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Summary 

The concordance between self-reported juvenile crime and 
police suspects 
 

In this study we have investigated the extent to which self-reports of delinquent 

behavior measured by the Youth Delinquency Survey (MZJ) are complementary to 

juvenile crime measured with police records. We first examined the representative-

ness of the MZJ concerning the presence of 12- to 17-year olds in police records. 

Secondly, we wanted to gain more insight into the similarities and differences 

between self-reported offenders and police suspects. Self-reports focus on less 

serious offences, while mainly serious offences are recorded in police records. The 

general idea is that using both self-reports and police records will offer a more com-

plete picture of juvenile crime. 

In this study we have used the 2010 measurements of the MZJ. The MZJ is a na-

tionally representative sample of young people aged 10 to 17 years. In the current 

study we used the information of 12- to 17-year olds, as this group may be prose-

cuted and hence registered as a suspect by the police. The participants were asked 

for permission to link their data from the MZJ to police records. The 80 youths who 

did not give permission have been excluded from the study. Regarding police 

records, we made use of the Basic Enforcement Services (BVH), the Recognition 

Service System (HKS), and the registration of young people at Halt. The BVH and 

HKS partly overlap. In BVH all young people are registered with regard to whom 

there are reasonable grounds for suspicion that they have been guilty of a crime. In 

HKS only the arrested suspects are registered. 

Main findings 

Underrepresentation in self-reports of young people registered as a suspect 

by the police 

Our research shows that among youths who participated in the MZJ relatively fewer 

persons are registered as a suspect by the police than among youths who did not 

participate in the MZJ. The underrepresentation of suspects in the response group is 

not dependent on age, gender, or origin. 

 

Self-reports of delinquent behavior are complementary to police records, 

because ... 

 We only retrieved a small part of the self-reported offenders in police records  

(8-14%). These are mainly juveniles who reported having committed more 

serious offences. The reasonable similarity between self-reported police contacts 

and registered police contacts is consistent with results from previous studies. 

The proportion of self-reported offenders retrieved in police records differs for 

different groups. The share of self-reported offenders retrieved in police records  

is higher among boys and older adolescents than among girls and young adoles-

cents. Moreover, the proportion of self-reported offenders retrieved in police 

records is higher among ethnic minority groups (especially Moroccan, Turkish and 

Antillean/Aruban youths) than among native Dutch youths. However, it should be 

noted that these groups consist of relatively small numbers. The question is 

whether the same pattern can be found when more juveniles participate in the 

study by a greater and less selective response. 
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 We retrieved especially youths who state to have committed seriously delinquent 

behavior and youths characterized by serious risk factors in police records. As 

juveniles state to have committed multiple and / or more serious crimes and 

therefore belong to the group of serious offenders, they also appear more often  

in police records. The consistency between the severity of self-reported criminal 

behavior and presence in police records is stronger for girls than for boys. This is 

consistent with previous research on delinquent girls, which found that especially 

serious delinquent girls are more likely to appear in police records. 

Furthermore, the differences between younger and older adolescents and be-

tween Dutch juveniles and juveniles of Moroccan, Turkish or Antillean / Aruban 

background concerning their presence in police records are more profound in HKS 

than in BVH. 

Moreover, we found differences in risk profiles between self-reported offenders 

who are listed in police records and those who are not listed in police records. It 

turns out that among self-reported offenders youths with specific demographic 

characteristics (boys, youths of Moroccan, Antillean or Turkish origin) and youths 

with clear risk profiles (delinquent friends, spending time out on the streets) 

appear more often in police records. This seems to regard juveniles who are 

already in sight of the police by their (risk) behavior. 

 

Most police suspects report offences 

The majority of the minors who are registered as a suspect by the police admit to 

have committed a crime. A smaller part of the registered juvenile suspects who 

were referred to Halt admit to have committed a crime (65%) than juveniles 

registered in BVH or HKS (75%). This also means that a considerable part of the 

registered suspects does not admit to have committed a crime. 

No significant differences are found when we distinguish boys and girls, younger and 

older juveniles, or different origin groups. We have to interpret these results care-

fully. Only few juveniles who participated in the MZJ appear as a suspect in police 

records (between 5-9%). This applies to the entire research group, and even more 

so to subgroups.  

 

Differences between origin groups 

In almost all analyses we found differences between youths of Dutch origin and 

youths of other ethnic origin. By comparing the response group with the non-re-

sponse group, the results show that youths of Turkish and Moroccan origin respond 

less to the MZJ than youths of Dutch origin. Furthermore, self-reported juvenile 

offenders of Moroccan, Turkish or Antillean/Aruban origin are registered more often 

as a suspect by the police than Dutch self-reported juvenile offenders. Finally, we 

find that non-Dutch youths who are registered as a suspect by the police are less 

likely to admit offences than Dutch youths who are registered as a suspect by the 

police. Further analyses show that youths of non-Dutch origin give more social 

desirable answers in the MZJ than Dutch youths. 

Why do self-reported offenders of Moroccan, Turkish and Antillean/Aruban origin 

appear more often in the BVH and HKS than Dutch youths? This may have various 

reasons. First, it is possible that Moroccan, Turkish and Antillean/Aruban juvenile 

offenders are arrested sooner and more often than other juveniles. However, it is 

also possible that juveniles of Moroccan, Turkish and Antillean/Aruban origin are less 

likely to admit to have committed a crime when they have not been arrested for this 

offence. Indications for this can be found when examining the self-reported offences 

of juveniles who appear in police statistics, and the fact that immigrant youths are 

more likely to give social desirable answers than native youths. 
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Final conclusion 

The MZJ has been developed to complement police statistics to describe juvenile 

crime. The present study underlines the assumption that self-report is complemen-

tary to official police and justice records in describing juvenile crime. Juveniles who 

report to have committed more serious and more frequent offences are retrieved 

more often in police records. Less serious self-reported offenders are retrieved less 

often in police records. 

The results of this research indicate various ways to improve the MZJ in the future. 

For example, we found that youths who are registered as a suspect by the police are 

less likely to participate in the MZJ. This information can be taken into account when 

creating the sample, or by weighing the research group with a representative repro-

duction of youths in the Netherlands. Furthermore, our results indicate that self-

reports describe juvenile crime among non-Dutch youths in a less reliable way  

than juvenile crime among Dutch origin youths. We recommend studying this 

problem in future research by examining whether this can be solved by using alter-

native methods to describe juvenile crime. Alternative methods could be randomized 

response techniques, web surveys, or using ‘new’ data sources, such as information 

from social media. 

In order to obtain a complete picture of juvenile crime in the Netherlands, it is ad-

visable to regularly ask young people about their criminal behavior in addition to 

making use of their presence in judicial or police records. In this way you will gain 

an insight into the extent of serious and less serious offences among juveniles. 

Moreover, we do not suggest that the total crime among juveniles can be portrayed 

in this way. There will always remain offences that are not reported and of which 

the police do not know the offender.  

In addition, it is questionable whether using classic survey methods in population 

research can give a reliable picture of the most serious offenders. An alternative 

would be to gather information from, for example, social media and also gather 

information by using more traditional survey methods. It is precisely the use of 

different data sources and research methods that will offer the best picture of 

juvenile crime. 

 

 


