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Summary 

Effectiveness of the ‘ISD-maatregel’ (a custodial order for high frequent  

offenders) 

In the Netherlands, it has been possible since October 2004 to issue a custodial  

order for high frequent frequent offenders, referred to in Dutch as an ISD-maatre-

gel (ISD: inrichting voor stelselmatige daders; i.e. ‘institution for high frequentof-

fenders’). This measure (maatregel) is intended for adult high frequent offenders, 

typically of more minor crimes, for whom the standard penalties such as brief cus-

todial sentences have proven ineffective. The Research and Documentation Centre 

(WODC: Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek- en Documentatiecentrum) has twice previ-

ously evaluated the ‘ISD-maatregel’ in terms of their effectiveness on recidivism  

(in terms of reconviction) following release and the incarceration effect (also known 

as the incapacitation effect). These earlier studies by the WODC show that, in com-

parison with a standard sanction, the ‘ISD-maatregel’ results in fewer reconvictions 

of high frequent offenders. In addition, it also reduces criminality while the ‘ISD-

maatregel’ is in effect. The impact of the measures to improve the ‘ISD-maatregel’ 

for high frequent offenders (which were implemented nationwide) on the effective-

ness of such an order were estimated in the previous research as well. Previous 

evaluations found these improvement measures, introduced starting in 2009, to 

have had no impact, possibly because it was too soon to measure such effects.  

In light of the societal interest in reducing criminal behaviour among high frequent 

offenders, but also due to the impact of the custodial order on high frequent offend-

ers, it is relevant for policymaking purposes to continue to monitor the effects of the 

custodial order for high frequent offenders over time as well. 

 

This study involves the replication of a number of extensions on the previous impact 

studies. Research topics include the recidivism of new cohorts leaving custody in 

2011-2014, while methodological innovations have been implemented to combat 

potential bias in the estimates and the correlation between forensic care and recidi-

vism will be assessed. Also considered was whether it is possible to determine the 

impact of an ‘ISD-maatregel’ for high frequent offenders on rehabilitation aspects. 

Research questions 

This study answers the following research questions: 

1 To what extent has the ‘ISD-maatregel’ for high frequent offenders been effective 

in reducing the prevalence and frequency of recidivism among detainees leaving 

custody in 2007-2014?  

2 What was the incapacitation effect of the ‘ISD-maatregel’ for high frequent  

offenders in terms of criminal cases for detention stays ending in 2007-2016,  

and did this change over time?  

3 What differences in recidivism can be observed between those leaving custody 

before 2009-2010 and those leaving custody after that period? 

4 Does the effect on recidivism differ based on characteristics of the detainees  

who left custody in 2011-2014?  

5 Is it possible to investigate the correlation between ‘ISD-maatregel’ for high  

frequent offenders and rehabilitation aspects such as work, income and debt?  
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6 Do high frequent offenders who have been issued a custodial order and have  

received forensic care re-offend less often than those who have been issued  

a custodial order but have had no forensic care? 

 

An observation period is required subsequent to the measure in order to assess its 

effects. For this reason, the research questions relating to recidivism or rehabilita-

tion aspects apply to cohorts who left custody before and during 2014. In determin-

ing the incapacitation effect, behaviour during the custodial order is considered, 

making it possible to judge this effect for cohorts leaving custody through 2016. 

Method 

In order to investigate the effect of the ‘ISD-maatregel’ for high frequent offenders 

as compared to a standard sanction – which is mainly a short detention – recidivism 

in terms of new criminal cases (reconvictions) following release will be examined.  

A quasi-experimental design will be used in order to assess the effect of the custo-

dial order on high frequent offenders. In other words, the outcomes among a group 

of highly active high frequent offenders who have been issued a custodial order for 

high frequent offenders will be compared to those of a similar group of highly active 

high frequent offenders who received a standard sanction. Both the likelihood of a 

new criminal case and the number of criminal cases in the four years after leaving 

custody will be examined (adjusted to reflect the time a given high frequent of-

fender was incarcerated during the period). The study will also look at potential 

sources of income (work, benefits, no income) and whether someone participates  

in a debt restructuring process following their release. In order to assess the impact 

of the custodial order on these outcomes, use will be made of both propensity score 

matching and multiple regression techniques.  

