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3 

 CRIMINALS IN PRISONERS’ 
SOCIAL NETWORKS PRIOR  
TO THEIR INCARCERATION:  
A MULTILEVEL ANALYSIS

ABSTRACT

A common finding in the field of criminology is that criminal network members encourage 

criminal behavior. However, empirical studies on the criminal networks of prisoners and adult 

offenders in general are limited. This study examines the presence and characteristics of 

criminals in prisoners’ core discussion network prior to their incarceration. The core discussion 

network refers to the inner social circle of people and plays an important role in affecting 

people’s behavior. By analyzing detailed network data of 1909 prisoners, we find that one in 

seven prisoners had core discussion network members who provided them with criminal 

knowledge, and one in five prisoners had core discussion network members who were involved in 

criminal activities. Multilevel analyses show that prior to incarceration: 1) friends, men and 

same-age counterparts are more likely to be criminal network members; 2) prisoners who served 

more prison spells are more likely to have criminal core discussion network members, and 3) 

relationships of (high) trust are less likely to be relationships with criminal core discussion 

network members. 

An earlier version of this chapter was published in Dutch as: De Cuyper, R., Dirkzwager, A., Nieuwbeerta, P., & Völker, 

B. (2012). Criminele netwerkleden van gedetineerden voorafgaand aan hun detentie. In B. Völker (Ed.), Over gaten, 

bruggen en witte paters – sociaal kapitaal in sociologisch onderzoek. Liber Amicorum voor Henk Flap (pp. 279-294). 

Amsterdam: Rozenberg Publishers.

This chapter was submitted as: De Cuyper, R., Dirkzwager, A., Völker, B., Nieuwbeerta, P., & Van der Laan, P. (revise 

and resubmit). Criminals in prisoners’ social networks prior to their incarceration: A multilevel analysis.
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3.1 INTRODUCTION

Personal relationships are important in the lives of individuals. Through social relationships 

people connect with each other and function within their communities (Wolff & Draine, 

2004), and these social relationships may generate certain important benefits. For instance, 

evidence shows that supportive relationships are related to improved health outcomes, 

improved quality of life, and an increased chance of finding a job (e.g. De Graaf & Flap, 1988; 

DiMaggio & Louch, 1998; House, Landis, & Umberson, 1988). The importance of personal 

networks for (ex-)prisoners has been emphasized as well (Bales & Mears, 2008; Naser & La 

Vigne, 2006; Wolff & Draine, 2004). Recent studies, for instance, have shown that prison 

visitation and social bonds after release may reduce the risk of misbehavior in prison and 

re-offending (Cochran, 2014; Bales & Mears, 2008; Berg & Huebner, 2011; Duwe & Clark, 

2013; MacKenzie & De Li, 2002; Mears, Cochran, Siennick, & Bales, 2012). In addition, ex-

prisoners often rely heavily on family and friends in the immediate post-prison phase, for 

instance for assistance with housing and employment, or for financial assistance (Naser & 

La Vigne, 2006; Visher, Debus, & Yahner, 2008). Therefore, interpersonal relationships are 

considered to be an important factor in a successful reintegration process (e.g. Berg & 

Huebner, 2011).

 Despite the evidence that social networks may improve life outcomes and reduce 

the risk of re-offending, social networks can also encourage criminal behavior (see also 

Warr, 2002). It has been argued that people who are embedded in criminal networks are 

more likely to commit crimes because they learn or are encouraged to do so (Burgess & 

Akers, 1966; Sutherland, 1947). In line with this idea, previous studies have shown that 

individuals with criminal relationships are more likely to commit crimes (e.g. Weerman, 

2011; Haynie, 2001; 2002; Warr, 1998; Piquero, Farrington, & Blumstein, 2003; McCarthy, 

Hagan, & Cohen, 1998). From this point of view, it is worth examining the criminal networks 

of (ex-)prisoners as criminal network members may encourage misbehavior and delinquency 

in the period before, during and after imprisonment.

 To date, research on the characteristics of prisoners’ social networks is limited, 

however. Existing studies mainly focused on the conventional ties of prisoners, like the 

support they obtain from their romantic partner, family members and friends while 

incarcerated and after their release from prison (e.g. Holt & Miller, 1972; Brodsky, 1975; 

Cochran, 2014; Mears et al., 2012; Duwe & Clark, 2013). These studies primarily examined 

support through in-prison visits and the consequences these visits have for post-prison 

criminal offending (see also Visher & Travis, 2003; Bales & Mears, 2008; Duwe & Clark, 2013; 

Cochran, 2014). Furthermore, with regard to criminal relationships, the majority of the 

existing studies focus on juveniles and their relationships with criminal peers (e.g. Haynie, 

2001; Weerman, 2011; Warr, 2002, see also Haynie & Kreager, 2013). Yet, to the best of our 

knowledge, research on the presence and characteristics of criminals in prisoners’ social 

networks, and their immediate social circle in particular, is absent.
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 To fill this gap in knowledge, the present study examines the criminal network 

members of prisoners prior to their incarceration. More specifically, we focus on criminals 

in the core discussion network of prisoners. The core discussion network refers to the inner 

social circle of people and is often referred to as the confidants in the personal network 

(McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Brashears, 2006; Burt, 1984; Fischer, 1982; Mollenhorst, Völker, 

& Flap, 2008). Core discussion network members are main providers of help and support, 

and play an important role in affecting people’s behavior (see also Marsden, 1987; 

McPherson et al., 2006). Their attitude towards delinquency might affect prisoners’ 

adaptation to the prison setting and to conventional society after release from prison. The 

first aim of this study is to provide insight into the presence and characteristics of criminals 

in prisoners’ core discussion network prior to incarceration. The second aim is to examine 

the degree to which characteristics of the network member, the prisoner and the 

relationship are related to the probability of having a criminal core discussion network 

member.

 The present study will address the following three research questions: 

1  To what extent do prisoners have criminal network members in their personal 

network prior to their incarceration? 

2  Who are these criminal network members and what are the characteristics of these 

criminal relationships? 

