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Summary 

Preface 

The Netherlands has a Certificate of Good Conduct (VOG). The VOG is a preventive administrative law 

instrument intended to prevent persons with a relevant judicial past from fulfilling or exercising vulnerable 

functions or powers in society. When applying for a VOG, the applicant's judicial history is weighed against 

the purpose for which the VOG is being applied for. This consideration unites two goals: protecting society 

against repeated criminal behaviour on the one hand and the reintegration of offenders on the other. With 

the VOG, the Netherlands has opted for a unique system. In other countries, an extract from the criminal 

record is often used. It is then up to the employer to assess whether any criminal antecedents on the extract 

form an obstacle to the job's performance. In the Netherlands, the Central Body Certificate of Good Conduct 

(COVOG) of the Ministry of Justice and Security (J&V) makes this assessment based on a detailed system. 

 

The VOG has a long history and is used in increasingly more fields and more often as an integrity tool. 

Increasing the VOG scope has ensured that the assessment of the VOG application is increasingly 

differentiated according to the various VOG objectives. The current criteria for whether or not to issue a VOG 

and the method of assessing a VOG application are laid down in the so-called "Policy rules VOG NP RP 2018". 

This assessment system is downright complex. The question is now whether the system is still consistent 

and has not become too complex due to the extensive further development. Simultaneously, there is 

regular (contradictory) criticism from science and politics on the VOG assessment system. On the one hand, 

it is pointed out that making a VOG compulsory can lead to a feeling of being convicted again because, in 

the event of a refusal to issue a VOG, the applicant cannot go back to performing his or her work activities. 

On the other hand, it is argued that the current assessment is sometimes too light, and the system 

therefore simply offers detainees the opportunity to obtain a position in which they run the risk of 

reoffending. Therefore, MPs De Jong and Markuszower have called on the minister in a motion (2018) to 

investigate whether an unlimited VOG look-back period can be realized for people who have been convicted 

of child abuse. 

 

Research 

The Scientific Research and Documentation Center (WODC) has asked DSP-groep to analyse the current 

VOG system. The purpose of the analysis is to review the consistency and complexity of the current VOG 

assessment system. The investigation's secondary aim is to determine whether an unlimited look-back 

period is possible for people who have been convicted of child abuse. The minister of Legal Protection's 

commitment to the House of Representatives in response to the aforementioned motion is fulfilled. The 

research thus answers the following twofold problem definition: 

1. To what extent is the current VOG assessment system consistent and not unnecessarily 

complex?  
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2. To what extent is an unlimited look-back period for convicts of child abuse feasible and 

desirable? 

 

When answering these questions, we only looked at VOG obligations imposed by law. However, an 

increasing proportion of VOG applications are made for purposes that - as far as is known - are not subject to 

any legal obligation. We also only looked at VOG obligations for natural persons.1 

 

Research justification 

Methods 

Within the research, the fieldwork of which took place from December 2019 to December 2020, we took 

the following steps.   

 First, a so-called COVOG mini panel was set up, staffed by four senior advisers from COVOG and the 

policy department responsible for the VOG at the Ministry of J&V. During the course of the research, 

this panel was used as a source of information and to present concrete descriptions. The reason for 

setting up this panel was that only minimal reports had been made on the VOG assessment system, 

and the system is so complex that it cannot be fathomed based on the Policy Rules alone. The 

required detailed and operational knowledge was present in this COVOG mini panel.  

 To sketch the system's historical context and gain insight into how limited review periods in child 

abuse are dealt with in other countries, we subsequently consulted literature, (foreign) legislation and 

legal historical documentation.   

 To map out the statutory VOG obligations and the provisions regarding how screening is carried out 

for those obligations, we searched all Dutch laws for the presence of a VOG obligation. This resulted 

in a list of 57 legal VOG obligations. Subsequently, two members of the COVOG mini panel 

determined the social risk based on an assessment framework that we developed for this study. 

Based on that estimate, we then determined to what extent the current VOG assessment system is 

consistent.  

 Quantitative data analysis was also part of the research. This concerned registration data from 

COVOG and secondary analysis on the Repris data from the WODC. The data analysis was used to get 

a good idea of the implementation practice at COVOG and determine the feasibility and desirability of 

an unlimited review period in child abuse.   

 Within the study, nine semi-structured (group) interviews took place with scientists, policymakers 

and critics of the current system. The purpose of the discussions was to determine whether the 

current system has points for attention and improvement.   

 Finally, two expert meetings took place. These expert meetings several points for improvement that 

emerged in the study were discussed. 

