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Abstract 
There can be no doubt that sexual assault, especially involving children, is one 

of the foremost concerns of our society today.  However, not only are children often 

the victims of sexual assault, in many cases those considered by the law to be children 

(10 to 18 years of age) are also the perpetrators of sexual assault. This thesis reports 

on three studies that investigated factors associated with the sexual and nonsexual 

offending of adolescent sex offenders.  In Study 1, a prospective longitudinal 

approach was taken to identify predictor variables for sexual recidivism among young 

men who had committed sexual offences as adolescents and were followed up into 

adulthood.  The sample consisted of 303 clients whose information was stored on an 

archival database within the New South Wales Department of Juvenile Justice.  The 

study found although sexual recidivism rates before age 18 were 25%, adult rates of 

sexual recidivism were much lower (4.5%).  Adult rates of nonsexual recidivism, 

however, were high (61%). An older age at initial assessment, having a history of 

nonsexual offences, and a higher number of charges for the index sex offence, were 

all associated with an increased risk of adult sexual recidivism.   

Study 2 compared developmental characteristics (abuse histories, conduct 

problems), individual characteristics (callous unemotional traits; externalising and 

internalising behaviours), and family functioning (parental involvement; parental 

supervision and monitoring; positive parenting practices) of 108 male adolescent 

sexual offenders.  These measures were subjected to Principal Components Analysis 

and yielded three main components, designated Negative Environment, Positive 

Environment and Transgression. 

Three subgroups of participants were then identified on the basis of their 

criminal histories: specialist offenders (n = 47); versatile offenders (n = 33), and 
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short-duration offenders (n = 28).  MANCOVA revealed a significant multivariate 

main effect for offender subtype.  Versatile offenders were significantly different 

from the other groups on the Transgression component, which contained elements of 

abuse victimisation (physical and sexual) as well as abuse perpetration (conduct 

problems).  This group also had significantly more adult victims than either of the 

other groups. 

For Study 3 a group (n = 12) of male youth were recruited from specialised 

adolescent sex offender treatment programs in New South Wales and Queensland.  

Participants took part in a recorded semi-structured interview and a verbatim 

transcript of the interview was produced for analysis.  The construct of “Relational 

Templates” emerged from the data as a core category around which their experiences 

of sexual and nonsexual offending were organised. When viewed as an attempt to 

engage another in sexual relations, the sexual offending of this group was seen to 

share similarities to their approach to nonsexual relationships, including their 

nonsexual offending or delinquency. 

The thesis considers the findings of these studies with respect to etiological 

theories for adolescent sexual offending and discusses the implications of these 

findings for treatment programs and public policy. 
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Chapter 1: Introduction and aims 
This thesis examines factors associated with the sexual and nonsexual offending 

of adolescent sex offenders.  There can be no doubt that sexual assault, especially of 

children, is one of the foremost concerns of our society today.  The stereotype of the 

predatory pedophile who insinuates himself into positions of trust within families, 

schools or churches has become one of the most potent symbols of fear and loathing 

in our society today. Beyond the stereotypes, however, is the growing realisation that 

the problem of sexual assault is not restricted to the activities of middle-aged 

pedophiles. Over the last 30 years it has become apparent that adolescent males also 

make a significant contribution to the rates of sexual assault. It is estimated that they 

are responsible for approximately a fifth of rapes of adult women and between a third 

and half of all reported sexual assaults of children (Barbaree, Hudson, & Seto, 1993; 

Bourke & Donohue, 1996; Davis & Leitenberg, 1987; Snyder & Sickmund, 2006). 

Although there have been sporadic accounts of adolescent sex offending in the 

literature since at least 1917 (Doshay, 1943), sexual offending perpetrated by 

adolescents has only received sustained attention in the scientific literature during the 

last 30 years.  The impetus for this attention appears to have been a number of studies 

published during the 1980’s. These studies demonstrated not only were adolescents 

responsible for a significant proportion of detected sexual offending, but some studies 

also appeared to suggest that a significant proportion of adult sex offenders began 

their sexual deviance during adolescence.  It therefore was widely assumed that many 

adolescents who committed sexual offences were on a trajectory to becoming 

persistent adult sex offenders.  Rates of transition from adolescent to adult sex 

offender are now much lower than originally thought, but much about the initiation, 

persistence and desistence from this form of offending remains unclear.   
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This thesis explores these issues by highlighting the criminal versatility of many 

adolescent sex offenders.  Versatility in offending is important as it suggests a 

common underlying cause for all criminal behaviour, such as antisociality or a lack of 

self-control.  Specialisation in one offence type, however, not only suggests a specific 

cause for that offending, but also the potential for a specific cure, and more 

importantly, the potential for prevention.  The thesis therefore seeks to clarify whether 

the same or different factors are associated with the sexual and nonsexual offending 

of this population. 

In so doing, it seeks to apply knowledge from the clinical psychology literature 

regarding adolescents who commit sexual offences with insights about juvenile crime 

and sexual offending from the general criminological literature.  A review of this 

literature leads to a number of research questions that are investigated in three 

separate studies.  The results of the studies suggest that sexual offending among 

adolescents tends to be marked more by versatility than specialisation and that similar 

factors account for both sexual and nonsexual offending.  Furthermore, the results of 

this research suggest a broader theoretical approach than the dominant paradigm of 

individual psychopathology is necessary to best understand, respond to and prevent 

adolescent sexual offending. 

The clinical literature regarding adolescents who sexually offend is reviewed in 

detail in Chapter Two. There are reliable estimates for the incidence and prevalence 

of sexual offending perpetrated by adolescents. There are also consistent descriptions 

of the characteristics of adolescent offenders.  Valid typologies, however, and 

etiological theories that are open to empirical investigation have been slow to emerge. 

A feature of the literature reviewed in Chapter Two is that although sexual 

recidivism rates are low, nonsexual recidivism rates are high. The higher levels of 
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nonsexual recidivism, coupled with the fact that many subjects in the studies had a 

history of previous nonsexual offending, suggests that adolescent sexual and 

nonsexual offending may share similar factors or mechanisms. 

Chapter Three therefore reviews studies of the psychological characteristics of 

adolescent sex offenders compared with adolescent nonsexual offenders or non-

delinquent controls.  It is found that the similarities of psychological functioning of 

the two groups outweigh the differences, however a number of factors make it 

difficult to draw definitive conclusions about the dimensions of these similarities.  

Among these factors is the presence of different subgroups of adolescent sex 

offenders. Those who have exclusively committed sexual offences appear to have 

different levels and types of psychological and behavioural problems, and different 

developmental characteristics compared to other adolescent sexual and nonsexual 

offenders.   

After reviewing these theories and bodies of literature, a number of research 

questions emerge about factors related to the sexual and nonsexual offending of 

adolescent males. The questions addressed in this thesis are: 

• What factors predict adult sexual recidivism among groups of adolescent 

sexual offenders and to what extent are these factors different from those 

that predict nonsexual recidivism? 

• What different psychological characteristics are associated with 

adolescents who only commit sexual offences, as compared with those 

who are more versatile in their offending?  

• How do adolescents themselves differ in their descriptions and 

explanations of their sexual and nonsexual offending? and 
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• Do adolescents identify different factors associated with committing sex 

offences, as opposed to nonsexual offences?    

A series of three separate studies were carried out to subject these questions to 

empirical enquiry. In order to triangulate the subject matter, a different research 

strategy was used in each study.   

Study 1 utilised a prospective longitudinal approach to investigate factors 

related to the sexual recidivism of adolescents who committed sexual offences.  Study 

2 shifted the focus from recidivism to the antecedents of offending by examining 

clinical and offence characteristics of another group of adolescents who committed 

sexual offences.  In contrast to the first two studies, Study 3 utilised a qualitative 

method to examine in detail the motivations for sexual offending among a small 

group of adolescents who had sexually offended.  

Study 1 confirmed the considerable diversity and persistence in the delinquent 

and criminal behaviour of adolescents who have sexually offended. Although most 

adolescent sex offenders appear to present a low risk for sexual recidivism as adults, 

they appear to present a high risk for nonsexual recidivism as adults.  Some of the 

factors that were found to predict sexual recidivism, however, were also factors that 

have been shown to predict nonsexual offending.  One of the limitations of Study 1, 

however, is that it utilised an operational database, rather than a database specifically 

created with research in mind.  It was therefore impossible to investigate the 

psychological characteristics of the participants of the study.  

Study 2 sought to better understand the psychological characteristics of 

adolescents who commit sexual offences and to examine possible ways that those 

with a prior history of nonsexual offending differed from those whose offending was 

predominantly sexual.  
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The results of Study 2 confirmed offence specialisation and versatility as a valid 

typological distinction among adolescents who have sexually offended, however it 

also suggested offence specialisation and versatility among adolescent sexual 

offenders may arise from different developmental paths.  Study 3 therefore sought to 

explore these matters further by conducting a series of interviews with 12 young men 

who had committed sexual offences. 

Study 3 used a Grounded Theory approach to describe not only the sexual 

offending experiences of the participants, but also to develop a theory to explain those 

experiences.  Participants of Study 3 were recruited from specialised adolescent sex 

offender treatment programs in New South Wales and Queensland and included 

young men who were serving custodial sentences as well as young men attending 

treatment programs in the community.  Participants took part in a recorded semi-

structured interview and a verbatim transcript of the interview was produced for 

analysis. 

The construct of “Relational Templates” emerged from the data as a core 

category around which their experiences of sexual and nonsexual offending were 

organised.  A Relational Template is defined as: a set of beliefs about human 

relationships and how they are conducted which is formed in early childhood and is 

modified through experiences with parents, carers, teachers and peers.   

The theory suggests that after puberty this general relational template is applied 

to sexual relationships. When viewed as an attempt to engage others in sexual 

relations, the sexual offending of this group can be seen to share similarities to their 

approach to nonsexual relationships, including their nonsexual offending or 

delinquency. 
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Therefore, while Study 2 suggested offence specialisation and versatility might 

arise from different developmental pathways, Study 3 suggested that the sexual and 

nonsexual offending of this group may actually share a common developmental 

pathway when viewed through the prism of human relationships.   

The final chapter of this thesis, Chapter Seven, synthesises the findings of these 

three studies and suggests implications for theory development, treatment programs 

and public policy. 

Taken together, the thesis highlights the heterogeneity of adolescent sexual 

offending, but concludes that it has more in common with general juvenile 

delinquency than a specific form of psychopathology, at least among forensic 

populations.  The implications of these findings for etiological theories of adolescent 

sexual offending are also discussed in Chapter Seven, before the limitations of this 

thesis are acknowledged and areas for future research are suggested in order to further 

clarify the issues raised in this research.
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 Chapter 2: 

A Review of the Literature on Adolescents who have Sexually 

Offended 

 

There can be no doubt that sexual assault is one of foremost issues of public 

concern in Australia at the beginning of the 21st century.  Scholarly research and 

effective intervention programming, however, still lag some way behind the level of 

concern regarding young men in our society who are violent and sexually abusive.  

Over the last 30 years there have been gains in the areas of research and intervention 

programming for adults who have committed sexual offences, but it is only the last 15 

years that adolescents who commit sexual offences have come to be recognised as a 

group with their own unique needs, rather than simply miniature versions of their 

adult equivalent.   

This chapter provides a context for the current research by first defining the key 

terms in this area and then reviewing the literature regarding adolescents who have 

committed sexual offences.  Estimates of the incidence and prevalence of sexual 

offending perpetrated by adolescents are first presented, before reviewing what is 

known of the characteristics of young people who have committed sexual offences. In 

this section of the review, particular emphasis is placed on the persistence and 

versatility of their offending.  It is shown that high rates of nonsexual offending, both 

before and after a sexual offence, are common among this population, raising 

questions about the extent to which the sexual and nonsexual offending of this group 

may share common causal antecedents.  

Definitions  

Any discussion of human sexuality can be contentious.  This is especially the 

case when problematic sexual behaviour is discussed, and perhaps no more so than 
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when the focus is on the problematic sexual behaviour of young people.  For this 

reason, a number of definitions will be offered at the outset. 

The term adolescent/juvenile sex offender is problematic.  There is considerable 

social stigma attached to the label of “sex offender” and a number of negative 

stereotypes associated with the term.  It is also a label that has come to be descriptive 

of a person, rather than of a behaviour. Considering the dynamic nature of 

adolescence, especially with regard to identity formation, and the dangers of acquiring 

this label early in life, it is sensible in clinical settings to avoid applying this label to 

young people who have committed a sexual offence.  Giving life to this practice in the 

written word, however, presents a number of challenges.  The literature has, and 

continues, to use the terms adolescent/juvenile sex offender. Although one may wish 

to avoid such terms, for sheer economy and clear communication is it easier to 

describe the “characteristics of adolescent sexual and nonsexual offenders” than to 

write about the “characteristics of adolescents who have committed sexual offences 

and adolescents who have committed nonsexual offences”.  Therefore, while 

endorsing the practice of labelling behaviours rather than people, this thesis will use 

the shorthand of “adolescent/juvenile sex offender” in an effort to make the text as 

easy as possible to read.     

In most jurisdictions in Australia a person is considered a child under the law 

until they reach the age of 18.  Young people aged between 10 and 18 are often 

referred to in legal contexts as “juveniles”.  The same age span also coincides with the 

biopsychosocial process known as “adolescence”.  While this distinction between 

terms is noted, for the purposes of this thesis, and consistent with the literature, the 

terms juvenile and adolescent are used interchangeably. 
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Human sexual behaviour is complex and multifaceted and not only includes a 

range of socially acceptable behaviours, but it also includes a range of problematic 

behaviours known in the psychiatric and clinical psychological literature as 

paraphilias.   In some circumstances these paraphilias are socially tolerated but may 

be considered a mental health concern (e.g. distress associated with fetishism, 

transvestic fetishism or sexual sadism/masochism).  Other paraphilic behaviours, 

however, are considered both a psychological disorder and are also illegal (e.g. 

pedophilia, exhibitionism, voyeurism, or zoophilia).  Additionally, other sexual 

behaviours in some jurisdictions may be illegal but could be considered a moral 

concern, rather than a psychological disorder (e.g. a 15 and 14 year old engaging in 

“consenting” sexual relations). This thesis is primarily concerned with prescribed 

behaviours that breach a law and may be evidence of psychological disorder, rather 

than questions of sexual morality or broader sociocultural variations in human sexual 

behaviour. 