3  Which characteristics of a) the network member, b) the prisoner and c) the 

relationship are related to the probability of having a criminal network member in 

one’s personal network? 

To answer these research questions data are used from the Prison Project, a panel study 

among 1909 prisoners who entered pretrial detention between October 2010 and April 

2011 in the Netherlands.

3.2 PRIOR RESEARCH ON CRIMINAL NETWORKS

A large body of research has examined criminal networks (e.g. Decker & Weerman, 2005; 

Haynie, 2001; Kandel, 1978; Matsueda & Anderson, 1998; Piquero, Gover, MacDonald, & 

Piquero, 2005; Warr, 2002). Depending on how criminologists examined the criminal 

network, these studies can roughly be divided into two groups (see also Papachristos, 2011). 

The first line of research studied the degree to which criminal networks explain criminal or 

non-criminal outcomes. Criminal networks have been shown to predict outcomes such as 

criminal and violent behavior (e.g. Haynie, 2001; Payne & Cornwell, 2007; Rees & Pogarsky, 

2011), school performance (e.g. Staff & Kreager, 2008), criminal earnings (e.g. Morselli, 

Tremblay, & McCarthy, 2006; Uggen & Thompson, 2003), and the number of days spent in 

prison (Morselli et al., 2006). Most of these studies, however, focus on juveniles, and 

scholars in these studies have generally operationalized the criminal network as those with 
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whom juveniles commit crimes or as peers who are involved in deviant and delinquent 

activities, like drinking, drugs, shoplifting, stealing and spraying graffiti.

 A second line of research on criminal networks focused on the description and 

explanation of characteristics of criminal networks. These studies provided more insight 

into the size and composition of the criminal networks, and the relationships and 

interaction patterns within the criminal network. For instance, some ethnographic studies 

analyzed how criminal and terrorist organizations operate and change over time (e.g. 

Bovenkerk & Ye ilgöz, 1998; Jones, Smith, & Weeding, 2003). Other studies, involving larger 

samples, mainly described the criminal network of individual offenders, and analyzed the 

criminal network in terms of relationships with criminal peers (e.g. Giordano, Cernkovich, 

& Pugh, 1986; Kreager, Rulison, & Moody, 2011), relationships with co-offenders (McGloin, 

Sullivan, Piquero, & Bacon, 2008; Reiss & Farrington, 1991), gang membership and 

involvement in troublesome youth groups (e.g. Decker & Weerman, 2005). Besides 

describing the structure and composition of the networks, these studies tried to identify 

factors that are related to the size of the criminal network and the probability an individual 

is involved in criminal groups1.

 Despite the long tradition of research on criminal networks, most prior empirical 

studies focused on juveniles and their criminal peers. There are studies that examined 

criminal networks of adult offenders, but these studies are often in-depth analyses of 

criminal groups or criminal organizations. Research on adult offenders and their criminal 

relationships that are not per se part of the same criminal group or organization are limited. 

Moreover, few attempts have been made to examine the criminal networks of prisoners. 

Current knowledge about the criminal relationships of prisoners is mainly provided by the 

Returning Home Project – a longitudinal study on (ex-)prisoners in the United States, 

which showed that three out of five prisoners had a family member who had been convicted 

of a crime, and two out of five had a family member who was serving time in prison (Visher, 

Kachnowski, La Vigne, & Travis, 2004, see also Visher, La Vigne, & Travis, 2004).  

A comprehensive analysis of who these criminal network members are, what these criminal 

relationships look like, and which factors are related to the number of criminals in prisoners’ 

social networks does not exist. Prisoners form a group of high risk offenders who are 

generally suspected of involvement in more serious crimes and are at high risk of re-

offending. Considering the fact that criminal networks often encourage criminal behavior, 

1  It is not always possible to make a distinction between studies examining the criminal network as an independent variable 

and studies examining the criminal network as a dependent variable. This is the case in studies exploring the causal 

relationship between the criminal network and criminal involvement (e.g. Kandel, 1978; Matsueda & Anderson, 1998; 

Weerman, 2011; Dijkstra, Lindenberg, Veenstra, Steglich, Isaacs, Card and Hodges, 2010; Svensson, Burk, Stattin, & Kerr, 

2012). These studies investigate whether or not people are influenced by their criminal network members, or select their 

network members on the basis of their criminal behavior. In these studies, the criminal network is examined as both an 

independent and a dependent variable.
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it is especially interesting to study the criminal relationships of prisoners. Moreover, 

research on criminal relationships in the core discussion network of prisoners is important 

because it provides insight into the extent to which criminals are part of the immediate 

social circle of detainees. According to Sutherland (1947), the transmission of criminal 

norms and techniques especially takes place in such ‘intimate personal groups’ (p.6).

3.3 THEORETICAL FRAMEWORK

In this paragraph we will discuss some theoretical models and findings from previous 

studies in order to formulate hypotheses about which characteristics of the network 

member, the prisoner and the relationship may be related to the probability of having a 

criminal network member (research question 3). 

3.3.1 Hypotheses on characteristics of the network member 

Several studies on juvenile offenders have revealed that delinquents often have friends 

who have similar characteristics as themselves. For instance, juvenile offenders are likely to 

maintain friendship relationships with other delinquents and their peers often have the 

same age and same gender (Weerman, 2011). This process whereby individuals associate 

with others who have similar backgrounds and experiences is referred to as homophily 

(Lazarsfeld & Merton, 1954). A preference for homophily would arise from a higher level of 

agreement and understanding that one experiences in such homogenous relationships 

(McPherson, Smith-Lovin, & Cook, 2001). 

 Although peers generally become less important during adulthood, as romantic 

relationships and family relationships become more important in adults’ lives, the few 

studies on criminal relationships of adult offenders demonstrated that peers still make up 

a considerable part of the criminal networks of adults offenders, as do network members of 

similar age and gender. For instance, Reiss and Farrington (1991) studied 153 male offenders 

of mainly British origin (including adult offenders) and observed that nine out of ten co-

offenders were non-family members, and almost all co-offenders were males. This study 

also showed a general tendency among offenders to select co-offenders who are close in 

age. More recent, other studies on adult offenders drew similar conclusions (see, among 

others, Morselli et al., 2006; Van Mastrigt & Farrington, 2010).  

