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Summary 

Differences in recidivism trends among juveniles 

Insight in the development of recidivism among different groups of juvenile offenders 

and persons released from juvenile detention 

After years of declining reconviction rates among juvenile offenders and persons 

released from juvenile detention (together juveniles), reconviction rates increased 

among juveniles convicted or released between 2011 and 2015. This has raised the 

question how the fluctuations in reconviction rates over time can be explained. 

National and international research (Boot & Kessels, 2021; Goudriaan & Kessels, 2016; 

Nilsson, Estrada & Bäckman, 2017) shows that youth crime is declining, however, 

especially among specific groups of juveniles. This has raised the question whether 

trends in reconviction rates among juveniles in the Netherlands are also unequally 

distributed.  

 

This study aims to explain the trends in reconviction rates over time and to describe 

group differences in reconviction rates. Is the increasing reconviction rate explained by 

higher shares of high risk juveniles or is there a real increase in reconviction rates 

within (high or low risk) groups? How do reconviction rates and trends differ between 

groups defined by demographic, socioeconomic, criminal and neighbourhood 

characteristics? And which societal trends are the most probable explanation of these 

(unequal) trends in reconviction rates? To answer these questions, this study describes 

and explains trends in reconviction rates among juveniles and links these empirical 

outcomes to theory and earlier research.  

 

First we describe trends in reconviction rates among all juvenile offenders and all 

persons released from juvenile detention and among subgroups of juveniles defined by 

demographic, socioeconomic, criminal and neighbourhood characteristics. Thereby we 

provide insight in the trends in reconviction rates, and whether these trends are 

unequal. The first two research questions are:  

 

1 What are the trends in recidivism prevalence and recidivism frequency between 

cohort 2008 and 2017 for all juvenile offenders and among subgroups of juvenile 

offenders defined by demographic, socioeconomic, criminal and neighbourhood 

characteristics? 

 

2 What are the trends in recidivism prevalence and recidivism frequency between 

cohort 2008 and 2017 for all people released from juvenile detention and among 

subgroups of people released from juvenile detention defined by demographic, 

socioeconomic, criminal and neighbourhood characteristics? 

 

Secondly, we describe how the group composition of juvenile offenders and people 

released from juvenile detention has changed over the years and whether this change 

in group composition can explain the trends in recidivism. An increasing share of 

offenders with risk factors such as earlier convictions or (school) dropout might lead to 

an increase in reconviction rates. Simultaneously taking into account all background 
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characteristics firstly allows us to determine whether changes in group composition 

can explain trends in recidivism. Secondly, it allows us to determine which background 

characteristics are risk factors for recidivism when all other characteristics are taken 

into account. Finally, we determine if and how the risk factors for recidivism have 

changed over time, that is: which characteristics have become stronger risk factors for 

recidivism in later years. The third set of research questions is: 

 

3a How did the group composition of the groups juvenile offenders and people 

released from juvenile detention change between cohort 2008 and 2017 and to 

what extent can these changes in group composition explain the trends in the 

recidivism risk? 

 

3b Which demographic, socioeconomic, criminal and neighbourhood characteristics 

are related to a higher recidivism risk among juvenile offenders and people 

released form juvenile detention and to what extent has the influence of these 

risk factors changed over the cohorts 2008 up to 2017? 

Theory 

There are four societal trends that play a key role in international research into 

declining (youth) crime rates. These trends possibly also explain (unequal) trends in 

reconviction rates.  

 

Firstly, the security hypotheses (Farrell et al., 2015) posits that due to increasing 

security, crime becomes more risky and less rewarding, which leads to decreasing 

crime rates. Especially high income groups and people in more affluent neighbour-

hoods benefit from increasing security opportunities. As most crimes are committed 

close to home (Bernasco & Nieuwbeerta, 2005), based on the security hypotheses, we 

expect reconviction rates to especially decline in affluent neighbourhoods and among 

juveniles in high income households.  

 

Secondly, due to increased digitalisation, juveniles spent more time online and less 

time on unstructured socialising which is related to delinquency (Weerman, 2017). 

Especially juveniles who have enough space at home will spent more time online and 

less time on the street. Especially juveniles in higher income households, rural 

neighbourhoods and neighbourhoods with high dwelling prices will have enough space 

at home. Therefore, due to increased digitalisation, we expect reconviction rates to 

especially decrease for these groups.  