This use of multiple analysis techniques represents an improvement over previous 

reports, meaning that estimates of the impact on the rate of recidivism will be more 

accurate. Only data from registration systems will be used for the purposes of this 

research. 

Results 

An ‘ISD-maatregel’ for high frequent offenders results in fewer re-offenders than  

a standard sanction 

The results show that the ‘ISD-maatregel’ for high frequent offenders reduced the 

likelihood of a new criminal case, referred to as the recidivism prevalence. For all 

cohorts of high frequent offenders who received an ISD order in 2007-2014, the 

likelihood of re-offending was 12% lower after two years and 9% lower after four 

years, as compared to similar high frequent offenders who received a standard 

sanction (typically a brief jail sentence). After ten years, a difference of over 6%  

can still be observed in the recidivism among those who received a custodial order 

for high frequent offenders and the control groups. To put it another way: of the 

high frequent offenders who left custody after a custodial order for high frequent  

offenders, 23% (an absolute percentage) had not re-offended after two years; after 

four years this was true of 15% and after ten years this was 10%. 
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The ‘ISD-maatregel’ for high frequent offenders does not, however, reduce the  

frequency of reconvictions among high frequent offenders 

The study found no general effect on the number of new criminal cases per year of 

freedom (the criminal case frequency) among high frequent offenders when their 

custodial order for high frequent offenders ended. In other words, high frequent  

offenders who received an ‘ISD-maatregel’ do not re-offend less often when their 

order has ended than do high frequent offenders who received a standard sentence. 

On average, each stay in an institution for high frequent offenders prevents four 

criminal cases 

In addition to recidivism after the measure, the incapacitation effect during the 

‘ISD-maatregel’ was assessed as well. For each ‘ISD-maatregel’ and subsequent 

stay in an institution, an estimated average of four criminal cases were prevented 

during the period in which the order was in effect. The average number shows  

very little fluctuation over the entire 2007-2016 period. In absolute numbers, this 

amounts to between 1,500 and 2,400 criminal cases prevented each year. This total 

fluctuates because the number of detainees leaving custody after an ‘ISD-maatre-

gel’ fluctuates over time. 

Following the implementation of the measures to improve the ‘ISD-maatregel’ in 

2009, their positive recidivism-reducing effect decreased; it is unclear why this  

occurred 

In 2009, a number of measures intended to improve the practical application of the 

‘ISD-maatregel’ were implemented. The expectation was that ‘ISD-maatregel’ would 

become more effective in the subsequent period, from 2011 on. The results show 

that while in the period after the improvements were implemented, the ‘ISD-maat-

regel’ did retain a general recidivism-reducing effect, the high frequent offenders 

who received an ‘ISD-maatregel’ in this period re-offended more and with greater 

frequency than the high frequent offenders who were released from institutions for 

high frequent offenders before and during the implementation of the improvement 

measures. This applies to both the prevalence and frequency of recidivism and is 

contrary to the expectation that implementing the improvement measures would 

subsequently affect the rate of recidivism. We are unable to state with certainty 

whether this result can be attributed to the improvement measures, or whether is it 

the result of more or less simultaneously occurring developments, such as changes 

in the registration or unknown factors (i.e. ones that went unmeasured) that affect 

the recidivism of high frequent offenders. The underlying cause remains unclear and 

calls for further study. 

The effect of the ‘ISD-maatregel’ is greater when the high frequent offenders are 

older at the time of their first criminal case, when they have had multiple previous 

cases and when they are unemployed at the time of detainment 

The impact of an ‘ISD-maatregel’ depends on the age of the high frequent offender 

at the time of the first criminal case, the number of prior cases in which they have 

been involved and their source of income at the time the order is effected. As the 

age at the time of the first criminal case increases, or the number of prior criminal 

cases becomes greater, or when the offender was not (yet) employed at the time  

of entering into custody, an ‘ISD-maatregel’ will have a stronger effect on reducing 

recidivism. 