 

 
1 A VOG can also be requested for legal persons. 
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Limitations of the study 

The research conducted is the first of its kind. Never before has the consistency and complexity of the VOG 

assessment system been systematically investigated. Partly because of this exploratory nature, the research 

has some methodical limitations. In the first place, the research has a limited focus. Although probably most 

VOG applications are currently made for purposes that are not legally required, these voluntary applications 

are not taken into account. The study does not examine whether the imposition of a statutory VOG 

requirement is done consistently in the second place. There may also be inconsistencies when imposing or 

not imposing a statutory VOG requirement. Finally, we should point out that, to date, no explicit description 

has been made of how to screen for which social risk. As a result, it was not possible to fall back on fixed 

criteria to test consistency. Instead, in close collaboration with COVOG, the researchers have developed an 

assessment framework that tries to provide an assessment system that is in line with the intent of the VOG 

system and how COVOG itself ideally works. However, this is a first (substantiated) attempt that can be 

further refined in the future. 

 

Results 

The research has yielded the following results. 

 

Nature and number of legal VOG obligations (inventory) 

Our inventory shows that the law currently has 57 statutory VOG obligations. The obligation to submit a VOG 

can be related to a job covering, working within a specific sector or obtaining a permit. The relevant 

specialist minister determines the statutory VOG requirement. The analysis shows that one minister does 

this more often than another. 

 

The assessment of a VOG application takes place in two steps. The first step is referred to by the term "the 

objective criterion". By default, the objective criterion looks back four years in the criminal past. If there are 

no relevant judicial antecedents in the Judicial Documentation System (JDS) within that period, a VOG will be 

issued. Exceptions to this rule are facts that fall under the stricter assessment framework or the special 

grounds for refusal. The stricter assessment framework is about sexual offences. If the VOG is applied for a 

position involving a relationship of authority or dependence or where work is carried out at a sensitive 

location, a VOG will, in principle, be refused if looking back 10 or 20 years - depending on the settlement - a 

conviction has occurred.  

The special grounds for refusal concern serious offences such as murder, terrorism and offences 

committed against a child. Insofar as those facts have been settled in the period of 20 years prior to the 

application, and these facts are relevant for the VOG application, the VOG will, in principle, be refused. This is 

handled with great caution, and strict motivation requirements apply to this ground for refusal. Finally, in the 

first step of the assessment based on the so-called "common thread criterion", a VOG can be refused while 

no relevant fact is present within the review period. The common thread criterion is met when there are a 

series of (European) convictions, transactions, punitive decisions, outstanding cases or (conditional) 
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dismissals, and outside the review period there is at least one relevant judicial fact. Not all criminal offences 

are relevant to the VOG application. For this reason, COVOG has compiled separate fact lists with facts that 

may be relevant to certain types of applications. 

 

The second step in the assessment is relevant when, in principle, a VOG must be refused based on the first 

step (the objective criterion). In the second step, which is indicated by the term "the subjective criterion", it 

is examined whether the personal interest (including rehabilitation) of the applicant outweighs the social 

protection. For this, all relevant circumstances are viewed in conjunction with each other. It is important in 

this respect whether the applicant has undergone a sustainable positive development in the present period 

or whether the facts and circumstances under which the previous offence was committed have features 

that give rise to a milder assessment (for example, that the offence was committed at a minor age). This 

second assessment is tailor-made. In the event of a sex offence and the application is for a position involving 

a relationship of dependence or work in a sensitive location, there is very little room to deviate from the 

outcome of the first step in the assessment. 

 

Consistency of the current system and complexity of the system  

When assessing consistency, we checked whether the same social risk is screened with the same severity 

(we call this "internal consistency"). Also, we examined whether the screening for statutory VOG obligations 

with a relatively minor social risk is lighter than for statutory VOG obligations with a relatively severe social 

risk (we call this "external consistency"). Our assessment provides strong evidence of both internal and 

external inconsistencies. Comparable social risks are not always screened with the same rigour (internal 

inconsistency). It also appears that some VOG obligations are screened as standard, while their social risk is 

greater than other statutory VOG obligations in which an aggravated regime is applied (external 

inconsistency). 

 

It is impossible to say whether the screening is relatively light in one case or relatively heavy in the other. 

This is because there is no standard based on which it can be determined which screening regime is 

appropriate for which social risk. The main reasons for the inconsistency are that there is currently no 

central control over the assessment process of both the VOG requirement and the screening regime. There 

is also no objectified instrument with which to estimate the social risk. Inconsistencies, such as we find in 

our research, do not have to be assessed negatively. Ministries may also take other measures to ensure the 

integrity of the functions they are responsible for and protect society. 