 

Thirdly, due to the decreasing tolerance for risk behaviour (Eisner, 2014), juvenile 

delinquents will face stronger negative labeling effects. As a result they will be cut off 

from conventional opportunities (Sampson & Laub, 1993), which will increase the risk 

of recidivism (Bäckman et al., 2014). This will be especially the case for juveniles with 

an immigrant background, a low socioeconomic status or earlier convictions (Augustyn 

et al., 2019; Pager, 2003; Pesta, 2018). Therefore, we expect reconviction rates to 

especially increase for these groups.  

 

Finally, in recent years in the Netherlands, there is an increasing trend towards 

focused policing. Policing is more focused on frequent offenders and neighbourhoods 

with high crime rates (hot spots) (Ferwerda, 2019). Therefore, the chance of being 
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caught and thus the reconviction rate will especially increase for juveniles with earlier 

convictions and in neighbourhoods with high crime rates.  

Methods 

In this study we report (trends in) reconviction rates among two offender groups. 

First, we study juvenile offenders, that is: persons who are convicted under the 

juvenile criminal law in the years 2008 up to and including 2017. Second, we study 

persons released from juvenile detention in the years 2008 up to and including 2017. 

Both groups we follow up to July 2020 to determine the prevalence, frequency and 

relative risk of recidivism. We use data from the Research and Policy Database for 

Judicial Information (OBJD) to calculate reconviction rates. The use of the OBJD 

implies that only crime that comes to the Public Prosecution Service’s attention is 

included in this research. The OBJD is also used to determine criminal (history) 

characteristics of the juveniles. In addition we use data from the Netherlands Statistics 

Social Statistical Database (SSD) to determine juveniles (post-conviction or post-

detention) demographic, socioeconomic and neighbourhood characteristics.  

 

The prevalence of recidivism is calculated as the proportion that has at least one new 

conviction within two years. The frequency of recidivism is calculated as the number  

of new convictions per year not in detention among people with at least one new 

conviction within two years. The relative risk of recidivism is calculated using the 

duration up to the first reconviction. The shorter the duration until the first reconvic-

tion the higher the relative risk of recidivism.  

Key findings 

In response to research question 1 and 2, we described the trends in recidivism 

prevalence and recidivism frequency among all juveniles and among subgroups 

determined by demographic, socioeconomic, criminal and neighbourhood charac-

teristics.  

Increase in reconviction rate does not continue 

The prevalence and frequency of recidivism increased between cohort 2012 (offenders 

convicted in 2012, juvenile detainees released in 2012) and cohort 2015, however this 

increase did not continue in later cohorts. Offenders convicted in 2016 and 2017 and 

people released form juvenile detention in 2016 and 2017 have a lower recidivism 

prevalence and frequency in the two years after conviction or release than juveniles 

from cohort 2015.  

Unequal trends in reconviction rates 

Trends in recidivism prevalence and recidivism frequency vary between subgroups with 

different demographic, socioeconomic, criminal and neighbourhood characteristics. 

Recidivism prevalence and frequency were already high and increase relatively strong 

for juveniles living in institutions, juveniles with earlier convictions, juveniles in low 

income households and juveniles in neighbourhoods with high crime rates. Therefore 

group differences in reconviction rates increase. This is an indication that not only 

trends in youth crime (Boot & Kessels, 2021; Goudriaan & Kessels, 2016), but also 

trends in reconviction are unequal, with more favourable trends for more privileged 

groups.   
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However, there are also group differences in reconviction rates that decrease. 

Reconviction rates especially increase for juveniles without a migration background,1 

thus narrowing the gap between people with and without a migration background. 

Similarly, reconviction rates especially increase in the most rural neighbourhoods and 

in neighbourhoods with the highest dwelling prices thereby diminishing differences 

between neighbourhoods in reconviction rates.  

 

In response of research question 3a, we describe the changes in de group composi-

tion of juvenile offenders and people released from juvenile detention. In addition we 

teste whether these changes in group composition can explain the trends in recidivism 

risk.  

