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Abstract 

 

This study examines sexual recidivism, as expressed by new charges or convictions for sexual 

offences, using the data from 10 follow-up studies of adult male sexual offenders (combined sample of 

4,724).  Results indicated that most sexual offenders do not re-offend sexually, that first-time sexual 

offenders are significantly less likely to sexually re-offend than those with previous sexual 

convictions, and that offenders over the age of 50 are less likely to re-offend than younger offenders.  

In addition, it was found that the longer offenders remained offence-free in the community the less 

likely they are to re-offend sexually.  Data shows that rapists, incest offenders, “girl-victim” child 

molesters, and “boy-victim” child molesters recidivate at significantly different rates.  These results 

challenge some commonly held beliefs about sexual recidivism and have implications for policies 

designed to manage the risk posed by convicted sexual offenders. 
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Introduction 

Just about everybody would like to know how often sexual offenders recidivate with another sexual 
offence. Concerned politicians, an engaged media, and worried parents often assume that the recidivism 
risk of sexual offenders is extremely high, and routinely ask those working with this population questions 
such as “all sex offenders do it again don’t they?” and “won’t they just do it again if you let them out?”  
Such questions are best answered by appealing to research evidence; first, however, it is important to 
carefully consider the question being asked. 

A Simple Question 

The basic question about sexual offender recidivism is usually phrased along the following lines: “what 
percentage of sexual offenders commit another sexual offence once they’ve been released from prison?”  
This question is not as easy to answer as one might believe.  First, we must define “recidivism”.  In some 
studies, recidivism is defined as a reconviction for a sexual offence (e.g., Hanson, Scott & Steffy, 1995).  
In other studies, recidivism includes all offenders who were charged with a new sexual offence, whether 
or not they were convicted (e.g., Song & Lieb, 1995).  Including charges along with convictions should, 
of course, lead to higher estimates of recidivism (Prentky, Lee, Knight & Cerce, 1997).  Other studies 
have used expanded definitions of sexual recidivism that include informal reports to child protection 
agencies, self-report, violations of conditional release conditions, and simply being questioned by police 
(e.g., Marshall & Barbaree, 1988).  All else being equal, the estimated recidivism rate should increase 
with each expansion of the definition; the broader the definition, the larger the recidivism estimate should 
appear.  Consequently, it is important to specify the recidivism criteria in any recidivism estimate (e.g., 
“what percentage of sexual offenders are either charged with, or convicted of, another sexual offence 
once they’ve been released from prison?”) 

Another factor to consider is the length of the follow-up period.  As the follow-up period increases, the 
cumulative number of recidivists can only increase.  It is important to remember, however, that an 
increase in the number of recidivists is not the same as an increase in the yearly rate of recidivism.  For all 
crimes (and almost all behaviours) the likelihood that the behaviour will reappear decreases the longer the 
person has abstained from that behaviour.  The recidivism rate within the first two years after release from 
prison is much higher than the recidivism rate between years 10 and 12 after release from prison.  
Consequently, any estimate of sexual re-offending must be “time-defined” or “time limited” (e.g., “over 
the first five years, post-release from prison, what percentage of sexual offenders are either charged with, 
or convicted of, another sexual offence?”) 

A third factor to consider is the diversity among sexual offenders.  We know that incest offenders 
recidivate at a significantly lower rate than offenders who target victims outside the family (Hanson & 
Bussière, 1998).  We also know that child molesters with male victims recidivate at a significantly higher 
rate than child molesters that only have girl victims (Hanson & Bussière, 1998).  By considering the type 
of sexual offender, our simple question becomes, once again, more complex: (e.g., “over the first five 
years, post-release from prison, what percentage of child molesters with male victims are either charged 
with, or convicted of, another sexual offence?”) 