The intersection of legal and clinical responses to problematic sexual behaviour 

can also cause confusion.  Although diagnostic categories such as pedophilia, 

exhibitionism, voyeurism, or zoophilia have their legal correlates as child sexual 

assault, indecent exposure, peeping and bestiality, it is common to see an unhelpful 

intermingling of terms.  For example, those found guilty of child sex offences are 

frequently referred to in the media as a “convicted pedophile”.  While the person has 

satisfied legal tests to be a convicted child sex offender, they may or may not have 

met clinical criteria for a diagnosis of pedophilia.  In this thesis there will be a 

conscious separation of legal and clinical terms and it will avoid adopting the 

common, though potentially misleading, intermingling of legal and clinical terms. 
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The literature describes young people who have sexually offended against 

children as “child molesters”.  Those who have offended against (usually female) 

adults are most commonly referred to as “rapists”.  Again, there is the potential for 

some confusion as the legal definition of rape in Australia usually involves some sort 

of sexual penetration.  It is therefore the case that a child may be raped or an adult 

may be sexually molested (although molestation is not a legal term in Australia).  

Unless otherwise specified, however, this thesis follows the convention in the 

literature of referring to adolescent child sexual assaulters as child molesters and 

those who sexually offend against adults as rapists.  

 Another term commonly used in the literature is “sexual deviance”.  The 

construct of sexual deviance is an important one as it has been shown in the adult 

literature to be the strongest predictor of sexual offence recidivism (Hanson & 

Bussiere, 1998).  Sexual deviance among adults is usually defined as phallometrically 

assessed sexual interest in children.  Phallometric assessment of sexual interest has 

previously been used with adolescents (e.g.Hunter & Santos, 1990) but it is now more 

common for it to be assessed via self-report or other collateral information (Worling 

& Curwen, 2001).  When discussing sexual deviance, this thesis will provide a 

description of how the construct has been operationalised in the context.  It is also 

noted that despite progress in defining “deviant” sexual behaviour, references to what 

constitutes “normal” sexual behaviour are conspicuously absent in the literature 

(Burke, 2001). 

The Extent of Adolescent Sexual Offending 

Although the literature on adolescent sexual offending is in its infancy and 

much about it remains unclear, what can be said with some certainty is that sexual 

abuse perpetrated by adolescents is a large and often underestimated problem. An 

accurate measure of the incidence of sexual offending in the community, whether 
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perpetrated by adults or adolescents, is very difficult to obtain.  It is widely accepted, 

however, that official figures for the incidence and prevalence of sexual offending in 

general significantly underestimate the true extent of the problem (Fitzgerald, 2006).   

It has been reported that only about 10% of sexual offences are ever reported to 

the authorities, and of that number, only a fraction results in a conviction (Blackburn, 

1995; Hoghughi, 1997).  In 2004, the Australian Bureau of Statistics reported that the 

New South Wales (NSW) Crime and Safety Survey revealed only 10 to 30 percent of 

adult female sexual assault victims reported their victimisation to police (Australian 

Bureau of Statistics, 2004), while Fitzgerald (2006) found that of the more than 7000 

reports of sexual offences made annually to police in NSW, only about one in ten of 

these incidents resulted in someone being found guilty in court.  It has also been 

suggested that the majority of cases of child sexual abuse never come to public 

attention (Davis & Leitenberg, 1987; NSW Child Protection Council, 1996). 

Estimates of incidence and prevalence 

Despite the difficulties associated with levels of under reporting and attrition 

from the justice system, there is reliable evidence to show that adolescents are 

responsible for a significant proportion of reported sexual offences. In an early review 

of the research literature in the United States (US), Davis and Leitenberg (1987) 

found that about 20% of all rapes could be attributed to adolescent offenders (aged 

between 10 and 18) and that adolescents were also responsible for between 30% and 

50% of all sexual offences involving a child victim.  These figures remain consistent 

with other more recent estimates (Barbaree, Marshall, & Hudson, 1993; Becker & 

Hicks, 2003; Righthand & Welch, 2001), although Boyd, Hagan and Cho (1999) 

reported a rise in sexual offences perpetrated by adolescents in the US between 1981 

and 1990, including a 28% increase in rapes and a 32% increase in other sex offences. 
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In Canada it has been reported that 21% of those charged with sexual assault are 

aged between 12 and 19 years of age (Worling & Curwen, 1998), whilst in Britain it 

is estimated that between 20% - 30% of all sexual crimes are committed by males 

under the age of 21 (Hoghughi, 1997; Vizard, 2006).    

Australian estimates 

Figures from NSW Health on initial presentations to Sexual Assault Services in 

1995-96 indicate a male under the age of 16 was the assailant in 16.2% of cases of 

child sexual assault (Spangaro, 2001).  Male adults who were known to the victim 

were the most common assailants in cases of child sexual assault in NSW during the 

period examined by Spangaro. For three out of four years examined, however, the 

second most common assailant for girls was a male under the age of 16.  The second 

most common assailant of boys during the period examined by Spangaro was a male 

under the age of 16, except for 1994/95, when a male under the age of 16 was the 

most common assailant (27.1% of cases). 

Justice outcomes 

It is reported that numbers of adolescent (10-18) “persons of interest” proceeded 

against by the NSW Police Force for sexual offences remained stable during the five 

years between January 2004 and December 2008 (NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics 

and Research, 2009).  In 2008 there were 209 persons of interest proceeded against by 

the police for sexual offences.  It should be noted, however, that this figure represents 

0.95% of all adolescent persons of interest proceeded against by police during this 

period.  

The majority of adolescent sexual offenders in NSW are dealt with in the 

Children's Courts.  During the period 1992-93 and 1996-97 an average of 119 cases of 
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sexual assault appeared before the NSW Children's Court. Similarly, this accounted 

for just 1% of all male appearances during this time (NSW Bureau of Crime Statistics 

and Research, 1998). 

In a study on child sexual assault matters determined in the District Court of 

NSW in 1994, 12% of proven offenders were aged less than 21 years at the time of 

the offence (Gallagher & Hickey, 1997).  Given the large numbers of adolescents 

appearing in Children's Court on child sexual assault matters in any given year, it 

seems reasonable to assume that had appearances in Children's Court been taken into 

consideration in this study, an aggregate total for perpetrators of child sexual assault 

in 1994 would have yielded a figure in keeping with overseas findings of about 30% 

of child molesters being adolescents. 

In summary, although sexual offending is a small proportion of all the offences 

committed by young people at any given time, it is a significant issue and one that 

merits investigation.  Although there are problems associated with estimating the 

extent of sexual offending, figures for the extent of the problem in Australia appear to 

be consistent with those derived from overseas research.  Adolescent males are likely 

to be responsible for approximately 15% of the rapes of adult women and 

approximately 30% of cases of child sexual assault. 

Characteristics of Adolescent Sex Offenders 

Information about the characteristics of adolescent sex offenders comes mainly 

from those who have come to the attention of the criminal justice system and is 

therefore vulnerable to potential sampling bias. It should be considered that previous 

research has highlighted the dangers of ascribing the characteristics of the many from 

a biased sample of the few, particularly with regard to adolescent offenders (Jenson & 

Howard, 1998).   It has also been noted that adolescent sex offenders are a 

heterogenous group (Worling, 1995a). 
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Gender 

Although sexual offending is not the exclusive domain of male perpetrators, it is 

safe to say that the overwhelming majority of both adult and juvenile sex offenders 

are male.  Research into female sex offenders remains an important, though largely 

neglected, area of investigation.  As the focus of this thesis is on male offenders, only 

brief mention is made of female offenders.   

Female clients have been reported to make up between 1%-2.6% of participants 

in treatment programs specifically catering for adolescent sex offenders and 7%-8% 

of youth referred to children’s courts for sexual offences, or known to rehabilitation 

or corrective services in the US (Lane & Lobanov-Rotovsky, 1997).  Higher rates 

have been noted in programs catering for children with sexual behaviour problems. 

For example, females comprised 35% of subjects in one study of children with sexual 

behaviour problems (Gray, Pithers, Busconi, & Houchens, 1999), 37% in another 

study (Bonner, Walker, & Berliner, 1999) and were the majority (65%) of subjects in 

a third study (Silovsky & Niec, 2002).  Given small numbers of females appearing 

before the children’s courts for sexual offences, these results suggest the sexually 

abusive behaviour of female children (aged less than 10), may follow different 

dynamics to the sexual offending of adolescents of either gender.  

Age 

A consistent finding in the literature is the modal age for the onset of male 

adolescent offending is 14 years (Freeman, Dexter-Mazza, & Hoffman, 2005; Ryan & 

Lane, 1997; Ryan, Miyoshi, Metzner, Krugman, & Fryer, 1996). 
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Developmental experiences  

While not all have had adverse developmental experiences, many adolescent 

sex offenders are reported to have had experiences of abuse, learning difficulties, poor 

social skills as well as alcohol and drug abuse (Bladon, Vizard, French, & Tranah, 

2005; Kahn & Chambers, 1991; Manocha & Mezey, 1998).  Additionally, they have 

often been exposed to other social risk factors such as parental psychopathology, 

sexual deviance or criminality (Awad & Saunders, 1991; Davis & Leitenberg, 1987; 

Kobayashi, Sales, Becker, Figueredo, & Kaplan, 1995; Manocha & Mezey, 1998; 

Oliver, Nagayama-Hall, & Neuhaus, 1993).  In this regard, adolescent sex offenders 

share many characteristics with the adolescent delinquent population as a whole. 

Sexual victimisation histories 

Sexual victimisation histories of adolescent sex offenders have received 

attention by researchers exploring possible etiological effects of sexual assault 

victimisation on subsequent offending.  Overall, sexual victimisation histories figure 

prominently in the backgrounds of adolescent sexual offenders.  Awad and Saunders 

(1991) reported significantly higher levels of sexual victimisation among adolescent 

child molesters than comparison groups of adolescent rapists or delinquents.  Worling 

(1995c) found that 75% of adolescent sex offenders who assaulted male children 

reported histories of sexual victimisation in comparison to only 25% of those who 

assaulted female children, peers or adults.  This finding suggests a possible 

relationship between the likelihood of prior victimisation on the part of the offender 

and the sex and age of their victim.  
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Nonsexual offence histories 

France and Hudson (1993) suggested that approximately half of adolescent sex 

offenders have nonsexual offence histories, while in their meta-analysis of 16 studies 

of adolescent sex and nonsexual offenders, Seto and Lalumiere (2005) found a quarter 

to half of the sex offenders had prior offences.  All studies included in the Seto and 

Lalumiere (2005) meta-analysis, however, found the adolescent sex offenders had less 

extensive criminal histories than the comparison groups of nonsexual offenders. 

Typologies 

A number of typologies of adolescent sex offenders have been suggested.  

Consistent with the adult sex offender literature, the majority of these have been 

developed according to offence or victim type. 

Adolescent rapists and child molesters  

A consistent finding in the literature is that the majority of sexual assaults 

perpetrated by adolescents are against children (Barbaree, Hudson, & Seto, 1993; 

Davis & Leitenberg, 1987; Righthand & Welch, 2001).  Adolescents who sexually 

assault children appear to be different in several ways to adolescent offenders who 

offend against peer age or older victims.  It has been suggested that child-oriented 

offenders are less likely to use weapons or violence during the commission of their 

offences and are less likely to use drugs and alcohol.   They are more likely to have 

social skills deficiencies, experience greater degrees of loneliness and possibly more 

problematic relationships with their mothers (Awad & Saunders, 1989; Hayashino, 

Wurtele, & Klebe, 1995; Male Adolescent Program for Positive Sexuality, 1998; 

Marshall, Barbaree, & Fernandez, 1995).  In comparison, those offenders who assault 

peer-age or older victims have been reported to be more hostile and aggressive, more 

likely to engage in nonsexual offending and to have received harsh parental 
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disciplining (Hsu & Starzynski, 1990; Saunders, Awad, & White, 1986; Worling, 

1995a). 

Hunter, Figuerdo, Malamuth and Becker (2003) investigated differences 

between adolescents who sexually offended against children and those who offended 

against peers and adults.  Their investigation used structural equation modelling to 

assess modelled relationships between a number of risk factors and personality 

mediators in the prediction of whether the sexual offences were committed against 

children or peers and adults.  The three personality constructs were Psychosocial 

Deficits, Hostile Masculinity and Egotistical-Antagonistic Masculinity.  Path analyses 

revealed that the child offenders had greater deficits in psychosocial functioning, used 

less aggression in their sexual offending and were more likely to offend against 

relatives.  Although the constructs of Egotistical-Antagonistic Masculinity and 

Hostile Masculinity were observed to be closely related, neither predicted sexual 

offence characteristics.  

Adolescent sibling incest offenders 

In a review of the literature on adolescents who commit sexual offences, 

Righthand and Welch (2001) observed that although few reports have specifically 

addressed the issue of sibling incest, it is considered to be quite prevalent.  In a study 

of adolescents who had sexually offended in NSW and been referred to a treatment 

program, Nisbet and Seidler (1999) found incest perpetrators accounted for 25% of 

referrals.  Wiehe (1990) argued that sibling incest is the most common form of child 

sexual abuse, while a study undertaken in the United Kingdom reported sibling sexual 

abuse to be twice as common as intrafamilial sexual abuse perpetrated by a father or 

step-father (Cawson, Wattam, Brooker, & Kelly, 2000). 
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O’Brien (1991) compared sibling incest offenders with other adolescent sex 

offenders whose victims were outside the family.  He found that sibling incest 

offenders had more serious offending histories, were less likely to receive court-

ordered treatment and differed from the non-sibling offenders on a range of other 

measures. 

Worling (1995b) compared adolescent sibling-incest offenders with non-sibling 

child offenders.  The sibling offenders reported significantly more marital discord, 

parental rejection, physical discipline, negative family atmosphere and general 

dissatisfaction with family relationships.  They were also more likely to have been 

victims of child sexual assault themselves.  Worling postulated that for some 

adolescent males who were sexually abused as children, the resulting sexually 

aggressive behaviours are directed towards younger siblings as they are readily 

accessible in the home.  He also added that further research was necessary to 

determine if such a pathway could be supported empirically. 