 Based on the above, our first hypothesis is that men, non-family members and same-

aged counterparts are more likely to be criminals in the core discussion network of prisoners 

prior to incarceration2.

2  It needs to be recognized that existing knowledge on the composition of the criminal network of adult offenders is based 

on studies on co-offending. We have no reasons to expect, however, that criminal network members in general are different 

from co-offenders in terms of gender, age and role relation (i.e. friends).
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3.3.2 Hypotheses on characteristics of the prisoner

Sociological theories examining the social mechanisms that underlie partner choice and 

marriage formation have argued that patterns of partner selection can be explained by two 

main factors: individual preferences and opportunities to meet potential partners (Kalmijn, 

1998). 

 First, the formation of a relationship between two people depends on individual 

preferences. A well-known example of relationship preference is – as already mentioned 

above – the process of homophily. In addition to a preference for homogenous relationships, 

people in general would prefer relationships with individuals who help them to achieve 

certain goals in their lives (Flap & Völker, 2013). This instrumental perspective on social 

relationships has, for instance, been applied to explain co-offending and criminal 

recruitment (Van Mastrigt & Farrington, 2011; Weerman, 2003). According to Weerman 

(2003), offenders are more likely to commit crimes together when they find it easier and 

more beneficial to co-offend than to commit a crime alone. It can, therefore, be assumed 

that delinquents prefer relationships with other delinquents when these relationships 

contribute to achieving their criminal goals. Moreover, people would prefer to maintain 

relationships in which they have invested more time and energy (Rusbult & Martz, 1995). 

Past investments in social relationships increase the mutual trust between network 

members and enhance the feeling of attachment (Flap, 2002). In addition, a highly invested 

social relationship is often better embedded in the existing social network (Kapferer, 1972; 

Flap, 2002). Following this line of reasoning, it can be assumed that delinquents prefer to 

maintain criminal relationships if their past investments in these relationships are higher. 

 Based on the idea of preference, we expect that the probability of having a criminal 

network member depends on the degree to which a prisoner has been criminally active. 

Prisoners who have committed crimes more frequently or for a longer period of time are 

more likely to have criminal members in their networks prior to incarceration. Prisoners 

who have been more criminally active have probably invested more time and energy in 

their criminal relationships as well, which increases the likelihood that they have criminal 

relationships in their present social network. Prior research has shown that offenders, and 

juveniles in particular, who commit crimes frequently have a larger network of criminal 

peers (Haynie, 2001; 2002; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; Warr, 1998) and co-offenders (e.g. Reiss, 

1988; Reiss & Farrington, 1991; McCord & Conway, 2002). Previous research has also shown 

that offenders who have committed crimes more frequently are more likely to continue 

their criminal behavior (see also Sampson & Laub, 1997). As a result, these offenders may 

benefit from having a large criminal network, because they can use the criminal resources 

that are embedded in such networks to commit future crimes. 

 Second, the formation of a social relationship is affected by the opportunity people 

have to meet others (Blau, 1994). People socialize in several social settings in their daily 

lives such as the work floor, at school or in the neighborhood (see also Mollenhorst, Völker, 
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& Flap, 2008). The social composition of these settings would affect the composition of 

their social networks as people meet and form relationships in settings where they spend 

their time (Blau, 1994). Delinquents who spend more time in settings where crime is 

concentrated, will have more opportunities to meet and form relationships with other 

delinquents.

 The idea of opportunity, therefore, also supports our hypothesis that prisoners who 

have committed crimes more frequently or for a longer period of time are more likely to 

have criminal members in their networks prior to incarceration. Moreover, prisons in 

particular are settings where delinquents have the opportunity to meet other delinquents 

and potential co-offenders (Tremblay, 1993). A hypothesis that logically follows from this is 

that prisoners who served more times in prison are more likely to have criminal network 

members prior to incarceration.    

3.3.3 Hypotheses on characteristics of the relationship

Two criminological perspectives that have different views on delinquents’ social skills and 

the quality of their relationships are relevant to identify characteristics of the relationship 

that may predict the probability of having criminal members in one’s personal network.

 The first perspective is the social inability perspective, which assumes that delinquents 

have inadequate social skills to maintain strong social bonds with others (see also Hansell 

& Wiatrowski, 1981). This idea is based on Hirschi’s notion that bonds with society, including 

social bonds with conventional others, make that people refrain from delinquency (Hirschi, 

1969). Because delinquents lack social bonds to conventional society, and they are expected 

to have difficulties in starting and maintaining social relationships, they would associate 

more with other delinquents. According to this theory, relationships between delinquents 

are assumed to be superficial and unstable (Hirschi, 1969).

 The second perspective is the social ability perspective, which assumes that delinquents 

and non-delinquents have the same social skills, but differ in the people with whom they 

socialize (Hansell & Wiatrowski, 1981). It is argued that delinquents are more likely to 

socialize with other delinquents; whereas non-delinquents are more likely to socialize with 

non-delinquents (Burgess & Akers, 1966; Sutherland, 1947). The relationships between 

delinquents, however, would be of the same quality as relationships between non-

delinquents. 

 To date, only a few studies examined differences in relationship quality between 

delinquents and non-delinquents, and these studies focused on juveniles (e.g. Baerveldt, 

Van Rossem, Vermande, & Weerman, 2004; Brownfield & Thompson, 1991; Giordano et al., 

1986). The results of these studies are inconclusive (see also Young & Rees, 2013). For 

instance, Giordano and colleagues (1986) used interview data of 942 Americans aged 

between 12 and 19, and concluded in line with the social ability perspective that the social 

relationships of delinquents and non-delinquents were very similar. Compared with non-
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delinquents, delinquents knew their peers for the same length of time, trusted their friends 

and had the same amount of contact with their peers. However, the authors also found that 

delinquents had more frictions with their peers. On the other hand, findings of Brownfield 

and Thompson (1991) are more in line with the social inability perspective. They analyzed 

data from the Seattle Youth Study and showed that delinquents had less trust in and respect 

for their peers than non-delinquents. 