Many sexual offences are never reported to police; this is the same for all violent offences except murder.  
Our best estimates of unreported sexual offending come from victimization studies.  In a typical study a 
random sample of people are telephoned and asked if they have been a victim of a crime within the last 
year.  One recent victimization study found that there were approximately half a million sexual 
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assaults (499,000) committed in Canada in 1999 (Besserer & Trainor, 2000).  Although reports to police 
of violent and sexual crimes were steadily declining in Canada between the years 1993 and 1999; the 
years 2000 and 2001 saw 1% increases in violent and sexual crimes (Savoie, 2002).  Sexual victimization 
rates based upon victimization surveys appear to have remained basically unchanged across this same 
time period (Besserer & Trainor, 2000).  The Besserer and Trainor (2000) study showed that sexual 
assault had the highest percentage of incidents that were not reported to police (78%).  When respondents 
were asked why they did not report sexual victimization to the police, 59% of the respondents stated that 
the “incident was not important enough” to report.  Consequently, readers may wonder what counts as a 
sexual assault. 

The Besserer and Trainor (2000) victimization study used a very broad definition of sexual assault.  They 
counted all attempts at forced sexual activity, all unwanted sexual touching, grabbing, kissing, and 
fondling, as well as threats of sexual assault  (Jennifer Tuffs, personal communication, January 15, 2003). 
Their broad definition undoubtedly included some behaviours that do not conform to the popular image of 
a sexual offence. 

All unwanted sexual advances are wrong, possibly criminal, and have the potential to do psychological 
harm to the victim.  As a society, however, we need to decide whether we wish to count an unwanted 
touch on the buttocks as an unreported sexual crime.  Coming to an agreement on what constitutes a 
sexual crime will be a difficult task.  Setting the bar too low would criminalize social clumsiness and 
over-state the problem of sexual assault.  Setting the bar too high would devalue those victims who, while 
sustaining no overt signs of trauma, may have truly suffered at the hands of a sexual assailant.  A detailed 
examination of the relationship between observed and undetected sexual offences is beyond the scope of 
the current paper.  Readers should be aware, however, that the answer to the simple question of sexual 
offence recidivism requires specifying the nature of the offences being considered.  In the analyses that 
follow, recidivism is defined as sexual offences reported to police that are credible and sufficiently 
serious to justify charges or convictions. 

The above review indicates that the simple question is not so simple.  Rather than asking “how often do 
sexual offenders re-offend”; the informed reader would inquire about the recidivism rates of particular 
types of sexual offenders (e.g., incest offenders versus rapists for example), over a specific time period 
(e.g., 10 years) using a particular definition of recidivism (e.g., new convictions for a sexual offence).  
Failure to specify these distinctions can lead to wildly different estimates of the rate of sexual recidivism. 

The present study addresses the question of sexual offender recidivism using a large, diverse sample 
drawn from multiple jurisdictions.  The combined sample is sufficiently large (4,724) that it is possible to 
calculate stable estimates of the observed recidivism rates after five, 10, and 15 years of follow-up for 
important subgroups of sexual offenders: rapists, girl victim child molesters, boy victim child molesters, 
incest offenders, those with or without a prior sexual offence, older offenders (age greater than 50 at 
release) and younger offenders.  This study also provides recidivism estimates for sex offenders who have 
been offence-free in the community for 5, 10, and 15 years. 
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Method 

The Samples 

The present sample (N = 4,724) is comprised of 10 individual sub-samples.  These sub-samples range in 
size from 191 offenders to 1,138 offenders and were drawn from the following jurisdictions: Quebec, 
Ontario, Manitoba, Alberta, California, Washington, Her Majesty’s Prison Service (England and Wales), 
and the Correctional Service of Canada (CSC; 3 data sets).  In five of the samples, “conviction for a 
sexual offence” was used as the recidivism criteria, in another four samples both “charges and convictions 
for another sexual offence” was used as the recidivism criteria.  In one sample (Manitoba), charges, 
convictions, and additional police information were used as the recidivism criteria.  An overview of the 
samples is presented in Table 1. 

All the offenders were released from correctional institutions with the exception of the Manitoba 
Probation sample and about half of the offenders from the Washington sample, who received community 
sentences.  Racial ethnicity was not recorded for most samples, but given the demographics of the 
provinces, states and countries from which they were selected, the offenders can be expected to be 
predominantly white.  All offenders were adult males (18 years old or older at time of release).  Thirty-
seven percent of the offenders were single and 27.9% had previously been sentenced for a sexual offence 
(9.4% had been sentenced more than once). 