Offence-based typologies 

Langstrom, Grann and Lindblad (2000) used a combination of different offence 

variables to create a preliminary typology of young sex offenders.  Their typology 

was based on a cluster analysis of 15 offence-related variables.  Their typology 

identified three main groups. One group of offenders appeared to have deviant sexual 

arousal (self-reported) and/or paraphilic fantasies as important correlates to their 

offending.   The second group of offenders had an offending pattern that was more 

indicative of an aggressive and antisocial lifestyle.  The final group of offenders were 

not affected by alcohol or drugs at the time of their offences, had less extensive 

criminal histories and were generally less antisocial.  The offending of this group was 
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considered to be more indicative of a low social confidence/high fixation type of 

offender. 

Clinical typologies 

Other typologies have been based on observed clinical characteristics of young 

people in treatment programs.  One of the earliest classification systems of this type 

was that of O’Brien and Bera (1986) (cited in Becker & Hicks, 2003).  This 

classification system was based on victim age, nonsexual delinquency, family history 

and psychosexual functioning.  O’Brien and Bera proposed seven subgroups: the 

naïve experimenter, the under-socialised child exploiter, the pseudo-socialised child 

exploiter, the sexually aggressive, the sexually compulsive, the disturbed impulsive 

and the group influenced offender.  Although this typology appears to have good face 

validity, it is yet to be empirically evaluated. 

Smith, Monastersky and Deisher (1987) used cluster analysis to develop a 

typology based on the scores of 262 adolescent sex offenders who completed the 

Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI).  The typology consisted of 

four groups.  The first group consisted of those who had returned a profile within the 

normal range.  They were described as being shy, over-controlled and anxious.  The 

second group was the most disturbed group and were described as being demanding, 

narcissistic, argumentative and insecure.  The third group also returned a profile in the 

normal range but were described as socially outgoing without impaired judgement but 

likely to be emotionally over-controlled and given to violent emotional outbursts.  

The last group returned an abnormal profile and were described as impulsive, had 

poor self-control and judgement and under-socialised.    

Using a similar methodology, Worling (2001) used scores on the California 

Psychological Inventory to develop a four group typology.  The participants of this 



Ian Nisbet PhD Thesis       

20 

study were a group of adolescents who had sexually offended and had attended a 

treatment program in Toronto.  The groups were similar to those of Smith 

Monastersky and Deisher (1987) and consisted of two more disturbed and two 

relatively less disturbed groups.   Group membership was unrelated to history of 

sexual victimisation or victim age or gender.  The groups were labelled: Anti-

social/Impulsive, Unusual/Isolated; Overcontrolled/Reserved; and 

Confident/Aggressive.  Worling was also able to report on the sexual recidivism of 

these young men.  Overall, 10% of participants sexually re-offended, however there 

were no significant differences between group rates of sexual recidivism. 

In summary, young men who have sexually offended are a heterogenous group, 

but they share many characteristics with the juvenile delinquent population as a whole 

and in many cases have committed both sexual and nonsexual offences.  In fact, a 

history of nonsexual offending appears to be associated with those who have 

victimised adults.  The larger subgroup, however, are those who have victimised 

children and these adolescents appear to be more likely to have been victims of child 

sexual assault and have often had other disruptive attachment experiences with family 

and caregivers.  Clinical typologies of those in treatment have often identified a group 

of relatively normal adolescents, a group of generally antisocial or aggressive 

adolescents and a group of disturbed or sexually deviant adolescents.    

Persistence of sexual offending 

The possibility that young men may be persistent in their sexual offending has 

prompted much research focused on determining levels of sexual recidivism and 

identifying possible risk factors for sexual recidivism. The majority of recidivism 

studies have emerged from sex offender treatment programs within juvenile justice 

settings, and mainly within North America. The conclusions that can be drawn from 

the literature are limited, however, as very few studies have involved random 
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assignment to different treatment conditions, or the use of comparison or control 

groups.  The exception to this general observation, however, is the research conducted 

on the application of Multisystemic Therapy to adolescent sexual offending (Borduin, 

Henggeler, Blaske, & Stein, 1990; Borduin, Schaeffer, & Heiblum, 2009; Letourneau 

et al., 2009). 

One point of consistency, however, is that sexual recidivism rates are low.  

Although the studies in the literature employ different methodologies and different 

criteria to define recidivism, few studies report sexual recidivism rates above 15%.  

All such studies report much higher levels of nonsexual recidivism, often greater than 

50%.  In general, studies which are associated with higher recidivism rates have 

longer follow up periods, have subjects who are in residential or custodial settings 

(generally more serious offenders), or use less stringent measures of recidivism 

(charges, rather than adult convictions).  Table 2.1 overleaf summarises the research. 
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Table 2.1 
Recidivism studies of adolescent sex offenders 1986-2007 
Study Follow up Period Sexual Recidivism Nonsexual Recidivism 

Sex 
Offenders 

Other 
Offenders 

Sex Offenders Other 
Offenders 

Smith & Monastersky, 
(1986) 

M: 17 months 14%  
(n = 112) 

 
 

35%  
(n = 112) 

 

Kahn & Chambers, 
(1991) 

M: 20 months 8% 
(n =221) 

 
 

45% 
(n =221) 

 
 

Rubinstein, Yeager, 
Goodstein & Otnow-
Lewis (1993)  

M: 8 years 37%  
(n = 19) 

10%  
(n = 58) 

  
 

Hagan, King & Patros, 
(1994a) 

2 years 8% 
(n =50) 

 46% 
(n =50) 

 

Hagan, King & Patros, 
(1994b) 

2 years 10% 
(n =50) 

 58% 
(n =50) 

 

Brannon & Troyer, 
(1995) 

4 years 3% 
(n =36) 

 14% 
(n =36) 

 

Hagan & Cho, (1996) 
(Rapists vs Child 
Molesters) 

Minimum 2 years 10%, 8% 
(n =50) 

 54%, 38% 
(n =50) 

 

Sipe, Jensen, and 
Everett, (1998) 

M: 6 years 
R: 1-14 years 

9.7%  
(n = 164) 

3%  
(n = 142) 

16.1%  
(n = 164) 

32.6% 
(n =142) 
 Rasmussen, (1999) M: 5 years 14.1%  

(n = 170) 
 
 

58.8%  
(n = 170) 

 

Hagan & Gust-Brey, 
(1999) 

Minimum 10 years 16% 
(n =50) 

 90% 
(n =50) 

 

Langstrom & Grann, 
(2000) 

M: 5 years 20% 
(n =46) 

 65% 
(n =46) 

 

Worling & Curwen, 
(2000) 

M:6.23 
R: 2-10 years 

5.17% 
(n =58) 

 39.6% 
(n =58) 

 

Worling, (2001) M: 6.23 
R: 2-10 years 

10% 
(n =112) 

   

Miner (2002) M: 4.29 8% 
(n =86) 

 47% 
(n = 86) 

 

Allan, Allan, Marshall 
& Kraszlan (2003) 

M: 4.2 years 
Maximum: 9 years 

9.5% 
(n = 326) 

66.3% 
(n = 326) 

  

Waite et al., (2005) M: 5.2 years 
R: 1-10 years 

4.7% 
(n = 256) 

 52.8% 
(n = 256) 

 

Vandiver (2006)  
R: 3-6 years 

4.3% 
(n = 300) 

 52.6% 
(n = 300) 

 

Caldwell (2007) M: 5 years 
R: 4-7 years 

6.8% 
(n = 249) 

5.7% 
(n = 1780) 

49.4% 
(n = 249) 

61.6% 
(n = 1780) 
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Treatment and recidivism 

As most evaluations of treatment have consisted of uncontrolled trials without a 

comparison group of non-treated offenders, interpretation of the impact of treatment 

on recidivism rates is limited.  Reitzel and Carbonell (2006), however, found evidence 

of some treatment programs reducing sexual recidivism. In a meta-analysis based on 

studies involving 2986 subjects who were followed up for an average of almost five 

years, recidivism rates were reported as 12.53% for sexual offences, 24.73% for 

nonsexual violent offences, 28.51% for nonsexual non-violent offences and 20.40% 

for unspecified nonsexual offences.  The average weighted effect size for the effect of 

treatment on sexual recidivism was 0.43, which was statistically significant. 

Only studies that included a no-treatment control group or a comparison 

treatment group and were followed-up for sexual recidivism were included.  It is 

interesting to note that although there were over 750 outpatient and residential 

treatment programs operating for this population in the US by 1992, an extensive 

literature search by the study authors only succeeded in finding nine studies that met 

their inclusion criteria, and of these only four had been published in the peer-review 

literature. 

Criminal versatility among adolescent sex offenders 

The literature reviewed above demonstrates that adolescent sex offenders are 

several times more likely to recidivate with a nonsexual offence, rather than with 

another sex offence. As has also been mentioned, many adolescent sex offenders have 

a history of nonsexual offending prior to their first sexual offence.  It has also been 

noted there is considerable versatility in the overall offending patterns of adolescents 

who have been adjudicated for sexual offences (van Wijk, Mali, Bullens, & 

Vermeiren, 2007).  The extent to which there may be different factors or mechanisms 
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for the sexual, as opposed to the nonsexual, offending of this group is therefore 

unclear.  One way to examine this question is to consider separately those adolescents 

who have exclusively committed sexual offences and compare them with those who 

have committed both sexual and nonsexual offences. 

The categorisation of offenders into groups of either “specialists” or 

“generalists” is familiar territory for criminologists and has been the focus of 

considerable attention by academics over the last 30 years (Guerette, Stenius, & 

McGloin, 2005; Soothill, Francis, Sanderson, & Ackerley, 2000).  The degree to 

which offenders specialise in one type of crime versus another is also considered by 

some researchers to be one of the most important questions for criminologists 

(Lynam, Piquero, & Moffitt, 2004). 

The reason for this is that it helps to identify and understand the processes 

involved in the causes and maintenance of criminal behaviour.  If most offenders are 

versatile in their offending it suggests a single underlying cause such as antisociality 

or a lack of self-control.  If, however, offenders tend to specialise in a particular kind 

of offence it not only suggests a specific cause, but also the potential for a specific 

cure, and more importantly, the potential for prevention. 

It is of interest to note, however, that there appears to be a dearth of studies in 

the literature examining specialisation among juveniles in the area of sexual 

offending.  In the broader criminological literature, it is only the crime of rape that has 

received attention with regard to juveniles, and this is generally only as a sub-

category of violent offending.  There also appears to be a complete absence of 

criminological studies specifically examining child sexual assault perpetrated by 

juveniles, despite the fact that child molesters are the largest subgroup of adolescent 

sex offenders. 
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This lack of studies of criminal versatility and specialisation may be explained 

by the apparently pervasive and long lasting idea that the sexual offending of 

adolescents is both rare and qualitatively distinct from other forms of juvenile 

delinquency.  For example, in an otherwise comprehensive chapter on adolescent 

nonsexual and sex-related problem behaviours, Ketterlinus, Lamb and Nitz (1994) 

chose to limit their discussion to “the most prevalent types of adolescent problem 

behaviours, choosing not to deal with serious, but relatively rare behaviours such as 

murder, rape, prostitution and sexual molestation” (p. 18).   

More recently, in a study of beliefs, values and violent offending among 

adolescents, sex offenders were excluded from the study “on the assumption (based 

on the literature) that their sex crimes are qualitatively distinct from the more general 

and violent offences typically committed by adolescent offenders” (Lopez & Emmer, 

2002, p. 32, parentheses in original).  

It appears that in the broader criminology literature, adolescent sexual offending 

is either assumed to be an infrequent and rare event, or a phenomenon that is so 

distinct from all other forms of juvenile crime that it is not possible to apply 

conventional criminological methods of inquiry to it.  It therefore appears somewhat 

ironic that the assumed “specialness” of adolescent sexual offending has largely 

precluded them from being a subject of inquiry in the specialisation/versatility debates 

of the criminological literature. 

The exceptions to these general observations are the recent contributions to the 

literature by van Wijk and colleagues.  Notwithstanding the assertions of Lopez and 

Emmer (2002) above, van Wijk et al. (2005) found that the sex offenders in the 

Pittsburgh Youth Study resembled the violent non-sex offenders with respect to 

nearly all child, family, peer and demographic risk factors. 
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Similarly, van Wijk, Mali, Bullens and Vermeiren (2007) studied the criminal 

careers of violent sexual (n = 226) and violent nonsexual offenders (n = 4,130) in the 

Netherlands. They noted that many of the violent sexual and nonsexual offenders 

subsequently committed property offences, calling into question their categorisation 

as violent offenders.  With regard to the lack of offence specialisation among the sex 

offender group they concluded: “given their criminal career, the classification of 

(specific) sex offender seems to be incorrect in most of the cases.  A large majority of 

them will stop after their first registration as a sex offender.  Of the remaining group, 

the majority displayed a broad range of delinquent behavior, in particular property 

crimes.  Consequently, many VSOs are essentially juvenile offenders more than they 

are essentially sex offenders” (van Wijk, Mali, Bullens, & Vermeiren, 2007 p. 1350,  

italics and parentheses in original). 

Van Wijk, Mali and Bullens (2007) also investigated the criminal careers of 

adolescent sex offenders by focusing on offence transitions in a large sample (n = 

4,430) of “sex-only” (specialist) and “sex-plus” (versatile) offenders who came to the 

attention of police in the Netherlands between 1996 and 2002.  Consistent with the 

other research reviewed above, little evidence was found to support the idea of 

adolescent sex offenders being a specialist group of persistent offenders.  The average 

number of offences committed by the sex-only group was 1.7 and the average length 

of their criminal career was 0.3 years.  The majority of sex-only offenders had no 

subsequent record of any further offence after their index sexual offence, however a 

minority (n = 27, 1.4%) were recorded as having five arrests for sexual offences.  By 

comparison, the average number of criminal offences for sex-plus subjects was 11.9 

and their criminal career lasted an average of four and a half years.  
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The small numbers of persistent specialist offenders among the larger 

adolescent sex offender population makes it difficult to speculate on the factors that 

may give rise to and maintain this form of offending.  The frequency and persistence 

of offending among versatile adolescent sex offenders, however, suggests that the 

sexual and nonsexual offending of this group may share a common causal pathway.     