 Because the results regarding the relationship quality of adult offenders are still 

inconclusive, we take a more explorative approach. If we find that relationships of lower 

quality are more likely to be relationships with criminal network members, this supports 

the idea of the social inability perspective. If we find no association between relationship 

quality and the probability that a network member is criminal, it supports the idea of the 

social ability perspective.

3.4 DATA AND METHODS

3.4.1 Prison Project 

In order to answer the research questions data are used from the Prison Project. The Prison 

Project is a longitudinal panel study examining the consequences of detention on the 

further life course of prisoners. Between October 2010 and April 2011, all male prisoners 

aged 18 to 65, who were born in the Netherlands, who did not suffer from severe 

psychological problems, and who had been in pretrial detention for approximately three 

weeks were asked to participate in the survey.

 Data were collected with a written questionnaire and a face-to-face interview. During 

the six months of sampling, a total number of 2945 prisoners met the abovementioned 

selection criteria, and 2775 of them could be approached. Eventually, 1909 of the 2775 

prisoners were willing to participate and completed the interview (69 per cent). Using 

official registration data, it turned out that the sample was representative for the population 

under study in terms of age, marital status and type of offence. Compared with non-

respondents, respondents were somewhat more likely to have a paid job prior to 

incarceration (46 per cent versus 43 per cent), had a later age of onset (19 vs. 17 years), and 

had a less extensive criminal history (8 vs. 10 prior convictions; 3 vs. 5 previous prison 

spells).

 In addition to the interview data, officially registered data from the Research and 

Policy Database for Judicial Documentation (in short: OBJD) and the registration system of 

the Ministry of Justice (in short: TULP) were collected. These official registered data include 

information on the criminal history of the prisoners and the type of offences they are 

suspected of.
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3.4.2 Dependent variable

Information about the prisoners’ personal network was gathered with the name-generator/

interpreter method, a method frequently used within the social network field (McCallister 

& Fischer, 1978). This method incorporates two types of questions. First, name generator 

questions are used to identify the names, nicknames or initials of the network members. 

Then, for each network member that is identified, name interpreter questions are used to 

obtain information about this network member and about the relationship with this 

member. 

 In this study we examined prisoners’ core discussion network prior to their 

incarceration. To identify the core discussion network we used the following name 

generator question: ‘Everybody needs someone to talk about important matters from time 

to time. With whom did you discuss important personal matters in the six months prior to 

your arrest?’ (Burt, 1984; McCallister & Fischer, 1978). This question has been used by 

numerous researchers studying the social networks of the general population (see, for 

instance, McPherson et al., 2006; Mollenhorst et al., 2008; Ruan, 1998; Wöhler & Hinz, 

2007). Respondents were allowed to mention five network members with whom they had 

discussed important personal matters. In this study, we focus on the 1508 prisoners who 

had a core discussion network prior to incarceration. In total, these prisoners identified 

3423 core discussion network members3.

 We used two questions to identify criminal network members within the core 

discussion network. First of all, an additional name generator question was used to obtain 

information about the network members who provided criminal knowledge: ‘In the six 

months prior to your arrest, with whom did you discuss criminal activities and exchange 

knowledge and skills that could be used by you to commit a crime?’ Again respondents 

could mention five network members with whom they had discussed criminal activities. 

Note that those who did not want to give the real names of their network members could 

provide a nickname or initials. Because it is possible that a network member is mentioned 

on both name generator questions, we define criminals in the core discussion network as 

those who were mentioned on both name generator questions. Second, information on 

criminal behavior of the core discussion partners was obtained in the name interpreter 

questions. For each network member, the respondent reported whether or not this network 

member had been involved in criminal activities during the past year (1=yes; 0=no). Core 

discussion partners who were involved in criminal activities during the past year are defined 

as criminal core discussion partners. 

3  For 87 network members we do not have any valid information. This information is missing because the network 

questions were wrongly administered by the interviewers (n=66) or because the network questions were not answered by 

the respondents (n=21). Of the remaining 3336 network members, there is information available for at least one of the 

independent variables at network member/relationship level. Note that all 1508 prisoners and all their 3423 network 

members are included in multivariate analyses in this chapter by including (extra) dummy-variables for the ‘missing’ 

categories for each network-member-variable.
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3.4.3 Independent variables

The independent variables refer to characteristics of the network member, the prisoner, 

and the relationship. 

 The following characteristics of the network member were included: role, gender and 

age similarity. The role of the network member was measured by asking the respondents 

how they were related to each network member prior to their arrest. For the present study, 

we grouped the roles into three categories: (1) family member, (2) friend and (3) other. Age 

similarity is measured in years, and is calculated by taking the negative absolute age 

difference between the respondent and the network member. We used the negative 

absolute age difference because in this way a larger value (or a value closer to zero) indicates 

that network members are more similar in age to the respondent.

 Three characteristics of the prisoner were included. First, the number of committed 

offenses was measured by summing the number of offenses registered in the Research and 

Policy Database for Judicial Documentation (OBJD). Second, the length of the criminal career 

was included and refers to the number of years between the day of the interview and the 

date of the prisoner’s first offense registered in the Research and Policy Database for 

Judicial Documentation4. Third, the number of prior prison experiences was measured by 

asking the prisoners how often they had been incarcerated during adulthood. The variable 

consists of the categories: (1) ‘never’, (2) ‘one time’, (3) ‘2-5 times’ and (4) ‘more than 5 

times’.

 To measure the quality of the relationship we assessed the following three 

characteristics: level of trust, contact frequency, and duration of the relationship. First, level of 

trust in the network members prior to incarceration is a dichotomized variable. Because 

most respondents indicated that they trust or highly trust their core discussion network 

members, we distinguish the categories (0) ‘no trust’ and (1) ‘(high) trust’. Secondly, contact 

frequency was measured by asking the respondent how often they usually had contact with 

their network members prior to incarceration. Because most respondents indicated that 

they had daily or weekly contact with their core discussion network members, the answer 

categories have been dichotomized into (0) ‘no daily or weekly contact’ and (1) ‘daily or 

weekly contact’. Furthermore, the duration of the relationship was measured as the number 

of years the respondent has known his network members.