Canadian Federal – Pacific Region (CS/RESORS Consulting, 1991; Hanson, Broom & Stephenson, 
2004).  This study followed sexual offenders released in British Columbia between 1976 and 1992.  The 
original aim of the study was to compare offenders who received mandatory community counselling 
(n = 401) and those released in earlier years without the benefit of this post-release program (n = 288).  
Offenders released in the 1983/84 fiscal year (n = 38) were removed from this sample to avoid overlap 
with the other CSC cohort described below.  Recidivism information was coded in 2000 from Royal 
Canadian Mounted Police (RCMP) records.  Charges and convictions for sexual offences were used as the 
recidivism criteria in this sample. 

Canadian Federal Recidivism Study - 1983/1984 Releases (Bonta & Hanson, 1995a; see also Bonta & 
Hanson, 1995b).  This study examined the 316 sexual offenders included in the complete sample of 
3,180 federal offenders released by the CSC in the fiscal year 1983/1984.  Sexual offenders were defined 
as those who were released following any sexual conviction.  Recidivism information was collected in 
1994 using national criminal history records maintained by the RCMP.  Conviction for another sexual 
offence was used as the recidivism criteria in this sample. 

Canadian Federal 1991 to 1994 Releases (Motiuk & Brown, 1993; Motiuk & Brown, 1996).  This study 
followed a group of sexual offenders released by CSC between 1991 and 1994.  The offenders in this 
group were those who were reviewed in 1991 (see Motiuk & Porporino, 1993) while they were still 
incarcerated.  Follow-up information was coded in 1994 from RCMP records.  Charges and convictions 
for another sexual offence were used as the recidivism criteria in this sample. 

Millbrook Recidivism Study (Hanson, Scott, & Steffy, 1995; Hanson, Steffy, & Gauthier, 1992; Hanson, 
Steffy, & Gauthier, 1993).  This study collected long-term recidivism information (15-30 years) for child 
molesters released between 1958 and 1974 from Millbrook Correctional Centre, a maximum security 
provincial correctional facility located in Ontario, Canada.  About half of the sample went through a brief 
treatment program. Recidivism information was coded from RCMP records in 1989 and 1991.  
Conviction for another sexual offence was used as the recidivism criteria in this sample. 

Institut Philippe Pinel (Montreal). (Proulx, Pellerin, McKibben, Aubut & Ouimet, 1997 ; Pellerin et al., 
1996).  This study focused on sexual offenders treated at a maximum security psychiatric facility between 
1978 and 1993.  The Institut Philippe Pinel in Montreal provides long term (1-3 years) treatment for 
sexual offenders referred from both the mental health and correctional systems.  Recidivism information 
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Table 1 

Study characteristics. 

 
Sample 

 
Total 

Sample 
Size 

 
Age (SD) 

 
Offender type  

Rape/EX/IN (%) 
 

 
Sample size 

for type 

 
Average 
years of 

follow-up 

 
Sexual 
Recid. 
Rate 

 
Recidivism 

Criteria  

        
Canadian Federal - Pacific  
  

689 38 (11) 36 / 30 / 33 362  11 24.7 Chgs & Convic  

Canadian Federal - 1983/84  
 

316 31 (8.7) -- / -- / --  0  10  19.7 Convictions 

Canadian Federal - 1991/94  
 

241 37 (11) 53 / 19 / 28  208  2  7.1 Chgs & Convic  

Millbrook, Ontario 
 

186 33 (10) 00 / 82 / 18  186  23  35.5 Convictions 

Institut Philippe Pinel 
 

363 36 (11) 30 / 43 / 27  349  4  16.3 Convictions 

Alberta Hospital Edmonton 
 

363 36 (10) 27 / 27 / 46  363  5  5.5 Convictions 

SOTEP (California) 
 

 1137 38 (8.9) 29 / 40 / 31  1130  5  13.3 Chgs & Convic  

HM Prison Service (UK) 
 

529 36 (12) 53 / 32 / 15  325  16  25.7 Convictions 

Washington State SSOSA 
 

587 36 (13) 10 / 41 / 49  582  5  7.5 Chgs & Convic  

Manitoba Probation 
 

202 35 (12) 26 / 42 / 32  128  2  10.2 Chgs & Convic 
Plus 

 
Note: EX = Extrafamilial child molesters; IN = Intrafamilial child molesters 
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was collected in 1994 from RCMP records.  Conviction for another sexual offence was used as the 
recidivism criteria in this sample. 