Summary and conclusions 

Sexual assault is of major concern in society today.  Although adolescent sexual 

offences may be considered rare from the point of view that they only make up 1% of 

all adolescent criminal matters, the fact that adolescents are responsible for 

approximately 15% of adult rapes and 30% of child sexual assaults means that there is 

a serious need for better a understanding of this population.  Although treatment 

programs have been operating for this group of young people for many years, both 

overseas as well as in Australia, the empirical literature supporting these programs is 

surprisingly sparse.  The majority of research has come from the criminal justice field 

and there are few controlled studies or studies that include comparison groups.  Two 

consistent finding emerge, however.  The first is that while persistence in nonsexual 

offending among this group is common, persistent sexual offending is less common.  

The second consistent finding is that criminal diversity, both prior to and after a 

sexual offence, is a common feature of this group.   

Chapter Three explores the issues of offence specialisation and versatility 

further by reviewing studies that have sought to identify psychological characteristics 

that are specific to adolescent sex offenders compared to nonsexual adolescent 

offenders and non-offending adolescent controls. 



Ian Nisbet PhD Thesis       

28 

Chapter 3:  

Adolescent Sexual and Nonsexual Offenders: Comparisons of 

Psychological Factors 
This chapter reviews the literature comparing the psychological functioning of 

adolescent sex offenders compared with nonsexual delinquents or non-offending 

youth.  In doing so, it seeks to clarify whether adolescent sex offenders have specific 

psychological characteristics that may explain their offending.  Consistent with this 

line of enquiry, it is shown that the majority of clinical studies of adolescent sex 

offenders have focused on factors thought to be etiologically significant for a 

psychosexual disorder.  The literature on sexual abuse victimisation among adolescent 

sexual offenders is therefore initially reviewed before studies comparing the broader 

psychological functioning of adolescent sexual and nonsexual offenders are 

considered.  It is shown that the similarities of psychological functioning of 

adolescent sexual and nonsexual offenders outweigh the differences; however a 

number of factors make it difficult to draw definitive conclusions about the 

dimensions of these similarities.  Among these factors is the presence of different 

subgroups of adolescent sex offenders. Those who have exclusively committed sexual 

offences appear to have different levels and types of psychological and behavioural 

problems and different developmental characteristics to other adolescent sexual and 

nonsexual offenders. Even when subgroups are considered, however, specific 

psychological typologies are limited in their applicability and psychological factors 

alone appear insufficient to explain the sexual offending of adolescents.  Integrated 

theories of sexual offending are then reviewed before introducing the research aims 

and questions of this thesis.  
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Psychological perspectives on adolescent sexual offending 

It is clear from the literature reviewed in the previous chapter that 

comparatively few adolescents embark on a criminal career that specialises in sexual 

offending and persists into adulthood.  It is less clear why these adolescents offend in 

the first place or whether their sexual offences arise from similar or different factors 

that lead to other forms of adolescent offending. Research in the last 30 years has 

identified key risk factors for adolescent general offending and has also been able to 

clarify the direction of relationships between key risk factors (Smallbone, 2005c).  

The last 30 years of research on adolescent sexual offending, however, has 

concentrated more on the fact that they are sexual offenders, rather than adolescent 

offenders.  This research has therefore tended to focus on factors thought to be 

etiologically significant for psychosexual pathology, rather than on factors associated 

with adolescent offending in general. 

For example, it has often been considered that a “victim to victimiser” pathway 

may be important in the etiology of adolescent sexual offending. Research has 

therefore applied psychological theory to investigate the salience of sexual abuse 

victimisation in explaining adolescent sexual abuse perpetration.   

Sexual abuse histories among adolescent sex offenders 

Burton, Miller and Shill (2002) used sexual victimisation histories as a basis of 

comparison between adolescents who had sexually offended and nonsexually 

offending delinquents to test a social learning theory hypothesis of sexual abuse 

perpetration.  An anonymous survey of these two groups found significantly higher 

rates of sexual victimisation among the sexually offending group (79%), compared 

with the nonsexually offending delinquents (47%).  The study also found that the 

sexual offending group were more likely to have been victimised by men or both men 
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and women, compared to the nonsexually offending delinquents, who were more 

likely to have been abused by women. The abuse was more likely to have been severe 

and longer lasting for the sexual offending group.   

Although Burton and colleagues concluded that social learning theory was 

generally supported, the study also demonstrated the common finding of similar 

research: many young people who sexually offend have not been victims of child 

sexual abuse and many children who are victims do not become sexual abusers 

themselves.  In this study 21% of the sexual offending group had not been victimised 

and almost half of the comparison group had been victimised but subsequently 

committed nonsexual, rather than sexual offences. 

Benoit and Kennedy (1992) followed a similar line of investigation, but found 

no evidence of higher rates of sexual victimisation among child molesters compared 

to nonsexual offenders.  They compared the sexual victimisation histories of a group 

of 100 young people incarcerated in a secure residential training school.  Subjects 

were evenly divided into one of four groups: those who had sexually offended against 

female children only, those who had offended against male and female children, non-

aggressive nonsexual offenders and aggressive nonsexual offenders.  All four groups 

had in common a history of property offences in addition to the offences on which 

they were categorised.  The study found no statistical difference in the frequency or 

intensity of sexual or physical abuse between the four groups and concluded that 

being a victim of child sexual abuse was neither a necessary or sufficient condition to 

become a sexual abuser of children. 

Some research has suggested that the effect of child sexual abuse victimisation 

is more clearly seen among adolescents when those who have sexually offended 

against a child, rather than against an adult, are grouped separately.  Awad and 
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Saunders (1991) compared 49 adolescents who had sexually assaulted peers or adults, 

a group of 24 general delinquents, and 45 adolescent child molesters.  When the two 

sex offender groups were compared to the delinquent group a higher rate of physical, 

but not sexual, abuse was found. A significantly higher rate of child sexual abuse 

victimisation among the child molester group was found, however, when all three 

groups were compared on that variable.  

Milloy (1994) compared the developmental experiences and offence behaviour 

of a sample of 256 male juvenile offenders in a residential treatment facility.  Of 

these, 59 had committed a sexual offence, 132 were violent offenders and 65 were 

nonviolent offenders.  Milloy (1994) found the sexual offence group, which 

predominantly comprised child molesters, was significantly more likely than the 

nonsexual offenders to have been victims of sexual abuse.   

In summary, the significance of sexual assault victimisation in the etiology of 

adolescent sex offending is not clear-cut.  Many adolescent sex offenders have been 

victims of child sexual assault, but many have not.  Similarly, many adolescent 

nonsexual offenders also have been victims of child sexual assault.  Some studies 

have noted that subjects were also victims of other forms of child abuse, including 

physical or emotional abuse.  It is therefore unclear how these forms of abuse may 

also impact on subjects separately to the impact of sexual abuse.   Studies of 

adolescent child molesters generally report higher levels of sexual assault 

victimisation among the sexually offending group compared to the nonsexually 

offending group.  Not all studies, however, specify whether subjects offended against 

children, peers or adults, or a mixture of both.   

A number of other factors may also influence the results.  Many of the studies 

were conducted in either custodial or residential facilities, environments that are more 
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likely to contain more serious or persistent offenders or young people who are more 

likely to have had previous contact with child protection services, or children who fit 

both categories.  It is therefore difficult to determine the unique contribution of sexual 

abuse victimisation in becoming an adolescent sex offender, separately from the 

contribution of having a history of child abuse and neglect or previous involvement in 

the criminal justice system.  These same issues appear in investigations into more 

general comparisons of the psychological functioning of adolescent sexual and 

nonsexual offenders.    

Psychological comparisons of sexual and nonsexual offenders  

There have been inconsistent findings with respect to the psychological 

differences between adolescent sexual and nonsexual offenders, with many studies 

finding no significant differences or finding that the sex offenders are more similar to 

non-delinquents than to nonsexual delinquents. For example, Awad, Saunders, and 

Levene (1984) compared a group of 24 heterogenous juvenile sex offenders with a 

group of 24 delinquents matched on sex, age and socio-economic background.  

Comparisons included offence and demographic variables, as well as family 

background, medical/psychiatric history, IQ and school and peer history.  The study 

found the two groups to be more alike than different on the majority of the variables, 

prompting the authors to conclude: “The same factors which have been found to 

contribute to juvenile delinquency in general seem to be found in juvenile sex 

offenders” (p112).  However, the authors also observed that by reporting data for the 

group as a whole the great variability among the sexual offenders is obscured. They 

suggested that from their clinical observations there appeared to be a “subgroup 

consisting of obedient, apparently well-adjusted boys whose sexual difficulties remain 

unknown to all until the day they commit a sexually deviant act” (p 114). 
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  Different findings may be a function of the background and specific 

composition of the group of adolescent sex offenders being investigated.  For 

example, studies on psychological characteristics involving subjects in non-residential 

community settings (generally containing less serious or less disordered clients) 

appear more likely to report no significant differences between the sexual and 

nonsexual comparison group. O’Halloran et al. (2002)  compared the psychological 

characteristics of a group of Irish adolescents with a history of sexually abusing other 

children with a group of young people with significant behavioural problems but no 

history of sexual offending and a third group of normal controls.  All groups were 

drawn from community samples. The study found that compared with the behavioural 

problem group, the sex offender group showed fewer problems overall and more 

closely resembled the normal controls. 

Oliver, Nagayama-Hall and Neuhaus (1993) compared background and 

personality characteristics of 50 adolescent sex offenders with equal groups of 

adolescent violent and non-violent offenders.  All subjects were recruited from an 

outpatient facility.  The authors found the sex offender group displayed the least 

deviant personality and background characteristics among the three groups.  It was 

also found a lower percentage of the sex offender group had previously received some 

mental health services, suggesting that there may be a subgroup of sex offenders who 

are relatively better adjusted than other types of juvenile offenders. 

Other studies involving subjects recruited from inpatient or non-secure 

residential facilities (e.g. Moody, Brissie, & Kim, 1994; Truscott, 1993) have failed to 

find significant differences between sexual and nonsexual adolescent offenders.  

Moody, Brissie and Kim (1994) compared the profiles of Cattell’s High School 

Personality Questionnaire in group of adolescent sex offenders (n = 21) and a group 
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of “oppositional and defiant” adolescents (n = 17).  Both groups of adolescents were 

clients of a residential treatment centre.  The authors failed to find any significant 

differences between the two groups on the basis of their scores on the questionnaire, 

but offered the following observation: “Sexual offenders tend to be more intelligent 

than delinquents despite having significantly more school problems than this 

oppositional group.  Sexual offenders often seem normal, with fewer behavioural 

problems than juvenile delinquents” (p. 46). 

Truscott (1993) compared the psychological functioning and abuse history of  

adolescent sexual, violent and property offenders.  The study found no significant 

differences between the groups in terms of their responses to the clinical scales of the 

MMPI, but, similar to some of the studies reviewed in the previous section, sexual 

abuse history varied by offence group with more than twice as many sexual offenders 

as violent or property offenders reporting a history of sexual abuse. 

In a review of studies comparing sexual and nonsexual adolescent offenders 

published between 1995-2005, van Wijk et al. (2006) noted the many similarities in 

the two groups but concluded that due to the heterogeneity of the groups, clear and 

consistent conclusions regarding similarities and differences could not be drawn. The 

authors noted a number of methodological confounds in the literature, including the 

substantial number of subjects in reviewed studies who were incarcerated, as well as 

the wide variability in the diagnostic instruments used. The authors also noted a need 

for more research into specific subgroups of offenders, specifically those who 

exclusively commit sex offences and those who perpetrate both sexual and nonsexual 

offences. 

Seto and Lallumiere (2005) conducted a meta-analysis of studies comparing 

adolescents who have sexually offended with adolescent nonsexual offenders.  The 
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research identified 24 independent studies published between 1979 and 2003, 

involving 1,652 adolescents who had sexually offended and 8,148 adolescent 

nonsexual offenders.  In their study they specifically concentrated on three major 

domains: age at first contact with the criminal justice system, extent of criminal 

histories and general or specific conduct problems. 

Seto and Lallumiere found that age of first contact with the criminal justice 

system was early for both groups, but not significantly different from each other.  

Both groups had extensive criminal histories, with a quarter to half of the sex offender 

group having prior convictions. Every study, however, found juvenile sex offenders 

had less extensive criminal histories than nonsexual offenders, although sex offenders 

were significantly more likely to have been involved in fire setting or arson.  All 

studies that reported on behaviour problems at school found that nonsexual offenders 

had more problems, and studies that reported on lying and theft and serious rule 

violations found more problems among the nonsexual offenders.   

Overall, however, the study found that the general pattern observed between the 

two groups obscured a difference between those sex offenders who victimised peers 

or adults and those who victimised children.  Samples that contained more child 

molesters had fewer conduct problems relative to nonsexual offenders. 

Psychological functioning as a function of specific offender subgroups 

Unfortunately, the bulk of studies of adolescent sex offenders and nonsexual 

offenders do not specifically distinguish between subgroups when they report on 

comparisons.   In general, these studies find that when undifferentiated sex offender 

groups are compared with normal controls or general delinquents, the sex offender 

group is more similar to the normal control group (Fagan & Wexler, 1988; O'Halloran 

et al., 2002; Valliant & Bergeron, 1997) or is little different from the nonsexual group 
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(Ashkar & Kenny, 2007; Jacobs, Kennedy, & Meyer, 1997; Racey, Lopez, & 

Schneider, 2000; Spaccarelli, Bowden, Coatsworth, & Kim, 1997; van Wijk, 

Vreugdenhil, van Horn, Vermeiren, & Doreleijers, 2007).  Some differences do arise, 

however, when specific subgroups of offenders are compared with nonsexual 

offenders. 

Child Molesters 

In a study comparing the psychological characteristics of a group of adolescent 

child molesters with a group of nonsexual delinquents and normal control group, Katz 

(1990) found his sample of child molesters to be more socially and psychologically 

maladjusted than the normal group, as well as more socially incompetent than 

nonsexual delinquents.  Specifically, the child molesters were more likely than the 

other two groups to perceive themselves as socially inadequate and to be externally 

oriented in their attributional style. 