 Table 3.1 and 3.2 provide descriptive statistics for our independent variables. On 

average, the respondents had been convicted for 7 offences, and had been criminally active 

for almost 12 years. About forty per cent had experienced two or more prior prison spells. 

With regard to characteristics of the network members, most core discussion network 

members are women (=53%) and family members (=62%). Moreover, most prisoners had 

daily or weekly contact with their core discussion network members (=92%), had a high 

4  Because criminal responsibility in the Netherlands starts at the age of twelve, this is the minimum age at which 

respondents can have a criminal record.
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level of trust in them (=92%), and had known their network members on average for 17 

years. 

TABLE  3.1. independent and control variables at respondent level

 Mean SD N

Characteristics of the prisoner    

Number of committed offences 7.24 8.00 1504

Length of criminal career (in years) 11.57 9.33 1502

Number of prior prison experiences   1340

 Never 0.42   

 One time 0.18   

 2-5 times 0.24   

 More than 5 times 0.16   

Control variables    

Type of crime   1451

 Property 0.52   

  Violence (excl. sexual and  

property crimes with violence)
0.21   

 Sexual 0.04   

 Vandalism and public order 0.06   

 Drugs 0.11   

 Other crimes 0.06   

Criminal specialism   1508

 Specialist 0.31   

 Generalist 0.45   

 Once-only 0.23   

 Unknown 0.01   

Non-ethnic Dutch 0.40  1502

Age (in years) 30.48 10.56 1508

Note. Nrespondents=1508
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TABLE  3.2. independent and control variables at network member level

 Mean SD N

Characteristics of the network member    

Role   3324

 Family 0.62   

 Friend 0.28   

 Other 0.10   

Gender   3371

 Woman 0.53   

 Man 0.47   

Age similarity (in years) -11.69 11.61 2918

Characteristics of the relationship    

Level of trust   3120

 Less than (high) trust 0.08   

 (High) trust 0.92   

Contact frequency   3122

 Less than weekly contact 0.08   

 Daily or weekly contact 0.92   

Duration (in years) 16.97 12.56 3135

Note. Nnetwork members=3423

3.4.4 Control variables

In the analyses, we controlled for four background characteristics of the prisoner. First, type 

of crime concerns the most serious offense the offender is suspected of. This variable is 

based on information from the registration system of the Ministry of Justice (TULP). We 

distinguish six types of offenses: (1) property; (2) violence; (3) sexual; (4) vandalism and 

public order; (5) drugs; and (6) other crimes. Second, criminal specialization refers to the 

various types of offenses that have been committed in the past. This variable is based on 

information from the Research and Policy Database for Judicial Documentation. We 

distinguish three types of prisoners: (1) specialists (i.e. prisoners who have been convicted 

in the past for committing offenses of the same type), (2) generalists (i.e. prisoners who 

have been convicted in the past for committing different types of offenses), (3) once-only 

offender (i.e. prisoners who based on official records have been accused of committing a 

crime for the first time), and (4) unknown5.  Third, ethnicity indicates whether both parents 

of the prisoner were born in the Netherlands (=0) or at least one of them was born 

somewhere else (=1). Fourth, age was measured in years.

5   To measure criminal specialization, we grouped the offenses into eight categories: 1) property; 2) violence; 3) sexual; 4) 

vandalism; 5) drugs; 6) traffic; 7) other crimes; and 8) unknown. The sample used for the analyses includes 24 prisoners who 

had been convicted in the past for committing ‘other crimes’. These prisoners are considered to be specialists.
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 Descriptive statistics of our control variables (see Tables 3.1 and 3.2) show that most 

prisoners are suspected of a property offence (52%), are criminal generalists (45%) and 

have parents who were born in the Netherlands (60%). On average they are 30 years old.

3.4.5 Data analysis

To answer our first research question, we examine the core discussion network in terms of 

size and presence of criminal network members. To answer our second research question, 

we provide descriptive statistics regarding the characteristics of the network members and 

the relationships within the core discussion network. Characteristics of the criminal 

network members are contrasted with characteristics of the non-criminal network 

members. To answer our third research question, logistic multilevel models are used to 

relate characteristics of the network member, the prisoner and the relationship to the 

probability that a core discussion partner is criminal. Multilevel models are used because 

our data were hierarchically structured: network members (level 1) are nested within 

respondents (level 2) (Van Duijn, Van Busschbach, & Snijders, 1999). Multilevel analysis 

takes the nested structure of the data into account and overcomes the problem that 

standard errors are underestimated and spurious significant effects are found (Snijders & 

Bosker, 1999).

3.5 FINDINGS

3.5.1   To what extent do prisoners have criminal network members in their 

personal network prior to incarceration?

When we first look at prisoners’ core discussion networks (see Table 3.3), it turns out that if 

prisoners discussed important personal matters prior to their imprisonment, they did this 

on average with two network members6. Moreover, most prisoners had one (35.3 per cent) 

or two (28.1 per cent) core discussion partners. 

 About one in seven of the prisoners had at least one core discussion network member 

who had provided criminal knowledge to them in the six months prior to their incarceration. 

Moreover, almost 20 per cent of the prisoners had at least one core discussion network 

member who had been involved in criminal activities during the past year.

6  Descriptive statistics, not reported, show that the average network size for all prisoners (including those without a 

network) is 1.86.
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TABLE  3.3. size and composition of the core discussion network

 Core discussion network

 % Mean SD N

Prisoners with a network     

Network size  2.27 1.26 1508

 1 35.3    

 2 28.1    

 3 18.8    

 4 9.6    

 5 8.1    

Criminals in network     

At least one network member who 
provided criminal knowledge

14.1   1508

At least one network member who was 
involved in criminal activities

19.9   1360

3.5.2  Who are the criminal network members and what are the 

characteristics of these criminal relationships? 