 

Wetenschappelijk Onderzoek- en Documentatiecentrum Cahier 2019-19 | 68 

Following release from custody, high frequent offenders who were issued an ‘ISD-

maatregel’ more frequently have a job than high frequent offenders who received  

a standard sanction 

It is possible, to a limited extent, to study the correlation between the ‘ISD-maatre-

gel’ and various rehabilitation aspects. While information on employment and other 

sources of income is available, information on debts in general proved difficult to ob-

tain. It was, however, possible to investigate whether debt restructuring processes 

existed. The ‘ISD-maatregel’ was shown to impact employment after release, but 

not on whether debt restructuring processes existed. Immediately after an ‘ISD-

maatregel’ has ended, a larger percentages of highly active adult high frequent of-

fenders have jobs than do high frequent offenders who leave custody following a 

standard sentence. This difference dwindles somewhat over a period of three years 

but remains significant. 

High frequent offenders who are issued an ‘ISD-maatregel’ and receive forensic care 

appear to re-offend significantly less often than those who are issued such an order 

but receive no forensic care, even taking differences in background aspects into ac-

count 

The invoicing for forensic care in institutions for high frequent offenders, when used 

as an indicator of whether someone received forensic care during their stay, was 

shown to correspond strongly to both a lower prevalence of recidivism and a lower 

frequency of recidivism. After two years, high frequent offenders who have been  

issued an ‘ISD-maatregel’ and who have received forensic care appear to re-offend 

less often than those who have been issued such an order but have received no  

forensic care (an estimated 18% less often after two years). Following those two 

years, 26% of high frequent offenders who have been issued an ‘ISD-maatregel’ 

and have received forensic care will have avoided re-offending; the figure is still 

18% after four years. In addition, the recipients of an ‘ISD-maatregel’ who have  

received forensic care can be expected to be involved in (on average) 1.3 fewer  

recidivism cases per year after their release than if they had received no forensic 

care. We do, however, wish to note that the forensic care provided was measured 

using an indirect indicator, so caution is called for in the interpretation. The question 

of whether forensic care actually serves to reduce the rate of recidivism among high 

frequent offenders who are issued an ‘ISD-maatregel’ calls for further study. 

Limitations and possibilities 

In this study, a quasi-experimental design was used to explore the effect of the 

‘ISD-maatregel’. This is not the most powerful way to demonstrate the effect of  

an intervention. The gold standard in such cases is a randomised experiment that 

minimises the risk of hidden differences between the intervention and control 

groups. Experimental studies have proven quite difficult to realise in actual legal 

practice, however, particularly when they involve a relatively severe penalty such  

as a custodial order for high frequent offenders.  

 

The quasi-experiment as it has been used here is a second-best method. The limita-

tions of this design have been taken into account by making use of several alterna-

tive methods of analysis. As a result, we feel that the results are reliable and that 

they apply to the entire group of high frequent offenders who were issued a custo-

dial order for high frequent offenders. 
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Conclusion 

We can safely conclude that the ‘ISD-maatregel’ (a custodial order for high frequent 

offenders) remains effective with regard to reducing the prevalence of criminal reci-

divism, which is to say that the percentage of those who re-offend is reduced as a 

result of the ‘ISD-maatregel’. In the period following the implementation of the im-

provement measures, however, the effectiveness of the order in reducing recidivism 

appeared to decline, so that the more recent cohorts show a relatively higher rate  

of re-offending subsequent to the ‘ISD-maatregel’. The incapacitation effect is that 

in 2007-2016 an average of four criminal cases were prevented per custodial stay, 

with very little fluctuation occurring. Taking other factors into account, having re-

ceived forensic care as part of the ‘ISD-maatregel’ appears to have a remarkably 

strong effect on reducing the rate and frequency of recidivism. Despite the fact that 

receiving forensic care has been measured via an indirect indicator, which is reason 

for caution in any interpretation, the observed effect should prompt further study 

into the possible effectiveness of this form of care.  

 

Lastly, being issued an ‘ISD-maatregel’ also appears to have a positive effect on 

high frequent offenders’ employment. High frequent offenders released from an 

‘ISD-maatregel’ are more frequently employed than similar high frequent offenders 

who received a standard penalty. 

 
  