Alberta Hospital Edmonton - Phoenix Program. (Reddon, 1996; see also Studer, Reddon, Roper & 
Estrada, 1996).  The sexual offenders in this study were drawn from those treated at the Phoenix (Alberta 
Hospital Edmonton) program between 1987 and 1994.  The Phoenix program is an eclectic inpatient 
treatment program that receives many of its referrals from federal correctional facilities.  Recidivism 
information was collected in 1995 using RCMP records.  Conviction for another sexual offence was used 
as the recidivism criteria in this sample. 

California’s Sex Offender Treatment and Evaluation Project (SOTEP). (Marques & Day, 1996; see also 
Marques, Day, Nelson & West, 1993; Marques, Nelson, West & Day, 1994).  The primary aim of this 
ongoing study is to examine the efficacy of treatment. The sample used in the current study included 
sexual offenders randomly assigned to treatment (n = 172), matched volunteer controls, treatment 
refusers, as well as a general sample of sexual offenders from the California correctional system (total 
sample of 1,137).  Men who had offended only against their biological children were not included.  
Subjects were admitted to this study between 1985 and 1995; follow-up information was collected in 
1995 based on local and national criminal records, as well as local police and probation reports.  Charges 
and convictions for another sexual offence were used as the recidivism criteria in this sample. 

Her Majesty’s Prison Service (UK). (Thornton, 1997).  This study provided a 16 year follow-up of all 
sexual offenders released from Her Majesty’s Prison Service (England and Wales) in 1979 (n = 573).  
Recidivism information was based on Home Office records collected in 1995.  Very few of the offenders 
in this sample would have received specialised sexual offender treatment.  Conviction for another sexual 
offence was used as the recidivism criteria in this sample. 

Washington SSOSA. (Berliner, Schram, Miller & Milloy, 1995; Song & Lieb, 1995).  This data set was 
created to evaluate Washington State’s Special Sex Offender Sentencing Alternative (SSOSA), which 
allows judges to sentence sex offenders to community treatment.  To be eligible for SSOSA, offenders 
must be facing their first felony conviction for sexual crimes other than first or second degree rape.  The 
sample consisted of 287 offenders who received SSOSA and 300 who were statutorily eligible for 
SSOSA but did not receive it.  The majority of the sample was White (85%).  Offenders were convicted 
between January 1985 and June 1986, with follow-up data collected in December, 1990.  Charges and 
convictions for another sexual offence were used as the recidivism criteria in this sample. 

Manitoba Probation. (Hanson, 2002).  This follow-up study was conducted as an evaluation of a risk scale 
used by probation officers in Manitoba, Canada.  The 202 offenders were consecutive admissions to 
probation between May, 1997 and February, 1999.  Recidivism information was collected in 
November, 2000, based on RCMP records.  Unlike the RCMP records used in the other studies (which 
included only charges and convictions that went to court), the RCMP records for the Manitoba sample 
included unresolved charges and cases currently under police investigation. 