In Table 3.4, we first present the characteristics of criminal network members separated for 

network members who did and did not provide criminal knowledge. Most network members 

who had provided criminal knowledge were friends (55 per cent), whereas most network 

members who did not provide criminal knowledge were family members (66 per cent). 

About three quarters of the providers of criminal knowledge were men, relative to 44 per 

cent of the network members who did not provide criminal knowledge. Moreover, network 

members who provided criminal knowledge were more similar in age to the prisoner than 

network members who did not provide criminal knowledge (an age similarity of -6.86 and 

-12.22, respectively). 

 Although the majority of the prisoners (highly) trusted their network members, 

prisoners had somewhat less trust in the network members who had provided criminal 

knowledge (85 per cent vs. 92 per cent). Prior to their incarceration, prisoners had frequent 

contact with all their network members. They had daily or weekly contact with 96 per cent 

of the network members who had provided criminal knowledge, and with 92 per cent of 

those who did not provide criminal knowledge. Finally, compared with network members 

who did not provide criminal knowledge, prisoners knew their network members who did 

provide criminal knowledge less long (17.46 years versus 12.67 years).

 When we examine the characteristics of the criminal network members separated 

for those who were and were not involved in criminal activities during the past year, similar 

results are observed (see Table 3.5). Network members who were involved in criminal 

activities during the past year were more often friends (58% versus 24%), males (81% versus 

42%), and of a similar age (-6.41 versus -12.53) than network members were not involved in 

criminal activities.
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TABLE  3.4. characteristics of the network members and the relationships, 

separated for network members who provided and who did not provide 

criminal knowledge

  
 Provided criminal knowledge Did not provide criminal knowledge

 (N=345)  (N=3078)

 % Mean SD N % Mean SD N

Characteristics of the network member 

Role    332    2992

 Family 32.8    65.6    

 Friend 54.5    24.8    

 Other 12.7    9.6    

Gender    339    3032

 Woman 25.1    56.5    

 Man 74.9    43.5    

Age similarity (in years) [a]  -6.86 8.28 286  -12.22 11.80 2632

Characteristics of the relationship

Level of trust         

 No (high) trust 14.7   319 7.7   2801

 (High) trust 85.3    92.3    

Contact frequency    322    2800

  No daily or weekly contact 4.0    8.0    

  Daily or weekly contact 96.0    92.0    

Duration (in years)  12.67 11.08 324  17.46 12.63 2811

[a] Age similarity is measured as the negative absolute age difference between respondent and network member. 

Because a few large age differences (or outliers) might affect the mean of age similarity, we also calculated the 

median. The median of age similarity for the network members who provided criminal knowledge is -3; the median 

of age similarity for the network members who did not provide criminal knowledge is -7.

 When compared to network members who were not involved in criminal activities, 

prisoners seem to have less trust in network members who were involved in criminal 

activities (84 per cent versus 93 per cent), and they know these network members less long 

(12 years versus 18 years).  
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3.5. characteristics of the network members and the relationships, 

separated for network members who were and who were not involved in 

criminal activities during the past year 

 
Involved in criminal 

activities during past year
Not involved in criminal 

activities during past year

 (N=396)  (N=2576)

 % Mean SD N % Mean SD N

Characteristics of the network member

Role    396    2574

 Family 28.0    67.6    

 Friend 58.3    24.0    

 Other 13.6    8.5    

Gender    393    2564

 Woman 18.6    58.2    

 Man 81.4    41.8    

Age similarity (in years) [a]  -6.41 8.64 362  -12.53 11.79 2377

Characteristics of the relationship

Level of trust    387    2553

 No (high) trust 15.8    6.8    

 (High) trust 84.2    93.2    

Contact frequency    392    2549

 No daily or weekly contact 4.9    7.5    

 Daily or weekly contact 95.2    92.6    

Duration (in years)  11.68 9.29 392  18.05 12.79 2531

[a] Age similarity is measured as the negative absolute age difference between respondent and network member. 

Because a few large age differences (or outliers) might affect the mean of age similarity, we also calculated the 

median. The median of age similarity for network members who were involved in criminal activities is -2; the median 

of age similarity for network members who were not involved in criminal activities is -7.

3.5.3  What characteristics of a) the network member, b) the relationship and 

c) the prisoner are related to the probability that a network member is 

criminal?

In Table 3.6 we present the results of two multilevel models, representing the two ways of 

operationalizing criminal involvement of the network members (i.e. whether or not the 

core discussion network member provided criminal knowledge and whether or not the core 

discussion network member was involved in criminal activities during the past year). These 

two models show rather consistent findings.

 The first set of independent variables concerns characteristics of the network 

member. Friends are more likely to provide criminal knowledge (b=0.569; odds ratio=1.77) 

and to be involved in criminal activities (b=0.738; odds ratio=2.09) than family members. 
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Compared with female network members, male network members are about three times 

more likely to provide criminal knowledge and about six times more likely to be involved in 

criminal activities (b=1.114 and b=1.724 respectively). Furthermore, age similarity seems to be 

related to network members who provided criminal knowledge (b=0.029; odds ratio=1.03) 

and who were involved in criminal activities during the past year (b=0.032; odds ratio=1.03). 

In other words, criminal core discussion network members are generally more similar to 

the prisoner in age. 

 The second set of independent variables concerns characteristics of the prisoner. 

Compared with respondents who had never been in prison before, prisoners who had been 

incarcerated before (either 2-5 times or more than 5 times) are more likely to have core 

discussion network members who provided criminal knowledge (b=0.584; odds ratio=1.79 

and b=1.080; odds ratio=2.94 respectively). Respondents with prior prison experiences are 

also more likely to have core discussion network members who were involved in criminal 

activities during the past year (b=0.842; odds ratio=2.32 and b=1.384; odds ratio=3.99 

respectively). The number of committed offences in the past five years and the length of 

the criminal career are not significantly related to the probability of having criminals in 

one’s core discussion network. 

 The third set of independent variables concerns characteristics of the relationship. 