Hastings, Anderson, and Hemphill (1997) compared adolescent child molesters 

with conduct disordered youth and a control group of normal adolescents on measures 

related to stress, coping behaviour and cognitive distortions.  The sex offender group 

were recruited from both out-patient and in-patient sexual offender programs and the 

conduct disorder group were from a group home facility.  The normal control group 

was recruited from a public high school. Hastings and colleagues found the conduct 

disordered group scored higher than the sex offender group on socialised aggression, 

aggressive coping, avoidance coping and coping by engaging in sexual behaviour.  

The sex offender group was similar to the conduct-disordered group and higher than 

the control group on negative automatic thoughts, coping by seeking diversions and 

being with friends and other problem behaviours. 
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Miner and Munns (2005) explored attitudinal differences among adolescent sex 

offenders (predominantly child molesters), juvenile delinquents and non-delinquent 

youth on conventional attitudes, normlessness and social isolation.  The researchers 

found that the sex offenders perceived themselves as more isolated than the other 

youths with their families, in their school and among their peers and both the sex 

offenders and the delinquent group demonstrated more school normlessness than the 

non-delinquent youths.  The groups did not differ on conventional attitudes. 

Similar findings are made when child molesters are compared with other groups 

of incarcerated or adjudicated adolescent offenders.  Although they failed to establish 

significant differences on measures of self-concept or assertiveness or social 

behaviour, Ford and Linney (1995) found their subgroup of child molesters to be 

significantly different to the comparison groups on dimensions such as their desire to 

control interpersonal situations and their experiences of sexual and physical abuse. 

This research  compared small groups of incarcerated adolescent sex offenders, 

violent non-sex offenders and status offenders (juveniles convicted of offences that 

would not be applied to adults, e.g. runaway or truancy) on various demographic, 

family and personality measures.  Ford and Linney found that within the sex offender 

group, child molesters were significantly less likely to have a previous offence (more 

than 60% of the child molesters were adjudicated on a first offence, while two thirds 

of the rapist group had three or more prior offences).  The most striking findings were 

with regard to the child molester group, with this group reporting significantly more 

intra-family violence and higher rates of physical and sexual abuse.  Their earliest 

memories were reportedly characterised by themes of victimisation and involvement 

in destructive activities, notwithstanding the fact that the group was the least likely to 

have a history of prior offences.  Child molesters also reported earlier and more 
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frequent exposure to pornography and reported the greatest desire to control 

interpersonal situations by giving orders or dominating others.  The offender groups 

did not differ significantly with regard to assertiveness and social behaviour, self-

concept, and family history of criminal offending. 

Similarly, van Wijk, van Horn, Bullens, Bijleveld and Doreleijers (2005) found 

in their study of adjudicated offenders that their subgroup of child sexual assaulters 

were different to the rest of the sex offending group.  This study compared adolescent 

sex offenders with violent and non-violent offenders who were assessed by the 

Institute for Forensic Assessment in the Netherlands.  Subjects were assessed on 

dimensions of demographic characteristics, problem behaviour and personality traits. 

van Wijk and colleagues found that the sex offenders were significantly younger at 

the time of their index offence and had more problematic relationships with peers but 

scored lower than the nonsexual offenders on measures of extraversion, impulsiveness 

and truancy.  When the sex offending group were further broken down it was found 

that the child molester group scored higher on scores of neuroticism and problematic 

contact with peers than the rapists and non-sex offending groups.  The authors 

concluded that in comparing sexual and nonsexual offenders it was important to 

differentiate between those who had offended against children and those who had 

victimised others, as child molesters and violent offenders appeared to have different 

personality traits. 

Violent sex offenders 

When violent sex offenders (predominantly adult victimisers) are compared to 

violent nonsexual offenders, however, the two groups are found to be very similar. As 

mentioned in Chapter Two, van Wijk et al. (2005) investigated the similarities 

between violent male sex offenders (n = 39) and violent male non-sex offenders (n = 
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430) by utilising data from the Pittsburgh Youth Study (Loeber, Farrington, 

Stouthamer-Loeber, Moffit, & Caspi, 1998).  The study found that the sex offenders 

resembled the violent non-sex offenders with respect to nearly all child, family, peer 

and demographic risk factors. 

Hosser and Bosold (2004) also compared adolescent sex offenders and violent 

nonsexual offenders incarcerated in a detention centre in Germany on a variety of 

psychological measures.  The study found that violent offenders scored higher on 

“anger cognitions”, self-esteem and self-efficacy, however no significant differences 

were found between the two groups on aggression, impulsivity, empathy or hostility. 

It therefore appears that the findings of studies that compare the psychological 

functioning of adolescent sex offenders with adolescent nonsexual offenders, or 

“normal” adolescent controls, are influenced by the forensic status of the participants 

(mental health/justice populations), the setting of the study (community inpatient/out 

patient, residential/custody), as well as the offence characteristics of the adolescent 

sex offenders (violent/non-violent, child/adult victimiser).  Differences are most likely 

to emerge when those who have offended against children are compared with either 

nonsexual offenders or normal controls.  One recent study adopting this method, 

however, failed to find support for distinguishing between adult or child victimisers, 

instead finding a number of common problems but no problems specific to a 

particular type of sexual offending. It also found that all offender groups rated poorly 

on the measures used, compared to the non-delinquent controls (Ronis & Borduin, 

2007). 

Specialist and criminally versatile sex offenders 

Some studies have drawn attention to the significance of nonsexual offending 

among adolescents who are designated as “sex offenders”.  Jacobs, Kennedy, and 



Ian Nisbet PhD Thesis       

40 

Meyer (1997) compared an undifferentiated group of incarcerated sex offenders with 

a group of incarcerated violent and non-violent offenders.  Comparisons were made 

across a range of dimensions, including a number of psychological variables such as 

intelligence, personality and psychopathic traits.  Consistent with most studies, this 

study found few differences between the two groups. Unlike most other studies, 

however, this study also highlighted the fact that only 12.8% of the “sex offender 

group” had exclusively committed sexual offences. The authors concluded that the 

sexual offending of incarcerated juveniles is likely to be “but one expression of anti-

social, violent behaviour by these juveniles” (p 210).  Ronis and Borduin (2007) made 

a similar observation and drew a similar conclusion.  In their study, 94% of the sexual 

offenders with peer or adult victims and 89% of the sexual offenders with child 

victims had also been adjudicated for nonsexual offences, prompting them to 

conclude: 

Thus, although youths arrested for sexual offenses are often treated as a 

special population by the systems that typically provide services to them 

(i.e., juvenile justice, mental health), the reality is that juvenile sexual 

offending is often part of a broader pattern of serious antisocial behavior 

(p. 161).  

France and Hudson (1993) also recognised it as an important distinction and 

observed: 

The major problem in attempting to elucidate the relationship between 

nonsexual disturbances of conduct and juvenile sex offending is the 

failure of studies to differentiate those juvenile sex offenders who have 

other disturbances of conduct from those who do not.  It may be that 

juvenile sex offenders without other conduct disturbances are a group 

with unique characteristics that are obscured in current research. (p. 231) 

The clinical significance of specialisation and versatility among adolescent sex 

offenders been recognised for some time.  In one of the earliest studies of adolescents 

who had sexually offended, Lewis Doshay, a psychiatrist at the Children’s Court in 
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New York City, compared young males who had exclusively committed sexual 

offences (“primary”, or “true” sex offenders) with a “mixed” group of young males 

who had committed both sexual and nonsexual offences (Doshay, 1943).  The 256 

subjects in his study had been assessed at the New York City Children’s Court clinics 

between 1928 and 1934 and were followed up a minimum of six years after their last 

treatment with the clinic. 

Of the 256 subjects, 108 were primary sex offenders and 148 were mixed sex 

offenders.  The two groups were compared on a range of individual, family and 

offence variables.  The mixed group were less likely to have favourable home and 

family traits, such as high income and good housing and were more likely to have a 

history of late hours, “demoralising recreation” (e.g. excessive motion picture 

viewing), gang participation and school maladjustment.  Additionally, it was reported 

that the frequency of conduct problems was four to fifteen times as great in the mixed 

group as in the primary group. 

Notwithstanding these discrepancies in background characteristics, it was also 

reported both groups engaged in as many and in the same kind of sex offences as each 

other and with similar forcefulness, wilfulness and violence. Among the two groups, 

two of the primary and 13 of the mixed offenders sexually recidivated prior to 

reaching adult criminal responsibility (age 16).  At adult follow-up, none of the 

primary group and eight (5.4%) of the mixed group had sexually recidivated.  

Nonsexual recidivism at adult follow-up was 2.8% for the primary group and 25% for 

the mixed group.  These findings suggested somewhat different trajectories for the 

two groups based on their nonsexual, rather than sexual offences.  

Doshay drew the perhaps overly optimistic conclusion from this study that male 

sex delinquency is “self-curing”, provided that “the latent forces of shame and guilt, 
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inherent in the moral-cultural pattern, are properly stimulated into action” (p. 168).  

He noted that such forces appeared to be “woefully absent or impotent” in connection 

with general offences, which accounted for the higher rates of sexual and nonsexual 

recidivism among the mixed group.  He also suggested, on the basis of the similarities 

of the index sexual offences between the two groups, that “the prediction prospects 

for any juvenile sex offender should not be based on the sex offense but on the criteria 

of background, personality configuration, nature of response to school and play and 

general offensive behavior” (174). 

In one of the few subsequent studies to specifically differentiate between groups 

of sex offenders on the basis of their offending history, Kempton and Forehand 

(1992) compared young offenders who had committed sexual offences only (n = 7) 

with others who had committed confrontational nonsexual offences (n = 32), those 

who had committed sexual plus confrontational nonsexual offences (n = 9) and those 

who had committed neither sexual nor confrontational nonsexual offences (n = 35).  

Using measures from the Teacher Report form of the Child Behavior Checklist 

(CBCL) (Achenbach & Edelbrock, 1986), they found that the sex-only group was 

perceived as having fewer difficulties than other types of offenders and that the sex 

offender group as a whole were generally perceived as having fewer broad-based 

behavioural and emotional difficulties than other incarcerated delinquents. 

In a larger and more comprehensive study, Butler and Seto (2002) compared 32 

adolescents who had committed sexual offences with 48 criminally versatile offenders 

and 34 non-aggressive offenders.  The sex offender group was further broken down 

into a “sex-only” group (n = 22), who had committed exclusively sexual offences, and 

a “sex-plus” group (n= 10), who had nonsexual offences in their criminal histories. 
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Groups were compared on constructs of risk of future delinquency, childhood conduct 

problems, current behavioural adjustment, and antisocial attitudes and beliefs.   

Butler and Seto found sex-only subjects had significantly fewer conduct 

problems in primary school compared with sex-plus subjects, and that compared to all 

other groups, sex-only subjects had significantly fewer conduct problems from age 

12. They also found that the groups were significantly different on the Externalizing 

Behavior subscale of the Youth Self-Report, but not on the Internalizing Behavior 

subscale. Nonsexual offenders did not differ from sexual offenders on antisocial 

beliefs. Compared with sex-only offenders, sex-plus offenders endorsed more 

antisocial attitudes and beliefs.  The sex-only and sex-plus groups were also compared 

on four sexual offence characteristics associated with sexual interests in children: 

victim sex; victim number; victim age; and victim-perpetrator relationship. The only 

significant difference was that sex-only offenders victimised significantly fewer 

unrelated victims. 

Further evidence for the salience of prior nonsexual offending among 

adolescent sex offenders was presented in a recent study by Way and Urbaniak 

(2008).  In this study a comparison was made of the personal and family histories of 

groups of adolescent sex offenders with prior delinquent behaviour (n = 72) and 

without prior delinquent behaviour (n = 80).  The authors found the two groups to 

differ on the majority of variables measured in the study, including that those subjects 

with prior delinquent behaviours were older and had higher rates of childhood 

maltreatment and drug and alcohol abuse.  They were also more likely to have 

caregivers with more substance abuse and more extensive criminal histories. 

The findings on victim choice were mixed.  The average age of the victim of 

adolescents without prior delinquency was significantly lower than those with a 
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history of prior delinquency (8.34 years vs. 9.74 years), however both averages 

describe child victims.  A greater proportion of those with a history of prior 

delinquency assaulted victims their own age or older, however the difference between 

the proportions was not significant.  It therefore appears that child molesters are not 

necessarily the same group as those without a prior history of delinquency; however 

there clearly is some degree of overlap between the dimensions of victim choice and 

delinquent history. 

In summary, the literature reviewed above suggests psychological factors alone 

are unlikely to adequately explain the majority of the variance among presentations of 

adolescents who have sexually offended.  Psychological differences may be more 

prominent among some subgroups of offenders, or at different developmental stages, 

or at different levels of involvement with the child protection or criminal justice 

systems.  It appears more likely that psychological factors, combined with these 

developmental or offence-related factors, are better candidates for contributions to 

etiological theories than psychological factors alone. 

Theoretical perspectives on adolescent sexual and nonsexual offending 

 It has been noted that despite length of time that interventions have been in 

place for sex offenders, theories of sexual offending open to empirical investigation 

have been slow to emerge (Wood, Grossman, & Fichtner, 2000). There has also been 

a remarkable lack of attention paid to the relationship between theory and clinical 

practice (Ward, Laws, & Hudson, 2003) and, until very recently, there has also been a 

dearth of theories that have specifically attempted to explain the sexual offending of 

adolescents (Collie & Ward, 2007; Smallbone, 2005b). 

A variety of psychological paradigms have been used to explain aspects of 

adolescent sexual offending, including social learning theory, functional analysis, 

diathesis-stress models and both operant and classical conditioning (Burton, Miller, & 
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Shill, 2002; Hoghughi & Richardson, 1997).  While each of these paradigms help to 

explain some aspects of some sexual offences, none of them are sufficiently broad to 

account for the heterogeneity of adolescent sexual offending reviewed above.  By 

themselves, these paradigms are unable to account for the fact that only some victims 

of sexual abuse go on to become abusers themselves, or to explain why some sexual 

offenders have not come from backgrounds of abuse or why some adolescents 

continue to sexually offend after experiencing significant negative consequences for 

their initial offence.   