Analysis 

Case specific information (without individual identifiers) from the original 10 data sets were merged for 
the analysis.  Recidivism estimates were computed using survival analysis (e.g., Allison, 1984).  This 
analysis produces the cumulative proportion surviving at the end of a specific time period.  These survival 
percentages were then subtracted from 100 to produce estimates of the recidivism potential at five, ten, 
and fifteen year intervals.  In addition, the standard error of measurement was calculated for these 
estimates allowing for the calculation of 95% confidence intervals.  Confidence intervals of 95% indicate 
the range within which the observed recidivism percentage should be found “19 times out of 20” or 95% 
of the time.
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Results 

 

Sexual recidivism was measured using the original definitions from the original research reports: 5 data 
sets used convictions, 4 data sets used new charges (or a new conviction), and one sample used 
convictions, charges, and additional police information (Manitoba).  The five and 10 year recidivism 
estimates were 17% and 21% for the studies that used only convictions as their recidivism criteria, and 
12% and 19% for the studies that used charges and convictions as their recidivism criteria.  Given the 
similarity in the recidivism rates based on convictions alone and charges and convictions, the data was 
combined to provide overall estimates of sexual recidivism rates.  The rates estimated using the combined 
sample would be closer to the reconviction rate than the re-arrest rate because it appeared that the sources 
used for the recidivism data contained relatively few charges that did not ultimately result in conviction. 

Sexual recidivism rates 

Table 2 summarises the recidivism estimates for three distinct time periods, five years, ten years, and 
fifteen years, for each of the subgroups examined.  The overall recidivism rates (14% after 5 years, 20% 
after 10 years and 24% after 15 years) were similar for rapists (14%, 21% and 24%) and the combined 
group of child molesters (13%, 18%, and 23%).  There were, however, significant differences between the 
child molesters, with the highest rates observed among the extrafamilial boy-victim child molesters (35% 
after 15 years) and the lowest observed rates for the incest offenders (13% after 15 years). 

Offenders with a prior sexual offence conviction had recidivism rates about double the rate observed for 
first-time sexual offenders (19% versus 37% after 15 years).  Age also had a substantial association with 
recidivism, with offenders older than age 50 at release reoffending at half the rate of the younger (less 
than 50) offenders (12% versus 26%, respectively, after 15 years).  As expected, those who have 
remained offence free in the community were at reduced risk for subsequent sexual recidivism.  Whereas 
the average 10 year recidivism rate from time of release was 20%, the 10 year recidivism declined to 12% 
after five years offence-free and to 9% after 10 years offence-free.  The five year recidivism rate for those 
who had been offence-free for 15 years was 4%.  Offence-free was defined as no new sexual or violent 
non-sexual offence, and no non-violent offences serious enough that they are incarcerated at the end of 
the follow-up period. 

Survival curves 

The numbers in Table 2 were drawn from the survival analyses presented in Figures 1 through 6 (see 
Appendix I).  Readers interested in further details of the recidivism rates can use these figures to estimate 
recidivism rates for different time periods (e.g., 3 years).  Each offender is represented on the graph in the 
top left-hand corner at the time of release (time of sentencing for the community samples).  Upon release, 
none have yet recidivated in the community – hence, 100% have not recidivated at time “0”.  As time 
passes (shown on the horizontal axis of the graph) some offenders recidivate and the survival curve 
descends.  In order to know the percentage of offenders who have remained offence-free in the 
community for 10 years, follow a vertical line from the 10 year mark (on the axis labelled “Time in 
years”) up to the survival curve.  Next, go perpendicular from that point on the survival curve to the 
vertical axis (labelled “percentage of offenders that have not sexually recidivated”).  To determine the 
percentage of offenders that have recidivated, simply subtract the percentage of offenders still in the 
community from 100. 

One factor that should be noted from the graphs is that without exception, the longer offenders remain 
offence-free in the community the less likely they are to sexually recidivate.  The flattening, or 
plateauing, of the curves over time shows this fact.  The steepest part of the curve (the highest risk period) 
is in the first few years after release. 
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Table 2 

Sexual Recidivism (%) across Time and Samples. 