Change in group composition; increasing shares of juveniles with high 

recidivism risk 

Between cohort 2008 and 2017 the number of both juvenile offenders and people 

released from juvenile detention has strongly decreased. The smaller group of 

juveniles in later cohorts consist of higher shares of people with earlier convictions and 

higher shares of people convicted for violent crime (including sexual offences and 

violent property crimes). The increase in the share of juveniles with earlier convictions 

can be partly explained by introduction of adolescent criminal law. Adolescent criminal 

law makes it possible that majors aged 18 to 22 can be convicted by juvenile criminal 

law or placed in juvenile detention. Reconviction rates are relatively high among 

majors convicted by juvenile criminal law (Verweij & Tollenaar, 2020). Between 2008 

and 2017 juveniles have become older and this is also partly explained by the intro-

duction of adolescent criminal law. In addition, juveniles in later years are less often 

female, less often live with two parents, more often live in low income households and 

more often have a migration background. Since especially women, people without 

prior convictions, people without a migration background, people who live with two 

parents and in higher income households have low reconviction rates, the recidivism 

risk of the total group of juveniles has increased.  

Increase in recidivism cannot be explained by changes in group composition 

The relative risk of recidivism has increased significantly for juvenile offenders over the 

cohorts 2010 up to and including 2017. This increase cannot be fully explained by the 

introduction of adolescent criminal law; the relative risk of recidivism also increases 

significantly when only minors are taken into account. For both juvenile offenders and 

people released from juvenile detention the relative risk of recidivism increases 

significantly over the cohorts 2011 up to and including 2015. This increase cannot be 

fully explained by changes in group composition. When all background characteristics 

are taken into account, there is still a significant increase in the relative risk of 

recidivism over the cohorts. Increasing shares of high risk juveniles therefore cannot 

fully explain the (temporary) increase in recidivism between 2011 and 2015.  

 

In response to research question 3b we describe the risk factors of recidivism and 

the changes in risk factors of recidivism over time.  

Risk factors for recidivism in line with theory and earlier research 

We find demographic and socioeconomic differences in the relative risk of recidivism in 

line with earlier research (Hill et al., 2021; Loeber et al., 2005; Servaas et al., 2021). 

Females, juveniles who live with two parents and juveniles who live with few or no 

                                                
1  We use the Netherlands Statistics definition of migration background which is based on the country of birth 

of your parents. People have a migration background if at least one of their parents is born abroad.  
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siblings have a lower recidivism risk. Juveniles in institutions, with a migration back-

ground and juveniles with teenage mothers have a higher risk of recidivism. Also, 

juveniles who are not active in school or work and juveniles in low income households 

have a higher recidivism risk.  

 

Moreover, differences between groups defined by criminal characteristics are in line 

with theory and earlier research (Farrell, Laycock & Tilley, 2015; Hill, Tollenaar & 

Weijters, 2021; Paternoster & Brame, 1997). Juveniles with prior convictions, (violent 

and non-violent) property crimes and those who first came in contact with the law at a 

young age have a higher recidivism risk.  

 

In line with theory and earlier research (Ahonen, Loeber & Pardini, 2015; Beerthuizen, 

Van Leijsen & Van der Laan, 2019; Loeber et al., 2005) juveniles in the most urban 

neighbourhoods and neighbourhoods with high crime rates have higher risk of 

recidivism. When other background characteristics are taken into account, living in 

neighbourhoods with high dwelling prices is not related to a lower recidivism risk.  

 

The most important risk factors for recidivism are being male, having earlier 

convictions and having a first conviction at a young age. Females, first offenders  

and people who start their criminal career at a later age have a much lower risk of 

recidivism. These risk factors of recidivism are not only found in this research, also 

most other research finds high recidivism rates for especially these groups.  

Unequal trends in recidivism risks 

Having prior convictions and living in a neighbourhood with high crime rates have 

become stronger risk factors for recidivism in later cohorts. People with prior convic-

tions and in neighbourhoods with high crime rates already had a high recidivism risk 

and this risk has further increased in later cohorts. A possible explanation for this 

trend is focused policing (Ferwerda, 2019; Rokven, Beerthuizen & Van der Laan,  

2016; Van Burik et al., 2013). Focused policing can increase the probability of being 

caught especially for people with (many) earlier convictions and people in neighbour-

hoods with high crime rates, which might explain the increasing risk of recidivism for 

especially these groups. The increasing recidivism risk among people with earlier 

convictions is also in line with labeling theory (Bäckman et al., 2014). Due to the 

declining tolerance for risk behaviour, juveniles who get in contact with the law  

– especially people who more often get in contact with the law – will suffer more from 

a negative label. As a result, they will be more cut off from conventional opportunities 

and their recidivism risk will increase.  