The integrated theory of the etiology of sexual offending (Marshall & Barbaree, 

1990) is one of the most comprehensive theoretical models to have emerged in the sex 

offender field thus far.  One of the strengths of this model is its incorporation of 

biological, psychosocial and situational factors in its explanation for sexual offending.  

Based on the observation that both sexual arousal and aggression share common 

physiological bases, Marshall and Barbaree argued that human males have a 

biological predisposition for sexual aggression.  This predisposition is usually 

attenuated by the socialisation process, in which males learn to restrain or inhibit 

sexually aggressive behaviour. This restraint, however, is likely to fail in 

circumstances where the male has experienced poor parenting and has not sufficiently 

mastered restraint or in transitory situations such as intoxication or strong affective 

arousal and in the presence of a vulnerable victim.  The reinforcing effects of the 

sexual offence, either via sexual satisfaction or a reduction in aversive affective states, 

serves to maintain sexual offending according to the principles of operant 

conditioning. 

Marshall and Barbaree’s model helps to explain how developmental adversity 

contributes to sexual offending and thus accounts for the prevalence of abusive 
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childhood histories among sex offenders.  The dynamic nature of the theory and the 

inclusion of transient situational factors also helps to explain how a general lack of 

restraint may result in a sexual offence or, give rise to a nonsexual offence in the 

presence of other factors.  In terms of adolescent sex offenders, Marshall and 

Barbaree’s theory would explain the high level of nonsexual offending observed 

among this group and would suggest that both the sexual and nonsexual offending 

emerge from similar factors.  In many ways, Marshall and Barbaree’s integrated 

theory shares similarities with Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) general theory of 

crime and makes similar predictions with regard to the sexual and nonsexual 

offending of adolescent sex offenders – that those who lack self control will offend in 

specific situational contexts.   

What Marshall and Bararee’s theory gains from its wide applicability, however, 

it loses in terms of specificity.  The theory has been criticised for failing to account 

for different subgroups of sex offenders, specifically those who do not begin to 

sexually offend until later in life, and those whose lives are not so much noted for 

their lack of restraint but for their careful planning and pursuit of inappropriate sexual 

goals (Ward & Sorbello, 2003).  With regard to adolescent sex offenders, it is 

similarly noted that it fails to account for the oft-cited group of apparently well-

adjusted and psychologically “normal” adolescents who, nonetheless, commit sexual 

offences. 

A more recent theory of sexual offending is the Integrated Theory of Sexual 

Offending (ITSO) of Ward and Beech (2006).  This theory is similar to that of 

Marshall and Barbaree (1990), in that it also seeks to incorporate ideas from a number 

of disciplines including neuropsychology, ecology, psychopathology and clinical 

assessment.  The ITSO sets out how neurodevelopment (influenced by genetics and 



                                                      Chapter 3 

47 

biology) interacts with social learning to establish an individual’s level of 

psychological functioning.  A number of factors may impact on an individual’s level 

of adaptive functioning, such as biology and genetic inheritance, but also various 

forms of child abuse and accidents or illnesses. These factors may lead to problematic 

psychological functioning and the development of clinical symptoms, including 

paraphilias.   

The theory postulates that a combination of neurobiological factors, such as 

levels of stress hormones or levels or operation of neurotransmitters, may impact on a 

person’s sexual behaviour and create sexual offence related vulnerabilities.  The 

interplay between a person’s neurobiology and their neuropsychological functioning 

can also lead to problems with their psychological functioning in the areas of 

motivation/emotion, action selection and control and perception and memory systems.   

Added to this are the influences of the “ecological niche” in which the individual 

exists – the social and cultural influences on their behaviour.   

Sexual offences may therefore arise from the interplay of dysfunctional 

psychological states, neurobiology and the offender’s social ecology.  For example, 

attachment and mood problems (problems of the motivation/emotion system) may 

arise from both the individual’s neurobiology and dysfunctional social ecology and 

lead to a reliance on sex to meet one’s emotional needs.  The individual may also 

develop cognitive distortions (problems with the perception/memory system) 

regarding the sexual interest of children or non-consenting adults.  Coupled with a 

failure to appropriately regulate sexual desire (motivation and emotion system) or 

control sexual behaviour (action selection and control system), sexual offences may 

occur when these factors collide with the presence of a vulnerable victim.  This theory 
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allows for multiple pathways for sexual offences but is a general theory of sexual 

offending without a specific focus on the sexual offending of adolescents.    

In the most comprehensive theoretical model of adolescent sexual offending 

published so far, Smallbone and colleagues (Smallbone, 2005a, 2005b; Smallbone, 

Marshall, & Wortley, 2008)  have proposed an attachment theoretical-model that 

seeks to incorporate aspects of Marshall and Barbaree’s (1990) model, but makes 

explicit the link between attachment behaviour and sexual behaviour.  The theory 

therefore highlights the relevance of attachment for understanding sexual offending 

over and above its relevance for understanding offending in general.   

In an integrated model similar to that of Marshall and Barbaree (1990), 

Smallbone et al.  (2008) observed that males have a biologically-based potential for 

both prosocial and antisocial behaviour and that they are also biologically prepared 

for sexual behaviour to be elicited in both aggressive and nurturing contexts.  They 

also note that the potential for males to behave aggressively or sexually 

indiscriminately is generally attenuated through the process of socialisation.  What 

Smallbone and colleagues add to the model of Marshall and Barbaree, however, is a 

focus on the attachment theory of Bowlby (1988) to illuminate how disrupted 

attachments not only reduce an individual’s capacity to regulate emotions and develop 

behavioural restraint, but also how attachment is also related to the caregiving and 

sexual behavioural systems. 

The integrated theory of Smallbone et al. (2008) proposed a combination of 

situational factors (e.g. absence of a capable guardian) and the presence of individuals 

with a specific developmental background could result in the sexual exploitation of 

young children. Such a background would include circumstances where the functional 

independence of the attachment, caregiving and sexual behavioural systems of the 
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individual had been compromised by adverse developmental attachment-related 

experiences.  Furthermore, the theory sought to account for the sexual offending of 

individuals who had not experienced adverse developmental experiences (the 

subgroup of well functioning adolescent sex offenders) by suggesting that the bio-

psycho-social upheaval of adolescence could threaten the independence of the 

attachment, caregiving and sexual systems even in circumstances where earlier 

attachment experiences had been relatively unproblematic.  The model therefore 

incorporates the findings from the substantial psychological literature on attachment 

theory, specifically in relation to delinquency and general offending, while 

highlighting importance of transient situational factors. 

Summary and conclusions 

Adolescents who have committed sexual offences are a heterogenous group and 

it is difficult to classify them within specific psychological taxonomies.  Their 

psychological presentation, as compared to that of nonsexual adolescent offenders, 

appears to vary according to the presence or extent of a number of factors including 

childhood neglect and abuse (including sexual abuse), victim choice, general conduct 

problems and extent of nonsexual offending.  This degree of variation means few 

definitive statements can be made regarding the factors that may uniquely contribute 

to the etiology and maintenance of adolescent sexual and nonsexual offending.  

Rather, probabilistic statements appear less fraught and some general trends appear to 

be warranted by the research evidence.  Differentiating between those who have 

solely committed sexual offences and those who have committed both sexual and 

nonsexual offences also appears to be a clinically significant discriminator of this 

group.  

Adolescents who have only committed sexual offences are more likely to have 

sexually assaulted children are more likely than nonsexual offenders to be victims of 
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child sexual assault, exhibit internalising problems (such as anxiety or depression) 

and lack social skills.  They are less likely to have a history of severe conduct 

problems.  They are more likely to psychologically resemble non-delinquent 

adolescents than nonsexual offenders.  They are also more likely to be found among 

groups of adolescent sex offenders in out-patient or non-secure residential treatment 

programs.   

Adolescents who have committed both sexual and nonsexual offences are more 

likely to have offended against peers or adults.  They are more likely than specialist 

sex offenders to exhibit externalising problems such as aggression or rule-breaking.    

They are more likely to psychologically resemble nonsexual adolescent offenders 

than non-delinquent peers and are more likely to be found among treatment groups for 

incarcerated adolescent sex offenders. 

Research aims and questions 

This thesis seeks to further understand the onset and maintenance of adolescent 

sexual offending by exploring factors associated with their sexual and nonsexual 

offending. Specifically, it investigates whether similar or different factors give rise to 

these different forms of offending.  In doing so, it asks the following questions: 

• What factors predict adult sexual recidivism among groups of adolescent 

sexual offenders and to what extent are these factors different to those 

that predict nonsexual recidivism? 

• What different psychological characteristics are associated with 

adolescents who only commit sexual offences, as compared with those 

who are more versatile in their offending?  

• How do adolescents themselves differ in their descriptions and 

explanations of their sexual and nonsexual offending? and 
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• Do adolescents identify different factors associated with committing sex 

offences, as opposed to nonsexual offences? 

In addressing these questions, this thesis presents three separate studies and uses 

two different research methods. Such a combination of methodologies is frequently 

referred to as triangulation, the use of contrasting research strategies to develop the 

clearest understanding of behaviour and to increase the convergent validity of the 

research findings.  Although investigation in the area of sexual offending has 

predominantly been the domain of quantitative methods, the use of qualitative 

methods have also been commended, with some authors arguing that “the contrasting 

nature of qualitative and quantitative approaches can be used to complement each 

other, facilitating thorough, triangulated inquiry from which effective judgements can 

be made” (Webster & Marshall, 2004 p. 117).   

Chapter Four presents the first of these studies and examines factors that predict 

adult sexual recidivism among a group of young men who had committed sexual 

offences in adolescence.
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Chapter 4: Study 1  

Factors Predicting Adult Sexual Recidivism among Adolescent Sex 

Offenders 

 

Rationale 

The general public often considers sex offenders to be at high risk of sexual 

recidivism.  Research reviewed in Chapter Two, however, has indicated that adult 

recidivism rates for adolescents who have sexually offended are low and typically 

range between 8-14%.  In contrast, nonsexual recidivism rates frequently exceed 

50%. This study examines sexual and nonsexual recidivism among adolescent sex 

offenders in New South Wales (NSW) and identifies factors that predict adult sexual 

recidivism among this group. In doing so, it is hoped to discover whether specific 

factors predict sexual, as opposed to nonsexual, recidivism.  As discussed in Chapter 

Two, previous studies with this population have often been limited by small sample 

sizes, short follow up times or both.  Study 1 therefore sought to follow-up into 

adulthood over a long period of time a large sample of adolescents who had sexually 

offended.        

Aims 

The aims of Study 1 were to: 

• Determine sexual and nonsexual recidivism rates for a group of 

adolescents who had committed a sexual offence and,  

• To explore the extent to which adult sexual recidivism is predicted by 

similar or different variables as nonsexual recidivism by determining 

predictor variables for sexual recidivism among adolescents who have 

sexually offended.   
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Hypotheses 

It was hypothesised that:  

1. overall levels of sexual recidivism would be low,  

2. levels of nonsexual recidivism would be higher,  

3. participants who victimised adults would be more likely to recidivate both 

sexually, as well as nonsexually, and  

4. variables that suggest  “sexual deviance” (e.g. number of sex offence 

victims, number of sex offence charges, having a male victim) would 

predict sexual recidivism. 

Method 

Participants 

The participants of this study consisted of 303 young males1

Procedure 

 who had been 

assessed by the Sex Offender Program of the NSW Department of Juvenile Justice 

(DJJ).  Only participants who had a minimum of four years elapse since their 

assessment and the commencement of the study in 2001 were included.  By definition 

all had either pleaded guilty to, or had been found guilty of, a sexual offence as a 

juvenile (aged over 10 years old, but less than 18) under the NSW Crimes Act (1900).  

For the purposes of this study, an adult was defined as a person over the age of 18. 

The study database was constructed by extracting a number of variables 

routinely collected and stored in an official database maintained by the DJJ Sex 

Offender Program (SOP).  The method of collecting these data has previously been 

described in a study of a subset of the present sample (Kenny, Keogh, & Seidler, 

                                                 
1 Although the SOP caters for both male and female clients, because of the very low 
numbers they were excluded from this study. 
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2001). In the present study, predictor variables fell into three broad categories: 

demographic variables, offence variables, and sentencing variables and are set out in 

Table 4.1. 

Table 4.1  
Possible predictor variables for adult sexual recidivism 
Demographic variables Offence variables Sentencing outcome 

variables 
Date of birth 
Date at which they were 
assessed by the SOP 
Age at assessment by the 
SOP 
Observation period 
(months) 
Ethnicity 
Level of educational 
achievement 
Wardship history* 
Presence of confirmed 
history of child sexual 
abuse* 
Developmental delay* 
Location (city or rural) 
Prior nonsexual offences* 

Legal name of index 
offence 
Number of charges for 
index offence 
Category of offence (Rape, 
Indecent Assault or a 
“Hands off” offence) 
Type of victim for index 
offence (child or adult)  
Sex of victim for index 
offence 
Number of child victims 
for index offence 
Number of adult victims 
for index offence 
Number of female victims 
for index offence 
Number of male victims 
for index offence 
 Use of weapon* 
 Use of excessive force* 
 Presence of co-offenders* 
Status as juvenile sexual 
recidivist* 

Court outcome – type of 
sentence 
Length of any custodial 
sentence 
Whether or not the index 
order had been breached 
by the sentencing court 

Note..*dichotomously coded as 0/1 
 

Data regarding criminal offences and offenders in NSW are stored and 

maintained by Police on the Computerized Operational Policing System (COPS) 

database.  This database is designed for police operations and contains information 

about offenders and victims as well as “persons of interest”.  It includes details such 

as date of birth, criminal histories and offence descriptions. Each participant’s 

criminal history (as recorded by COPS) was examined from the time that they were 

assessed as juveniles by the SOP, until the time of follow up by the police force 
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during 2001. Reconviction data supplied by the police consisted of the category of 

adult criminal charges or convictions (sexual/nonsexual), as well as dates of adult 

sexual offence charges.  Unfortunately police were unable to supply dates of adult 

nonsexual offence charges.  