Sub-Group 

 

5 Years 10 Years 15 Years Shown in 
Figure # 

 
All sexual offenders 

 
14 

 
20 

 
24 

 
1 

Rapists 14 21 24 2 
Extended Incest Child Molesters  6  9 13 3 
“Girl Victim” Child Molesters  9 13 16 3 
“Boy Victim” Child Molesters 23 28 35 3 

Without 
 

10 15 19 4 Offenders without 
a previous sexual 
conviction versus 
those with a previous 
sexual conviction 

With 
 

25 32 37 4 

 
Over 50 
 

 
 7 

 
11 

 
12 

 
5 

 
Offenders over 
age 50 at release 
versus offenders less 
than age 50 at release 
 

Less than 50 
 

15 21 26 5 

5 years 
 

 7 12 15 6 

10 years 
 

 5  9 ‡ 6 

Sex Offenders - 
offence free in the 
community for Five, 
Ten, and Fifteen years 
 15 years  4 ‡ ‡ 6 

‡ = Insufficient data to compute reliable estimates 
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Error of estimation 

The data presented in all the graphs and in Table 2 are estimates, and some error is inherent in the 
estimation process.  If the study was repeated with different samples, the numbers would not be exactly 
the same.  One way to appreciate the stability of estimates is to calculate 95% confidence intervals based 
on the standard error of estimate from survival analysis (see Appendix II).  Survival analysis computes 
standard error of estimate based on the number of recidivists and non-recidivists available at each 
previous time interval.  The 95% confidence intervals indicate the range in which the results are likely to 
be found, 19 times out of 20, if the study were repeated 20 times. 

For example, looking at Appendix II, the five year estimate for the overall sample (14.0%) was based on 
an initial sample of 4,724 of which 2,492 were followed for at least 5 years.  The 95% confidence interval 
was 12.88% to 15.12%, plus or minus 1.12% from the estimate of 14.0%.  With large sample sizes, the 
confidence intervals are narrow, indicating that subsequent research is likely to find very similar results.  
Readers should note, however, that confidence intervals expanded with extended follow-up times and 
when subgroups of offenders were examined.  For example, the 15 year estimate for boy-victim child 
molesters (35.4%), was based upon only 95 observations and had a confidence interval from 29.3% to 
40.7% (± 5.7%).  Most of the confidence intervals were less than 5%. 

Interpretation of recidivism estimates 

The recidivism estimates may be applied to the general case or to the individual offender.  For example, if 
you were faced with a group of 100 newly released rapists and you wanted to follow these offenders in 
the community over time (Looking at Table 2 – Second sub-group – “Rapists”) you would expect 
fourteen (14) of these 100 rapists to reoffend within the first 5 years.  In the following 5 years, follow-up 
years 6 through 10, you would expect a further 7 rapists to reoffend for a total of 21 offenders failing after 
10 years.  In the following 5 years, follow-up years 10 through 15, you would expect a further 3 rapists to 
recidivate for a 15-year estimated total of 24 out of 100, or 24% of the sample.  It is interesting to note 
that in each successive 5-year period that the recidivism rate basically halves, from 14% in the first 
5 years post-release, to 7% in the second 5-year period, to 3% in the third 5-year period. 

You may also estimate the recidivism probabilities of one offender over time.  If you have one “typical” 
rapist, the chance that he will recidivate by the end of the first 5 years would be estimated at 14%, by the 
end of 10 years at 21%, and by the end of 15 years at 24%.  The probability of recidivism for an 
individual offender will be the same as the observed recidivism rate for the group to which he most 
closely belongs.  The individual’s recidivism risk will differ from his group’s recidivism rate to the extent 
that the offender differs from “typical” members of the group (e.g., has committed more or fewer offences 
than average for that group).  It is important to remember that the confidence intervals for the recidivism 
estimates only apply to the group estimates and not to the individual estimates.  In statistical language, the 
expected mean value for the individual is the same as the group mean, but the variance of the mean is 
much greater for the individual estimate than for the group estimate.
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Discussion 
 

Most sexual offenders do not re-offend sexually over time.  This may be the most important finding of 
this study as this finding is contrary to some strongly held beliefs.  After 15 years, 73% of sexual 
offenders had not been charged with, or convicted of, another sexual offence.  The sample was 
sufficiently large that very strong contradictory evidence is necessary to substantially change these 
recidivism estimates.  Other studies have found similar results.  Hanson and Bussière’s (1998) 
quantitative review of recidivism studies found an average recidivism rate of 13.4% after a follow-up 
period of 4-5 years (n = 23,393).  In a recent U.S. study of 9,691 sex offenders, the sexual recidivism rate 
was only 5.3% after three years (Langan, Schmitt, & Durose, 2003). 