 

There is consensus that the current VOG assessment system is complex. At the same time, it is also widely 

recognized that a careful balance between the principles of social protection and the provision of a 

rehabilitation perspective inevitably leads to complexity in the assessment. Complexity is therefore not seen 

as a problem but more as the result of a nuanced system.  
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However, based on the analysis we have conducted, we observe two points where the system is 

unnecessarily complex. First, the distinction in terminology between specific and general screening profile is 

no longer completely correct and leads to confusion. Second, the designation of objective and subjective 

criterion does not cover the load, which leads to a misrepresentation about the manner of assessment. 

 

Improvement chances 

Various opportunities for improvement have emerged within the research. Some of these have been 

explicitly mentioned by experts; others have been formulated based on the analysis performed.  

 

To increase the VOG assessment system's consistency, we have proposed developing an instrument with 

which - more systematically than is currently the case - the social risk and associated screening regime can 

be determined. Also, we have proposed to entrust COVOG with a signal function towards the ministries. This 

function means that if COVOG encounters major/special social risks for which no statutory VOG 

requirement applies or finds that screening is relatively light in the case of a statutory VOG requirement 

according to the applicable system, COVOG will inform the responsible ministry of those inconsistencies. It 

is then up to the ministry to assess whether other measures cover those risks or whether this should be 

done via the VOG. 

 

Although the system's complexity is not in question, unnecessary confusion can be removed if the current 

distinction between general screening profile and specific screening profile is abandoned. Instead, it is 

better to work with sector profiles only. Also, the name of the subjective and objective criterion should be 

adapted to the content. The assessment of the VOG application takes place in two steps. The first step is 

called the objective criterion, and the second step the subjective criterion. It is obvious to choose a name 

that refers to these two steps. 

 

In addition to suggestions for improvement in consistency and complexity, we made additional suggestions 

within the study relating to the system's quality in a general sense. Some of these suggestions were 

discussed in the expert meetings. There was consensus about the desirability of implementing two of these 

suggestions. Firstly, concerning the second step in the assessment (which is still called the subjective 

criterion), it was suggested that it could be more objectified using a validated risk assessment. In this way, it 

can be better substantiated to estimate whether the social risk is acceptable when a VOG is issued. 

Secondly, it was recommended to modernize COVOG's current registration system. At present, it is not 

possible to provide a numerical representation of the various steps of the assessment process based on the 

registration data. Therefore, it is unknown how often for which purpose a VOG has been applied for, how 

often the common thread principle has been used, or how often a VOG has been issued based on the 

subjective criterion (the second step in the assessment). 
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The unlimited look-back period for perpetrators of child abuse 

The motion by MPs De Jong and Markuszower asks to examine the possibility of an unlimited look-back 

period for child abuse. The analysis shows that an unlimited retrospective is only possible concerning sexual 

violence against children with the current Policy Rules. However, it does not seem like a major change in the 

system if the 20-year period is extended to unlimited for other child abuse forms. Still, the question of 

feasibility is different from the question of desirability. For most child abuse forms, the look-back period is 

20 years, and for the most serious forms of child abuse, the look-back period is already unlimited. None of 

the interviewed experts favours a general provision of an unlimited look-back period of child abuse. 
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DSP-groep is een onafhankelijk bureau voor onderzoek, advies en 

management, gevestigd aan de IJ-oevers in Amsterdam. Sinds de oprichting 

van het bureau in 1984 werken wij veelvuldig in opdracht van de overheid 

(ministeries, provincies en gemeenten), maar ook voor maatschappelijke 

organisaties op landelijk, regionaal of lokaal niveau. Het bureau bestaat uit 

40 medewerkers en een groot aantal freelancers. 

 

Dienstverlening 

Onze inzet is vooral gericht op het ondersteunen van opdrachtgevers bij 

het aanpakken van complexe beleidsvraagstukken binnen de samenleving. 

We richten ons daarbij met name op de sociale, ruimtelijke of bestuurlijke 

kanten van zo’n vraagstuk. In dit kader kunnen we bijvoorbeeld een 

onderzoek doen, een registratie- of monitorsysteem ontwikkelen, een 

advies uitbrengen, een beleidsvisie voorbereiden, een plan toetsen of 

(tijdelijk) het management van een project of organisatie voeren.  

 

Expertise  

Onze focus richt zich met name op de sociale, ruimtelijke of bestuurlijke 

kanten van een vraagstuk. Wij hebben o.a. expertise op het gebied van 

transitie in het sociaal domein, kwetsbare groepen in de samenleving, 

openbare orde & veiligheid, wonen, jeugd, sport & cultuur.  

 

Meer weten?  

Neem vrijblijvend contact met ons op voor meer informatie of om 

een afspraak te maken. Bezoek onze website www.dsp-groep.nl 

voor onze projecten, publicaties en opdrachtgevers. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