Of the original 303 participants, 11 were excluded from the adult follow-up part 

of the study.  Eight of these participants were unable to be found on the police 

database, and three participants had committed suicide during the follow-up period.  It 

is likely the eight missing participants were charged by police in other states but were 

supervised by the NSW Department of Juvenile Justice following a move interstate.  

The relatively high rate of suicide among participants underscores the adverse life 

circumstances often experienced by this group. 

Approval for the study was obtained after making applications to the 

Collaborative Research Unit of the NSW Department of Juvenile Justice, the Centre 

for Applied Policing Research and the Human Research Ethics Committee of 

Southern Cross University (where the author was then enrolled). 

Statistical Analysis 

Multivariate analysis, using Cox Regression, was used to test predictor variables 

for adult sexual recidivism.  Cox regression is considered the most appropriate 

statistical procedure when participants have differential times at risk (Miner, 2002).  

Due to the small number of adults who received convictions for sexual offences (n = 

14), analyses were conducted to include a further 11 adults who had also been 

charged with sexual offences, but not necessarily convicted (n = 25).  Cox regression 

was unable to be used for nonsexual offences as adult conviction dates were not 

supplied. 
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Results 

Sample characteristics 

Ethnicity and age   

Participants who identified as being of Aboriginal decent or being from the 

Torres Strait Islands were classified as having an indigenous ethnic background.  The 

vast majority of participants were from an Anglo-Australian ethnic background (73%; 

n = 220), while the next largest subgroup was made up of participants from an 

indigenous background (12%; n = 36), followed by Lebanese background (4%, n = 

13), followed by a number of ethnic backgrounds minimally represented in the 

sample. 

The mean age at assessment was 16.05 years (SD=1.61) and the mean age at 

follow up was 23.69 years (SD = 2.12).  The observation period, defined as the period 

of time between participants’ assessment date and the follow up census date ranged 

from a minimum of 4.64 years to a maximum of 12.88 years (M = 7.3, SD = 1.76). 

Educational attainment 

Data on the level of educational attainment was available for 49.8% of 

participants (n = 151).  The majority of these participants (65.6%, n = 99) had not 

attained or had exited the formal school system before entering Year 10.  This was 

despite the fact that the median age of these participants was 15.5 years.  A further 

29.8% (n = 45) had attained the Year 10 level.  Only four participants had reached 

Year 12, the final year of high school, and three participants had attained Year 11.  

Educational attainment could not be verified for a further 50.2% (n = 152) of 

participants. 
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Location 

The majority of participants were from a city or metropolitan area (65%; n = 

197), while the remainder were from a rural or regional area of NSW (21%; n = 63). 

The location of a further 14% (n = 43) participants was unknown. 

Developmental adversity 

Some participants (12.2%, n = 37), were in the care of the state child protection 

agencies at the time of their assessment.  Of these 37, three had a confirmed history of 

being victims of child sexual abuse.  A further 11 participants also had a confirmed 

history of child sexual abuse, while sexual abuse history was unknown for the 

majority (88.8%, n = 269) of participants.  Similarly, eight participants were listed as 

having a developmental disability, however the presence of developmental disability 

was unknown in the majority of cases (87%, n = 263).     

Prior convictions 

Although all participants were first-time sexual offenders, 55.1% (n = 167) had 

committed prior nonsexual offences, such as property offences (e.g. break, enter and 

steal), or other offences against the person (e.g. assault). 

Offence variables 

Due to the operational nature of the database from which the Study 1 database 

was derived, there was a great deal of missing data in the offence variable section.  

Although the charge was recorded for each index sexual offence, the age or gender of 

the victim was not always clear.  For example, a young person may have been 

charged with indecent assault when they offended against either a child or an adult.  

Other charges, such as Sexual Intercourse, child aged below 10 was more specific, 

but the actual age of the child victims was not recorded.  The gender of the victim of 

the index sexual offences of participants was unknown in 43.9% (n = 133) of cases.   
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The most frequent index sexual offence charge as juveniles was for a non-

penetrative offence, such as indecent assault (35%, n = 106).  A further 13.2% (n = 

40) were charged with penetrative offences against adults, such as sexual 

assault/aggravated sexual assault.  Sixteen percent (n = 48) were charged with 

penetrative offences against children, and 8% (n = 23) were charged with “hands off” 

offences, such as obscene exposure, peep and pry and obscene telephone calls.  A 

further 12.5% (n = 38) were charged with “offensive behaviour”, a charge that 

appears to have been used by police in a variety of situations involving sexual 

activity. 

Participants were categorised according to offence type.  The first type, 

Indecent Assaulters comprised 44.6% (n = 135) of the sample, Rapists comprised 

31% (n = 94), Hands-off offenders comprised 9.2% (n = 28), and offence type was 

unknown in 15.2% (n = 46) of the sample. 

The overwhelming majority of participants had one recorded victim (97%, n = 

294).  “Hands-on” offenders (n = 229) were more likely to victimise females (56.3%, 

n = 129) than males (7.9%, n = 18)2

The most frequent victim of “Hands On” participants was a female child (n = 

54), followed by female peers or adults (n = 46).  There were 15 male child victims, 

as well as two adult male victims.  The age category of victims was unknown in 40% 

(n = 92) of cases, while the sex of victims was unknown in 33% (n = 76) of cases. 

.  Participants were also more likely to offend 

against children (37.6%, n = 86) than adults or peers (21.8%, n = 50). 

Table 4.2 below outlines the cross-tabulation of characteristics of victims of 

participants in this study. Participants tended to focus on a particular type of victim, 

either in terms of gender or age.  Only six participants offended against victims of 

                                                 
2 Among “hands on” participants, six had both male and female victims and the sex of 
victim was unknown for 33.2% (n = 76) participants. 
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both sexes and in all cases the victims were children.  Similarly, only one participant 

victimised both adults and children.  This participant exclusively victimised females.   

 
Table 4.2 
Characteristics of victims of participants index “hands on” sex offence(s) 
 Victim(s) sex 
Victim(s) category Female Male Both Unknown Total 
Child 54 15 6 11 86 
Adult 46 2 0 2 50 
Both 1 0 0 0 1 
Unknown 28 1 0 63 92 
Total 129 18 6 76 229 

Justice outcomes 

Just over a quarter (27.4%, n = 83) of participants were given custodial 

sentences, with the mean length of custody being slightly less than a year (11.28 

months).  The remaining participants were dealt with by way of a community-based 

bond, fine or a community service order. 

Juvenile sexual recidivists 

Following their initial assessment, 24.8% (n = 75) received further convictions 

for sexual offences prior to their 18th birthday.  These adolescent sexual recidivists 

were significantly more likely to also have committed prior nonsexual offences χ2  (1, 

n = 303) = 9.74, p <. 05 and were slightly younger (15.7 years) at assessment than 

those who didn’t sexually recidivate before age 18 (16.2 years), (t = 1.92, p = .06).  

There were no significant differences between the two groups on number of index 

sexual offence charges, nor on gender, age or number of victims.  Unfortunately data 

on the time period between their index offences (sexual and nonsexual) and 

subsequent adolescent offences were not available to ascertain the strength of various 

predictor variables on adolescent recidivism. 
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Hypothesis testing 

In order to test the hypotheses regarding the nature of the recidivism of this 

group, participants were categorised according to their recidivism status as adults. 

Adult Sexual Recidivism  

Consistent with hypothesis 1, known levels of adult sexual recidivism were low, 

with just 5% of participants (n = 14) receiving adult reconvictions for sexual offences.  

A further 4% (n = 11) were charged with sexual offences, although the charges did 

not proceed to a conviction.  Altogether, only 9% (n = 25) of participants were 

charged as adults for sexual offences during the observation period of the study.  

Participants who were charged with sex offences as adults were significantly 

older when they were assessed as juveniles than those who did not receive adult sex 

offence charges (t = -2.60, p = .01), however there were no significant age differences 

between participants who received adult convictions and those who did not, nor 

between those who received convictions for adult nonsexual offences and those who 

did not. 

Although 36% (n = 9) of adult sexual recidivists had been juvenile sexual 

recidivists, only 12% of all juvenile sexual recidivists (n = 75) became adult sexual 

recidivists. 

Adult nonsexual recidivism 

Consistent with hypothesis 2, nonsexual recidivism was common, with almost 

two-thirds of participants (61.3%; n = 179) having convictions for nonsexual offences 

as adults, including 11 of the 14 (79%) of the adults who received convictions for 

sexual offences. 
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Bivariate analyses 

The relationships between adult recidivism and a number of possible predictor 

variables identified in the literature are presented in table 4.3.  Having previous 

nonsexual offences was moderately correlated with adult nonsexual recidivism (Φ = 

.38, p < .01).  Small to moderate positive correlations were observed between having 

an adult victim and any (Φ = .24, p <.01), nonsexual (Φ = .25, p < .01), and sexual 

recidivism as an adult (Φ = .16, p < .05).  Being a juvenile sexual recidivist was 

significantly correlated with being an adult nonsexual offender, but not with being an 

adult sex offender. 

Table 4.3  
Correlations between possible predictor variables and adult recidivism 
Variable Adult offender Adult non-sex 

offender 
Adult sex offence 
charges 

 n  r  r  r 
Offence variables        

Previous non-sexual 
offences1 

292 .40**  .38**  .1  

Juvenile sexual recidivist1 292 .08  .13*  .08  
Multiple charges1 292 -.004  -.14  .07  
Number of sex offence 
charges 

292  -.01  .001  .12* 

        
Victim variables        

Having a male victim1 165 -.14  .08  -.06  
Having a child victim1 154 -.22**  -.23**  -.17*  
Having an adult victim1 154 .24**  .25**  .16*  
Total number of victims 292  -.03  -.02  .02 
        

Age at assessment 290  .01  .07  .15** 

Note. ** = significant at .01, * = significant at .05   
1Denotes dichotomous variable 

 

Consistent with hypothesis 3, participants who had originally victimised adults 

or peers were significantly more likely than participants who victimised children to be 

charged with sexual offences as adults, χ2  (1, n = 152) = 4.29, p <. 05, and were also 

significantly more likely to be convicted for nonsexual offences χ2  (1, n = 152) = 
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8.58, p <. 01.  The number of victims, however, was not significantly associated with 

adult sex offender status and did not support hypothesis 4. 

Multivariate Analyses 

Finally, data were analysed using the Cox regression procedure in SPSS for 

Windows 11.0. Cox regression is a method of modelling time-to-event data in the 

presence of censored cases.  As such, it is the most appropriate multivariate method to 

use in studies of recidivism where the purpose is to ascertain the strength of various 

predictor variables on recidivism and where each subject has a different time at risk 

(Miner, 2002). When the variable is a continuous measure, the resultant coefficients 

are an estimate of the potential for recidivism per unit at a particular instant. With 

dichotomous variables, the percentage change in risk with each unit change in the 

covariate can be interpreted as the relative risk, as the covariate takes only the values 

0 and 1. 

The Cox regression model used to determine the influence of predictor variables 

on a dependent variable is most simply expressed in terms of the hazard rate, similar 

to the odds ratio in logistic regression.  The hazard rate is the exponent of the 

regression coefficient.  In the present study, being charged with sexual offences as an 

adult was coded as 1, whereas “surviving” was coded as 0.  Therefore a positive 

hazard rate indicates that the variable is associated with increases in the likelihood of 

recidivism, whereas a negative hazard rate indicates the converse. 

Of the original 303 cases, 11 were dropped because information was not 

available for them at follow-up.  Two additional cases were dropped because the date 

at assessment was missing.  For the remaining 290 cases, evaluation of assumptions 

of linearity, normality, and homogeneity of variance-covariance matrices revealed no 

threat to the integrity of the multivariate analysis. 
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Data were analysed by running a backward solution with Wald criteria for the 

removal of variables from the model.  Table 4.4 presents recidivism hazard rates for 

five possible predictors of adult sexual recidivism.  The resultant model was 

significant χ2  (3, n = 290) = 16.29, p <. 01, and contained three variables.  An older 

age at initial assessment, having a history of nonsexual offences, and a higher number 

of charges for the index sex offence, were all associated with an increased risk of 

sexual recidivism. 

Table 4.4 
 Hazard rates for Cox Regression Model for adult sexual recidivism ( n = 290) 
Variable Hazard rate 
Age at assessment 1.60 
Previous non-sexual offences 2.80 
Number of sex offence charges 1.37 
Total number of victims ns 
Juvenile sexual recidivist ns 
 

Conclusions 

The results of this study are consistent with previous studies that have shown 

relatively low rates of detected adult sexual recidivism, but high rates of detected 

nonsexual recidivism, among young men who committed sexual offences as 

adolescents.  The study was able to identify three factors that predicted adult sexual 

recidivism among adolescents who had committed sexual offences.  Most of the 

hypotheses of the study were supported, with the exception of hypothesis four 

regarding indices of sexual deviance predicting adult sexual recidivism. 

The results of Study 1 suggest relatively stable patterns of general antisocial 

conduct among this sample of adolescent sex offenders.  Over half of the participants 

had a nonsexual offence conviction that pre-dated their first known sexual offence, 

and at follow-up almost two thirds (65%) had accumulated adult criminal convictions 

for either sexual or nonsexual offences.  Furthermore, although few adolescent sexual 
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recidivists were charged or convicted for further sexual offences as adults, 72% of 

them received adult nonsexual convictions. 

The finding that 25% of adolescent sex offenders committed further sexual 

offences before reaching age 18 but few of these participants became adult sex 

offenders suggests that adolescent sexual recidivism does not predict sexual offending 

in adulthood, at least not after accounting for prior nonsexual offending and number 

of sex offence charges in the index sex offence. A possible explanation is that juvenile 

and adult sexual offending are in most cases distinct phenomena.  It is possible that 

factors specifically related to adolescence may account for the relatively high rate of 

adolescent sexual recidivism, for example the onset of sexual maturation, routine 

contact with young children and lower levels of parental supervision.  While these 

factors may change in later adolescence, it appears that the factors that contribute to 

nonsexual offending continue, as almost three-quarters of this group continued to 

commit nonsexual offences.  Alternately, it is possible that a continuous measure of 

juvenile sexual recidivism, such as number of new charges, may have provided a 

better predictor than a dichotomised measure of sexual recidivism as a juvenile.       