Not all sexual offenders, however, were equally likely to reoffend.  By using simple, easily observed 
characteristics, it was possible to differentiate between offenders whose five year recidivism rate was 5%, 
from those whose recidivism rate was 25%.  The factors associated with increased risk were the 
following: a) male victims, b) prior sexual offences, and c) young age. 

Although the number of recidivists increases with extended follow-up, the rate of offending decreases the 
longer offenders have been offence-free.  The five year recidivism rate for new releases of 14% decreased 
to 4% for individuals who have been offence-free for 15 years.  The observed rates underestimate the 
actual rates because not all sexual offences are detected; nevertheless, the current findings contrast with 
the popular notion that all sexual offender remain at risk throughout their lifespan. 

The observed recidivism rates in the current study are slightly lower than the lifetime sexual recidivism 
rates estimated by Doren (1998) - 52% for child molesters and 39% for rapists.  Doren’s estimates were 
largely based on long-term follow-up of highly selected samples (Hanson et al., 1995; Prentky, et al., 
1997); in contrast, the current study used larger and more diverse samples, including many low risk 
offenders serving community sentences.  Doren’s (1998) estimates were also based on charges, whereas 
most of the recidivism data in the current study was based on convictions. 

Another difference is that Doren (1998) attempted to generate life-time estimates whereas our estimates 
extend only to 15 years.  We were unable to locate any study that followed a large sample of sexual 
offenders until they were dead. Very long-term studies are difficult because records go missing, 
particularly for individuals who have had no recent involvement with the law (Hanson & Nicholaichuk, 
2000).  Nevertheless, the decreasing rate of offending with age suggests that the rates observed after 15 to 
20 years are likely to approximate the rates that would be observed if offenders were followed for the rest 
of their lives. 

When people ask questions about sexual offender recidivism rates, there often is an inherent assumption 
that the answer is a fixed, knowable rate that will not change.  This supposition is unlikely to be true.  The 
rate of sexual re-offence is quite likely to change over time due to social factors and the effectiveness of 
strategies for managing this population.  Most of the offenders in the current study did not receive 
effective treatment, whereas treatment is currently provided to almost all of the high risk sexual offenders 
in Canada.  Research has found that contemporary cognitive-behavioural treatment is associated with 
reductions in sexual recidivism rates from 17% to 10% after approximately 5 years of follow-up (Hanson 
et al., 2002).  Furthermore, increased public awareness and concern should reduce the opportunities for 
sexual offenders to locate potential victims. 

Policy implications 

Although no finding is ever definitive, the basic findings of the current study are sufficiently reliable to 
have implications for criminal justice policy.  Given that the level of sexual recidivism is lower than 
commonly believed, discussions of the risk posed by sexual offenders should clearly differentiate between 
the high public concern about these offences and the relatively low probability of sexual re-offence. 
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The variation in recidivism rates suggests that not all sex offenders should be treated the same.  Within 
the correctional literature it is well known that the most effective use of correctional resources targets 
truly high-risk offenders and applies lower levels of resources to lower risk offenders (Andrews & Bonta, 
2003).  The greater the assessed risk, the higher the levels of intervention and supervision; the lower the 
assessed risk, the lower the levels of intervention and supervision.  Research has even suggested that 
offenders may actually be made worse by the imposition of higher levels of treatment and supervision 
than is warranted given their risk level (Andrews & Bonta, 2003).  Consequently, blanket policies that 
treat all sexual offenders as “high risk” waste resources by over-supervising lower risk offenders and risk 
diverting resources from the truly high-risk offenders who could benefit from increased supervision and 
human service. 