Compared with relationships with no trust, we find that relationships with (high) trust are 

less likely to be relationships with network members who provided criminal knowledge 

(b=-0.510; odds ratio=0.60) or who were involved in criminal activities during the past year 

(b=-0.695; odds ratio=0.50). The findings on contact frequency are less consistent. Network 

members with whom the prisoners had daily or weekly contact prior to incarceration are 

about three times more likely to provide criminal knowledge (b=1.094; odds ratio=2.99). 

However, no significant association was found between daily or weekly contact and having 

a network member who was involved in criminal activities during the past year. Moreover, 

network members who are known for a longer period of time were less likely to be involved 

in criminal activities (b=-0.027; odds ratio=0.97). 
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TABLE  3.6. logistic multilevel analyses on whether or not a core discussion 

network member provided criminal knowledge, and whether or not a core 

discussion network member was involved in criminal activities during the 

past year [c]

 Provided criminal knowledge
Involved in criminal

activities during past year

 ‘yes’ (=1) ‘no’(=0) ‘yes’ (=1) ‘no’(=0)

 b SE(b) Sig. b SE(b) Sig.

Constant -3.052 0.584 *** -1.008 0.549 ~

Characteristics of the network member

Role (Family=ref)       

 Friend 0.569 0.205 ** 0.738 0.193 ***

 Other [a] 0.291 0.256  0.287 0.263  

Gender (Woman=ref)       

 Man 1.114 0.168 *** 1.724 0.173 ***

 Missing value 0.787 0.597  0.430 1.010  

Age similarity (in years)/10 [b] 0.029 0.009 *** 0.032 0.008 ***

Characteristics of the prisoner       

Number of committed offences -0.009 0.018  -0.015 0.017  

Length of criminal career (in years) -0.002 0.018  0.024 0.020  

Number of prior prison experiences 
(Never=ref)

      

 One time 0.328 0.262  0.222 0.241  

 2-5 times 0.584 0.250 * 0.842 0.219 ***

 More than 5 times 1.080 0.337 *** 1.384 0.301 ***

 Missing value 0.040 0.331  0.194 0.304  

Characteristics of the relationship       

Level of trust (Less than (high) trust=ref)       

 (High) trust -0.510 0.234 * -0.695 0.213 ***

 Missing value 0.476 0.623  0.777 0.681  

Contact frequency (Less than weekly 
contact=ref)

      

 Daily or weekly contact 1.094 0.368 ** 0.446 0.298  

 Missing value 0.248 0.704  0.174 0.824  

Duration (in years) -0.011 0.008  -0.027 0.008 ***

Control variables       

Type of crime (Property=ref)       

  Violence (excl. sexual and  
   property crimes with  
   violence)

-0.150 0.227  -0.117 0.203  

 Sexual -0.613 0.556  -1.686 0.792 *

 Vandalism and public order -0.052 0.357  0.268 0.290  

 Drugs 0.155 0.283  0.385 0.257  

 Other crimes 0.055 0.394  -0.151 0.390  

 Missing value -0.251 0.477  0.294 0.385  
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Criminal specialism (Specialist=ref)       

 Generalist -0.142 0.199  -0.115 0.176  

 Once-only -0.217 0.257  -0.470 0.237 *

 Unknown -1.414 1.098  -0.281 0.797  

Non-ethnic Dutch -0.444 0.188 * -0.694 0.167 ***

Age (in years) -0.007 0.015  -0.057 0.018 **

Variance network member 3.290   3.290   

Variance respondent 3.294 0.331  1.369 0.225  

N
network members

3423   2972   

N
respondents

1508   1360   

*=p<0.05; **=p<0.01; ***=p<0.001

Note. We substituted the mean for the missing values on the continuous variables. Note that (extra) dummy-variables 

for the ‘missing’ categories for each network-member-variable are included to take the missing values of the variables 

into account. (see also Footnote 2 in this chapter).

[a] Ninety-nine network members with a missing value are included in this category.

[b] Age similarity is measured as the negative absolute age difference between respondent and network member

[c] To test the robustness of our findings, we performed an additional regression analysis that examined the degree 

to which characteristics of the prisoner are associated with the total number of network members who provided 

criminal knowledge (irrespective of whether or not the criminal contact is a core discussion partner). This analysis 

shows similar results. Results are available upon request. 

3.6 CONCLUSION AND DISCUSSION

Research on the presence and characteristics of criminals in the social networks of 

prisoners is important because criminal network members may encourage criminal 

offending after release (Burgess & Akers, 1966; Sutherland, 1947). The first aim of the 

present study was to examine the presence and characteristics of criminals in prisoners’ 

core discussion networks – i.e. network members important for discussing personal 

matters – prior to their incarceration. Moreover, we investigated whether the probability 

of having a criminal network member was related to characteristics of the network member, 

the prisoner and the relationship. Criminal network members were identified in two ways: 

as those who provided criminal knowledge and those who were involved in criminal 

activities during the past year. 

 Prior to their incarceration one out of seven prisoners had at least one core discussion 

network member who provided them with criminal knowledge, and one out of five had at 

least one core discussion network member who was involved in criminal activities. This 

finding is in line with previous findings from the Returning Home Project on prisoners’ 

family ties, which show that a large number of prisoners had a family member who had 

been convicted of a crime (60%) or had a family member in prison (40%). Furthermore, on 

the basis of the social inability model, one would expect that prisoners lack intimate social 
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ties with other criminals and only have criminal ties that are ‘cold’ and ‘brittle’ (Hirschi, 

1969). Our finding contradicts this idea in the sense that we found that criminals are also 

part of the inner social circle of prisoners prior to incarceration. 

 It turned out that men, friends and same-age counterparts are more likely to be the 

criminals in the social networks of prisoners. This finding is in line with findings from 

studies on juvenile offenders. These studies have shown that peers, boys and same-age 

counterparts are often part of juvenile offenders’ criminal network (see also Warr, 2002). 

The few studies that examined adult (co-)offenders come to similar conclusions about the 

composition of the criminal network; that is, co-offenders are generally men, non-family 

members and come from more or less the same age group (Morselli et al., 2006; Reiss & 

Farrington, 1991).

