2010 

As mentioned, since 2009 various improvement measures were implemented for  

the ISD. With the data available to us, we cannot determine specific effects of this 

improvement. We can however approximately estimate the overall effect. This is 

done by applying multiple Cox regression and comparing recidivism of ISD1 and 

ISD2, taking into account differences in background characteristics. The results only 

show that the ISD is as effective in reducing the rate of repeat offenders in HFOs 

released before 2009 as in the HFOs released in 2009 or 2010. This is true regard-

less of background characteristics. 

This finding should not be interpreted to mean that the improvement plans imple-

mented from 2009 have had no effect at all. This uncertainty is partly due to the 

fact that the majority of the ISD2 group entered the ISD before 2009 and therefore 

substantially experienced the old regime during their stay. In addition, it may also 

have taken some time before the improvement plans were fully implemented. On 

the other hand, our results give no indication whatsoever that the improvement 

plans had any effect, even though the 2009/2010 ISD-cohort at least partially 

underwent this new regime.  

 

ISD has a greater effect on recidivism for late starting HFOs, but has less 

effect for HFOs involved in more criminal cases. 

Finally, we investigated whether ISD participants with specific characteristics benefit 

more from the ISD. For example, the ISD might be more effective for addicted than 

non-addicted repeat offenders, for repeat offenders with or without psychiatric prob-

lems, or for early or late starters. Again, we applied multiple Cox regression with the 

prevalence of recidivism after discharge as an outcome measure. The results show 

that there are only a few characteristics of HFOs that have an additional effect on 
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top of the overall impact of the ISD. The ISD proves to be more effective for late 

starters and less effective when repeat offenders have a larger number of criminal 

cases to their name. These effects are seen both in ISD1 and in ISD2. 

 

 

Conclusion 

 

The share of HFOs sentenced to ISD that recidivates is high, but significantly lower 

than in the control groups that have a standard term of imprisonment imposed. 

However, in the longer run ISD releasees tend to reoffend more than HFOs released 

from standard imprisonment. It is striking that especially in the first two years after 

discharge from the ISD, recidivism percentage shows by far the strongest increases. 

In the four subsequent years, the increase is much more gradual. Apparently, the 

first two years are a critical period for recidivism. We also see that the frequency of 

recidivism decreases significantly among those formerly sentenced. A significant 

number of crimes and criminal cases per year is shown to be prevented (incapaci-

tation effect). We can observe that the ISD is more effective in reducing the num- 

ber of repeat offenders among HFOs and leads to fewer offenses and penal cases 

among former participants than a standard prison sentence. Our results provide  

no evidence that the ISD for the releasees before 2009 had a different effect on 

recidivism than the ISD released in the years 2009 or 2010. Our study provides  

no evidence that the ISD improvement plans implemented from 2009 had an addi-

tional effect on the recidivism of HFOs. However, it is too early to conclude that 

these improvements had absolutely no effect. This will require newer groups of ISD 

releasees. 

 