Although the broad risk markers in the current study are useful for estimating recidiv ism risk, it is 
possible to improve predictive accuracy by combining such factors into structured risk scales (e.g., 
Hanson, 1997).  The evidence supporting the validity of these risk scales is now sufficient that they 
should be routinely included in applied risk assessments with sexual offenders (Barbaree, Seto, Langton, 
Peacock, 2001; Sjöstedt, & Långström, 2001; and reviews by Doren, 2002; Hanson, Morton & Harris, 
2003). 

Rather than considering all sexual offenders as continuous, lifelong threats, society will be better served 
when legislation and policies consider the cost/benefit break point after which resources spent tracking 
and supervising low-risk sexual offenders are better re-directed toward the management of high-risk 
sexual offenders, crime prevention, and victim services. 
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Appendix I : Figure 2 
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Appendix I : Figure 3 
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Appendix I : Figure 4 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Appendix I : Figure 7 
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Appendix I : Figure 5 
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Appendix I : Figure 6 
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Appendix II 

Stability of Sexual Recidivism Estimates in Selected Samples of Sexual Offenders  

Sub-Group 

 

5 Years 

% (C.I.) 

10 Years 

% (C.I.) 

15 Years 

% (C.I.) 

 
All sexual offenders 
(N = 4,724) 

 
14.0 (12.9-15.1) 

n = 2,492 
 

 
19.8 (18.5-21.5) 

n = 1,348 
 

 
24.2 (22.2-25.8) 

n = 631 
 

Rapists 
(N = 1,038) 

14.1 (11.6-16.4) 
n = 514 

 

20.6 (17.8-24.2) 
n = 261 

 

24.1 (20.1-27.9) 
n = 157 

 
Extended Incest Child Molesters 
(N = 1,099) 

6.4 (4.1-7.9) 
n = 416 

 

9.4 (5.6 –12.4) 
n = 73 

 

13.2 (7.7-18.3) 
n = 69 

 
“Girl Victim” Child Molesters 
(N = 1,572) 

9.2 (7.3-10.7) 
n = 766 

 

13.1 (10.4-15.6) 
n = 218 

 

16.3 (12.7-19.3) 
n = 208 

 
“Boy Victim” Child Molesters 
(N = 706) 

23.0 (19.4-26.6) 
n = 315 

 

27.8 (23.8-32.2) 
n = 105 

 

35.4 (29.3-40.7) 
n = 95 

 
Without 

( n = 2,973) 

9.8 (8.8-11.2) 
n = 1,798 

 

15.3 (13.4-16.6) 
n = 995 

 

19.4 (16.9-21.1) 
n = 454 

 

Offenders without a 
previous sexual conviction 
versus those with a 
previous sexual conviction 
Total N = 3,938  ? 

With 

(n = 965) 

 

25.2 (22.0-28.0) 
n = 528 

 

32.4 (28.6-35.4) 
n = 340 

 

37.2 (33.2-40.8) 
n = 178 

 

Over 50 

(n = 484) 

7.1 (4.4-9.6) 
n = 260 

 

10.7 (7.4-14.6) 
n = 135 

 

12.5 (7.7-16.3) 
n = 72 

 

Offenders over age  50 at 
release versus offenders 
less than age  50 at release 
Total N = 4,237 Less than 50 

(n = 3,753) 
 

14.9 (13.8-16.2) 
n = 2,208 

 

21.1 (19.4-22.6) 
n = 1,204 

 

25.7 (24.0-28.0) 
n = 558 

 

5 years 
(n = 2,103) 

7.0 (5.8-8.2) 
n = 1,336 

 

12.0 (10.2-13.8) 
n = 631 

 

15.3 (11.8-18.2) 
n = 87 

 
10 years 

(n = 1,263) 
 

5.4 (3.5-6.5) 
n = 631 

 

9.0 (5.8-12.2) 
n = 87 

 

 
‡ 

Sex Offenders - offence 
free in the community for 
Five, Ten, and Fifteen 
years 
Total N = 3,970  

15 years 
(n = 604) 

 

3.7 (0.9-7.1) 
n = 87 

 

 
‡ 

 
‡ 

Note: 95% confidence interval in parentheses 

‡ = Insufficient data to compute reliable estimate 

? = Pinel sample not included: (minus 382 offenders) 