 Moreover, prisoners with more prior prison experiences are more likely to have 

criminal network members. This finding supports the hypothesis that was derived from the 

opportunity argument (Blau, 1994). Spending more time in prison makes the emergence of 

criminal relationships more likely as one has more opportunities to meet and interact with 

other delinquents (Petersilia, 1980; Tremblay, 1993). On the one hand, the opportunity 

argument assumes a social selection process, suggesting that people select certain 

individuals to form relationships with. On the other hand, a social influence process might 

also explain why delinquents spending more time in prison have a larger criminal network. 

People who are embedded in larger criminal networks are more likely to be encouraged to 

commit crimes, which may increase their risk of being caught and sent to prison. To better 

understand the causal relationship between prison experience and the criminal network, 

and to disentangle the social influence and social selection processes, longitudinal research 

is needed.

 Contrary to our expectations, we did not find a significant association between the 

number of committed offences in the past five years and the length of the criminal career 

on the one hand and the probability of having criminals in one’s core discussion network 

on the other hand. A possible explanation could be that offenders’ preference for having 

criminal relationships does not necessarily mean that criminal network members are part 

of the immediate social circle (i.e. the core discussion network). As a further test of our 

hypothesis, future research could try to obtain a complete view of the criminal network 

beyond the core discussion network (for instance by identifying all co-offending 

relationships). 

 Finally, the results of the present study do not clearly support either the social 

inability or the social ability perspective. On the one hand, we do not find that criminal and 

non-criminal relationships are similar in quality, as was expected from the social ability 

perspective. On the other hand, our results on the characteristics of the relationships do 

not consistently demonstrate that criminal relationships are of lower quality, as was 

expected from the social inability perspective. One consistent finding, however, is that 
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prior to imprisonment prisoners have less trust in their criminal core discussion network 

members. A possible explanation for this finding is that delinquents have characteristics 

that make them less attractive as network members. In the literature it has been argued 

that delinquents are more likely to serve their own interest and are often viewed by others 

as selfish (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990). These characteristics might cause that criminal 

network members are generally less trusted. In future research it would be interesting to 

further examine differences and similarities between criminal and non-criminal 

relationships, and the social mechanism that cause differences in relationship quality.

 The results of this study are not only of theoretical value, but may also contribute to 

crime prevention. We found that criminals in the core discussion network are more 

common among prisoners who have been incarcerated before. Moreover, we revealed that 

criminals in the core discussion network are most likely to be men, friends and same-age 

counterparts. Criminal network members, and especially criminals who are part of the 

immediate social circle, increase the probability that people commit crimes (Sutherland, 

1947). Therefore, in light of crime prevention, one should be aware of the composition of 

the core discussion network of prisoners who served more prison sentences, and perhaps 

encourage the maintenance of relationships with family members who are not involved in 

criminal activities. In addition, our results contribute to the discussion about the (negative) 

consequences of imposing prison sentences. Our findings suggest that a prison sentence 

may increase the likelihood of embeddedness in criminal networks. Therefore, it seems 

that prison sentences can have negative side effects in the sense that they may increase 

the risk that (strong) criminal relationship are formed.

 When interpreting our results, some limitations of our study should be taken into 

account. First of all, we have examined the criminal relationships in a sample of male 

inmates aged between 18 and 65, who were born in the Netherlands and who were held in 

remand centers in the Netherlands. Although our sample covers a large proportion of the 

Dutch prison population, future research is needed to examine whether our conclusions 

can also be generalized to other countries and other groups of prisoners (e.g. females and 

non-natives). Second, it is possible that there is an overestimation of the association 

between prior prison experience and network members’ involvement in crime. From 

previous research, it is known that individuals tend to project their own behavior onto that 

of their network members; that is, offenders who are more criminally active may think that 

their network members are involved in criminal activities more frequently than they 

actually are (see, for instance, Young & Weerman, 2013). Yet, if self-projection caused bias 

in our data, we also would expect a significant association between number of committed 

offences and number of criminals in the core discussion network. No such association was 

found in this study, which seems to imply that self-projection is not a major concern in our 

analyses. Third, data were collected at a time when the trial had not taken place yet and the 

police investigation was still ongoing. During pre-trial detention, prisoners may be 
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particularly cautious about the information they provide to others. Although we guaranteed 

prisoners that their information would be treated confidentially and offered them the 

opportunity to mention initials or nicknames, the uncertainty that is often associated with 

the pre-trial detention phase may still have affected prisoners’ answers, and may have 

resulted in an underreporting of their network members’ criminal behavior. 

 These limitations notwithstanding, our study adds to the existing literature on 

prisoners’ social networks in several important ways. As far as we know, this is the first 

study that examines criminals in the core discussion networks of prisoners. Research on 

criminals in the core discussion network is important because criminal ties may encourage 

deviant and criminal behavior and may increase the risk of reoffending, especially if these 

criminal ties make up the intimate social network (see also Sutherland, 1947). We defined 

and analyzed criminal network members as those who have been involved in criminal 

activities and those who have provided criminal knowledge. The results of our analyses that 

included these two different definitions of criminal network members are consistent and 

show a similar pattern. This indicates that our findings are robust and allows us to draw 

more reliable conclusions about prisoners’ criminal network members prior to incarceration. 

Furthermore, we used data on a large sample of prisoners and collected information about 

prisoners’ social networks using the name-generator method; a method frequently used in 

the general social network literature. An important asset of this method is that it produces 

detailed information about each network member and about the quality of the relationships 

with these network members. In this way, our study is the first to collect information on 

prisoners’ social networks at relationship level, making this study unique even when 

compared to other studies that examined the conventional (support) relationships of 

prisoners (including studies of the Returning Home Project; Visher et al., 2004).

 In future research, it would be interesting to investigate the relationship between 

having criminals in the (core discussion) network and  (ex-)prisoners’ criminal behavior. Are 

prisoners with a larger criminal network more likely to use violence or to misbehave in 

prison? And to what extent do criminal networks affect the probability that a prisoner re-

offend after release? Answering these important questions would further extend our 

knowledge on (ex-)prisoners’ criminal networks.


