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Summary 

Frequent offender monitor 2016 
Transition from the old to the new definition of very frequent offender 

 

 

In the Netherlands, the very frequent adult offender (VFO, i.e. Zeer actieve volwas-

sen veelpleger) is an important target group for judicial policy. Since 2005, the fre-

quent offender monitor (FOM, i.e. Monitor Veelplegers) project  monitors indicators 

of this group, its background characteristics, recidivism, sanctions and incarceration 

on the basis of judicial registration data. This report contains the latest results from 

the FOM. Because the national operational definition of very frequent adult offenders  

has been changed since January 2014, the FOM is now rebuilt differently. Since 

January 1, 2014 the group VFO's that ends up on the so-called "repeat offenders 

list” provided by the Prosecutor-General, is defined as follows: 

 

A very frequent adult offender is a person aged 18 or older who was persecuted for 

11 or more criminal offenses over a period of five years, of which at least one crime 

was committed in the last twelve months back from the reference date. 

 

The definition change has the consequence that the VFO’s are determined on the 

base of other data sources (data provided by the prosecution rather than police 

data) and measured with a different counting unit (offenses rather than official 

reports). This change can lead to a trend break; because the definition is more 

inclusive, the VFO group will  be larger. An official record contains at least one 

criminal offense, but often more. 

The objective of this report is twofold. Firstly, the consequences of the change in 

definition of VFO's is examined. Because in practice, using a new definition, with a 

different source and other counting unit, different group of repeat offenders is 

selected. The question is also whether there is a major in the absolute numbers of 

VFO’s. Secondly, we look at the developments in background characteristics, sanc-

tions and recidivism of VFO's looking at the developments based both on the old and 

the new definition.  

Difference in target group definitions 

The results show that the number VFO's is greater under the new definition, as ex-

pected. However, the difference in numbers with the old definition become smaller 

with time (Figure S1). Looking at the proportion of people that occur in both groups, 

it appears that a substantial proportion (20-40%) of suspects who have been 

charged under the old definition to VFO's are not defined as VFO according to the 

new definition, while the new definition is less stringent. This is hard to explain, but 

the phenomenon may be partly attributed to unreliable police registrations. The 

VFO’s based on the new definition are thus partly a different group of individuals. 

Surprisingly, if we compare the personal characteristics of the group, there is little 

difference between VFO on the basis of the old and the new definition. Only the 

criminal record (in terms of previous convictions) is larger in the VFO group accor-

ding to the old definition, but only in the early years of the cohort. This difference is 

most substantial in 2003 and disappears in 2013. This may be because the group 

has really changed in composition, but it can also imply a change in registration 

practice. This is undeterminable. 
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Numbers of very frequent offenders decrease 

According to both the old and the new definition, the number VFO’s per 1,000 adults 

declined between 2003 and 2013 (as the absolute numbers in Figure S1). The per-

centage decrease is stronger for VFO's the new definition (-48%) than the old 

definition (-30%). For the VFO’s according to the new definition, 2014 data are 

available. In this year, the number of VFO's increases somewhat compared to 2013. 

Also, for both definitions off the proportion VFO's relative to the total offender popu-

lation during the same period. 

 

Figure S1 Numbers of VFO's under the old and new definition 

 
  

Young adult VFO ratio differs for both definitions 

Just as with the adult VFO’s , according to the new definition there were in 2003 

twice as many young adult VFO’s. In 2013, the groups are of comparable size, 

about 1,100 people. However, the trend in the percentage of young adult VFO’s in  

the complete VFO population differs in both definitions. Using the old definition,  

this percentage ranges from 18% in 2003 to 28% in 2009 and the new definition 

varies it between 23 and 26% over the period. 

Recidivism high but declining 

Recidivism among VFO's is high, regardless of the definition (> 80-90% after four 

years). After a sharp decline in 2003-2004, there is hardly a trend in recidivism. For 

the more recent cohorts, the short-term recidivism seems to be somewhat lower 

than the older cohorts. The numbers of new convictions per 100 offenders following 

the reference year is substantially lower for the VFO’s according to the new defini-

tion. In young adult VFO's, the recidivism rate is slightly lower than in the total 

group of VFO’s regardless of the definition. 

Shift in offense type distribution 

The offense type distribution of VFO’s has changed over the years for both defini-

tions. In 2003, mainly property offenses without violence were committed, whereas 
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the percentage of this offense declined from 2007. This decrease was associated 

with an increase in the percentage of violent crime and vandalism, light aggression 

and public order offenses. The annual percentage of property offenses without 

violence remains the most common type of crime (45% or more). Although young 

adults VFO's show the same trend, they tend to slightly commit more violent and 

aggressive crimes. 

Change in penalty profile 

VFO's according to both definitions have mainly been imposed custodial sentences, 

although community service orders and other settlements have become more fre-

quent during 2003-2014. Compared with the whole group VFO's, young adults VFO’s 

more often get a community service, but custodial sentences remain the most 

common settlement. The ISD-measure (i.e. institute for repeat offenders, a two 

year long measure consisting incarceration and often paired with interventions/ 

treatment) is imposed on 3 to 7% of the VFO’s (depending on which definition is 

used). Over the years, the profile of who gets the ISD measure changes; in 2003 a 

VFO with a larger, more frequent and severe criminal past received the measure, in 

2014 also less ‘severe’  VFO received ISD. 

Conclusion on definition change 

The new definition provides a larger group than the old definition, but this difference 

in size has disappeared almost entirely in 2013. However, in 2013, only 60% of 

VFO's according to the old definition, are actually also VFO according to the new 

definition, while the latter definition is less restrictive. It is not clear why this is. 

However, the definition change has less impact on the profile of background 

characteristics of the VFO. This does not change much with the exception of the 

young adult VFO's. This last group has a less extensive criminal record and less 

recidivism under the new definition. Moreover, the trend in the number of young 

adults is VFO's is dramatically different. According to the old definition there has 

been an increase, whereas under the new definition, there has been a continuous 

decline. 

 