Recommendations for future research 

This research studies differences in reconviction rates between groups determined by 

demographic, socioeconomic, criminal and neighbourhood characteristics. However, 

there are more characteristics related to reconviction, such as personality, peers or 

gang membership. Using more elaborate data sources in addition to the currently used 

registration data from the SSD can offer more complete insight in risk as well as 

protective factors of recidivism. Promising data in this respect are data from the LIJ 

(National Set of Instruments for the Juvenile Justice System), in which these risk and 

protective factors of juveniles are registered.  
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Secondly, alternative research methods such as (quasi-)experimental research or 

qualitative research can offer more insight in how and why risk factors are related to 

reconviction. Quasi-experimental research, in which for instance juveniles in pilot-

projects who are offered extra support in finding a job can be compared to juveniles 

who receive treatment-as-usual can provide more insight in whether there is a causal 

effect of working on reconviction. Qualitative research in which professionals are 

interviewed about how and why risk and protective factors impact on the lives of 

juveniles, or in which juveniles narrate about their motivations and behaviours can 

provide more in-depth insight.  

 

Finally, alternative measures of crime and (re)conviction can provide more insight  

in criminality and criminal careers. In this report, we study recidivism prevalence, 

frequency and the relative risk of recidivism over a two year post-conviction or  

post-release period. Further research studying for instance also the starting age, 

(changes in) frequency, or variety of offences types, can provide more insight in 

(group differences and trends in) criminal careers and desistance.  

Policy recommendations 

Firstly, this study shows that reconviction rates are especially high among (school) 

dropouts and juveniles who are not active in school or work. General measures that 

prevent dropout or specific measures that help juvenile offenders or people released 

from juvenile detention to continue education, find and keep an internship or suitable 

work can therefore probably reduce reconviction rates. Measures that allow also 

juveniles with (many) earlier convictions to find suitable education or work can 

probably prevent the high and increasing reconviction rates of juveniles with prior 

convictions to further increase.  

 

Secondly, reconviction rates are found to be especially high among juveniles with 

teenage mothers, juveniles in single parent and low income households. General 

measures such as parenting support, especially for households with these risk factors, 

might therefore reduce crime and reconviction. In addition, evidence-based inter-

ventions targeting families of juvenile offenders, in which both juvenile offenders and 

parents are supported to tackle problematic behaviour can reduce reconviction rates.  

 

The main risk factors for recidivism are being male, having earlier convictions and a 

young starting age of the criminal career. Although we cannot change these risk 

factors, insight in recidivism risks is important. Interventions within the justice system, 

aftercare and/or services should especially, or more intensely, be targeted at high risk 

groups. Interventions are most effective in reducing reconvictions when they are 

targeted at high risk populations (Bonta & Andrews, 2007). Providing extra support, or 

more intensive interventions, to the highest risk groups can most likely prevent more 

reconvictions than providing the same program to all juvenile offenders.  

In conclusion 

This study aims to provide explanations for the trends in reconviction rates of juvenile 

offenders and people released from juvenile detention in the Netherlands, and to 

provide insight in differences in reconviction rates between various groups of juveniles. 

This study shows that although the group composition has changed, with increasing 
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shares of high risk juveniles, this change in group composition cannot fully explain the 

increase in the reconviction rates. Furthermore, this research shows large differences 

in reconviction rates between groups defined by demographic, socioeconomic, criminal 

and neighbourhood characteristics. Although these differences are largely in line with 

earlier research into the risk factors of crime, this research is the first to provide 

insight in differences in recidivism risks. More insight in the risk factors for recidivism 

allows policymakers and practitioners to focus interventions on the highest risk groups 

and thereby to more effectively reduce reconviction rates. A final outcome of this 

research is that there are unequal trends in recidivism risks. The difference in 

recidivism risk between first offenders and people with prior convictions has increased 

over the years. Measures that provide juveniles, also with (many) earlier convictions, 

with conventional opportunities, might prevent a further increase of this unequal 

development.  
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