In this study, an older age at assessment was found to predict sexual recidivism.  

The likelihood of being charged with sexual offences as an adult increased by 60% 

with each year increase in age at assessment.  This finding also suggests that 

persistent sexual offending is related to an onset that is closer to adulthood than 

childhood. 

Few follow-up studies of adolescent sex offenders have specifically included 

age as a variable of interest.  Worling and Curwen (2000) did not find a significant 

relationship between age and sexual recidivism, while Kahn and Chambers (1991) 

found that a younger age at time of disposition was significantly related to sexual 
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recidivism.  It should be noted, however, that this latter study had a mean follow-up 

time of only 20 months, and did not follow-up offenders past their 18th birthday.  The 

results of this study, and the juvenile sexual recidivist findings of Study 1, suggests 

that the peak period for sexual recidivism risk for adolescents is before their 18th 

birthday. 

In a recent meta-analysis of 18 studies of sexual recidivism among 3189 young 

people who had sexually offended, McCann and Lussier (2008) found an older age at 

intake into the juvenile system to be a significant predictor for sexual recidivism.  It is 

important to note, however, that this result was based on just two studies that had 

featured this variable and one of them was Study 1 of this thesis.  Nonetheless, 

McCann and Lussier raised the valid point that just as risk factors for violence among 

adolescents have been shown to be age-graded (Lipsey & Derzon, 1998), the same 

may also be true of adolescent sexual offending. 

Participants in this study who victimised children were significantly less likely 

to recidivate either sexually or nonsexually than those who victimized peers or adults.  

Some previous studies of adolescent sex offenders have not found a significant 

difference in rates of recidivism between child and adult victimisers (Hagan & Cho, 

1996; Hagan, Gust-Brey, Cho, & Dow, 2001), while others have found that child 

victimisers were less likely to recidivate (Smith & Monastersky, 1986) whereas 

Kemper and Kistner (2007) found child victimisers more likely to recidivate.  

McCann and Lussier (2008) found both child victimisation (four studies) and adult 

victimisation (two studies) to be significant predictors of sexual recidivism. 

Of the variables in the present study that might serve as indices of adolescent 

sexual deviance (number of sex offence victims, number of sex offence charges, 

having a male victim, being an adolescent sexual recidivist), the only significant 
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predictor that emerged was number of sex offence charges.  Previous research on the 

link between victim choice and recidivism among adolescents has yielded 

inconsistent findings.  Despite the fact that both Smith and Monastersky (1986) and 

Langstrom and Grann (2000) found that a history of male victims was related to 

recidivism, both the present study, as well as the studies of Rasmussen (1999) and 

Worling and Curwen (2000), failed to establish such an association.  McCann and 

Lussier (2008) found that having ever had a male victim was a significant predictor of 

sexual recidivism.  McCann and Lussier also formed a construct of sexual deviance 

based on prior sexual offences, young age at intake, age at first sex crime, higher total 

number of victims, child or adult victim, stranger victim and deviant sexual arousal.  

They found this combination of factors to significantly predict sexual recidivism, 

although the strength of the effect size was quite low. In summary, it appears that 

while deviant sexual arousal is a significant predictor of sexual recidivism among 

adult sex offenders, the dynamic nature of adolescent development, particularly 

sexual development, makes the operationalisation of this construct with adolescents 

much more difficult, resulting in inconsistent findings.   

  In this study, the Cox regression model that best predicted adult sex offence 

charges contained variables that could be considered predictive of both nonsexual 

offending (presence of prior nonsexual offences) and sexual offending (number of 

index sex offence charges).  Having a prior nonsexual offence conviction at initial 

assessment was associated with an almost three-fold increase in the odds of being 

charged for sexual offences as an adult, further suggesting that there is a strong 

element of anti-sociality, rather than sexual deviance alone, associated with the sexual 

offending of the participants in this study.  Thus, although most juvenile sex offenders 

appear to present a low risk for sexual recidivism as adults, they appear to present a 
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high risk for nonsexual recidivism as adults.  This finding suggests similar factors 

may account for both the sexual and nonsexual offending of this population.  

Since dates of adult nonsexual offences were unable to be obtained from police, 

Cox regression was unable to be used to derive predictor variables related to 

nonsexual recidivism.  In the absence of these data it is only possible to speculate on 

the likelihood of whether predictor variables for nonsexual recidivism would be the 

same or different from those predicting sexual recidivism.  Miner (2002) found that 

nonsexual recidivism among adolescent sex offenders was predicted by preoccupation 

with children and impulsivity, while a meta-analysis of studies of general adolescent 

offenders found that criminal recidivism was most strongly predicted by a younger 

age at first contact with the criminal justice system and a history of non-severe 

pathology (Cottle, Lee, & Heilbrun, 2001). 

In this study, being an adult nonsexual recidivist was significantly correlated 

with having prior nonsexual offences as an adolescent, as well as being a juvenile 

sexual recidivist.  Thus, the factors associated with nonsexual offending in adulthood 

appear to be related to persistent offending during adolescence.  The strongest 

predictor of adult sexual offending was also prior nonsexual offending.  Taken 

together, these findings suggest that persistence in sexual offending is more closely 

related to persistence in offending in general, rather than being related to specifically 

sexual factors.   

Overall, Study 1 confirms previous research that has shown that the progression 

from adolescent to adult sexual offending is the exception, rather than the rule.  It also 

highlights the extent of nonsexual offending among this population, both prior to, and 

subsequent to their initial sexual offending.  The relatively high rate of juvenile sexual 

recidivism but low rate of persistence into adulthood suggests that adult sexual 
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offending is a different phenomenon to juvenile sexual offending, whereas Cox 

regression results suggest juvenile sexual offending that persists into adulthood may 

arise from similar factors as adolescent nonsexual offending. 

A number of limitations of this study need to be acknowledged, however.  Due 

to the temporal and geographic range of the study, it was not possible to determine the 

consistency or quality of any treatment that the participants may have received.  It is 

therefore impossible to estimate the effect that such intervention may have had on 

rates of recidivism.  The amount of missing data among the offence and victim 

variables also limited the number and type of predictor variables that could be 

studied.  This study is also limited by the problem of low base-rates of reporting of 

sexual offences, making it impossible to estimate the number of participants who may 

have continued to sexually offend, but who had not been detected. Finally, restrictions 

on access to police data made it possible that some participants may have committed a 

sexually motivated crime as an adult; such as Trespass, or Break and Enter, but had 

their conviction recorded as a non-sexual offence, thus masking continued sexual 

offending into adulthood.  
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Chapter 5: Study 2 

Antecedents of Sexual and Nonsexual Offending among Adolescent 

Sex Offenders 

 

Rationale 

While Study 1 investigated the persistence of sexual offending from 

adolescence to adulthood, Study 2 focuses on the antecedents of sexual offending 

during adolescence and seeks to identify factors related to sexual and nonsexual 

offending.  It does this by comparing psychological, developmental and family 

characteristics of young people who have exclusively committed sexual offences with 

those who have committed both sexual and nonsexual offences.  

Although the specialist/versatile dichotomy of adolescent sex offenders has 

clinical validity, a number of questions remain regarding the onset and persistence of 

the sexual and nonsexual offending of these groups.  Does the sexual offending of 

these two groups arise from similar or quite different pathways?  Similarly, does the 

sexual offending of versatile sex offenders arise from similar or different pathways as 

their nonsexual offending?  

Study 2 seeks to address these questions by examining psychological, 

developmental and family characteristics of young people who have sexually 

offended and explores how these variables may influence their criminal behaviour. 

This is achieved in two steps; firstly by analysing the way in which these 

characteristics are related to one another among a sample of young people who have 

sexually offended, and then by analysing whether or not these characteristics 

differentiate between them in ways suggested in the literature with respect to their 

sexual and nonsexual offending.   Specifically, differences are examined among those 

who have been detected committing a sexual offence on only one occasion (short 
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duration offenders), those who have committed sexual offences on more than one 

occasion (specialist offenders), and those who have committed both sexual and 

nonsexual offences (versatile offenders).       

Aims 

The aims of Study 2 were: 

• To better understand the antecedents of sexual and nonsexual offending 

among adolescent sex offenders by exploring the associations of 

psychological, developmental and family characteristics, and 

• To compare short-duration, specialist and versatile offenders on 

components derived from an analysis of these associations. 

To meet these aims, Study 2 was conducted using a sample of young people 

who had committed sexual offences and who had been referred to an assessment and 

treatment program in Queensland, Australia. 

Hypotheses 

 It was hypothesised that the three groups of offenders would be distinguished 

by a combination of psychological, developmental and family variables suggested in 

the literature.  Specifically, it was hypothesised that: 

1. Specialist sex offenders would be distinguished by having higher rates 

of histories of sexual abuse, report higher levels of internalising 

problems and lower levels of parental involvement, 

2. Versatile offenders would have higher rates of histories of conduct 

problems and report higher levels of externalising problems and lower 

levels of parental monitoring, 

3. Short duration sex offenders would report lower rates of abuse, report 

lower levels of both internalising and externalising problems and higher 

levels of parental involvement. 
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Method 

Participants 

Participants were 108 young males who were referred to and assessed by the 

Griffith Youth Forensic Service (GYFS) between April 2001 and August 2006.  

GYFS is a university-based assessment and treatment service for young people who 

have committed sexual offences in Queensland. All participants had either pleaded 

guilty to, or had been found guilty of, a sexual offence as a juvenile (aged 10 – 17 

years) under the Queensland Criminal Code. These included both “hands off” (e.g. 

exhibitionism) and “hands on” (e.g. sexual assault) offences.  Participants were from 

all geographical areas of Queensland and were referred to GYFS by the Queensland 

Department of Communities.  The majority of young people were living in the 

community when they were referred (81.5%), however some were remanded in a 

youth detention centre (18.5%).  The majority of hands on participants had victimised 

children (78.7%), some had victimised peers or adults (20.4%) and one young person 

was charged with bestiality (0.9%).  

Materials 

Psychological measures 

Psychometric data were obtained from the Youth Self-Report (YSR: Achenbach 

& Rescorla, 2001) and the self-report version of the Antisocial Process Screening 

Device (APSD: Frick & Hare, 2001).  These measures are routinely administered 

during the intake assessment at GYFS. 

The YSR is a self-report questionnaire that forms part of the Achenbach System 

of Empirically Based Assessment (ASEBA). The ASEBA provides a norm-based 

measure of young people’s overall functioning from multiple perspectives (e.g. 
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anxiety/depression, social problems, rule-breaking behaviour).  Numerous studies 

have demonstrated the external validity, cross-cultural validity and reliability of these 

measures (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001).   

For this study, T-scores from the Internalizing and Externalizing scales of the 

YSR were used as they provided a good summary statistic of two theoretically 

relevant dimensions of behaviour.  The Internalizing scale incorporates scores on the 

Anxious/Depressed, Withdrawn/Depressed and Somatic Complaints sub-scales and 

the Externalizing scale incorporates scores on the Rule-Breaking Behavior and 

Aggressive Behavior sub-scales. Item ratings on the YSR are either 0 (not true), 1 

(somewhat or sometimes true), or 2 (very true or often true), e.g., “I act too young for 

my age”. 

The test-retest reliability of the Internalizing scale of the YSR has been reported 

as being .80, while the alpha coefficient of the scale’s internal consistency is .90.  

Similarly, the test-retest reliability of the Externalizing scale of the YSR has been 

reported as .89, with an alpha level of .90 (Achenbach & Rescorla, 2001). 

The APSD is a 20-item parent (caregiver), teacher and self-report measure 

rating scale designed to screen for child and adolescent psychopathy.  The APSD 

measures three aspects of psychopathic symptoms: callous-unemotional traits (CU), 

narcissism (NAR) and impulsivity (IMP).  Similar to the YSR, item ratings on the 

APSD are either 0 (not at all true), 1 (sometimes true), or 2 (definitely true), e.g., 

“You lie easily and skillfully”.  

The use of measures designed to identify psychopathic traits in children and 

adolescents is controversial (Poythress, Dembo, Wareham, & Greenbaum, 2006; 

Vitacco, Rogers, & Neumann, 2003). A number of concerns have been raised 

regarding the serious detrimental effects for young people having a premature label of 
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“psychopath” applied to them during a period when they are undergoing substantial 

maturational change.  Developmental psychologists have noted that impulsivity or 

callous disregard for the feelings of others may be transient features of adolescent 

development, rather than the enduring personality traits observed in adult psychopaths 

(Seagrave & Grisso, 2002).  The use of the APSD at GYFS, however, is to screen for 

serious antisocial traits during the assessment phase of intervention and is not used as 

a diagnostic tool.       

The APSD was originally normed on the parent and teacher version with a large 

community sample of non-referred and non-adjudicated elementary school children in 

the southeastern United States.  For the Total scores, alpha coefficients ranged from 

0.85 to 0.93. A range of 0.70 to 0.79 has been reported for the CU dimension, 0.75 to 

0.89 for the NAR dimension and 0.64 to 0.81 for the IMP dimension (Frick & Hare, 

2001).   

A self-report version of the APSD has been devised for use with older youths 

(age 12 to 18) and has been extensively used as a research tool with this population 

(Falkenbach, Poythress, & Heide, 2003; Lee, Vincent, Hart, & Corrado, 2003; Murrie 

& Cornell, 2002; Spain, Douglas, Poythress, & Epstein, 2004; Vasey, Kotov, Frick, & 

Loney, 2005). Although some questions have been raised about the validity of using a 

self-report measure of psychopathic traits with adolescents, its use has been justified 

by Frick, Barry and Bodin (2000), who note that “Self-report becomes more reliable 

and valid as a child enters adolescence, especially for assessing anti-social tendencies 

and attitudes that may not be observable to parents and other significant adults” 

(p.13). 

In studies with justice-involved youths, the internal consistency for the APSD 

total score has been reported as satisfactory with alphas ranging from 0.72 to 0.82.  
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Some studies, however, have noted internal consistency to be modest to weak for the 

factor scores, with alpha coefficient ranges of 0.36 to 0.56 for CU, ranges of 0.56 to 

0.72 for NAR and ranges of 0.44 to 0.60 for IMP (Poythress, Dembo, Wareham, & 

Greenbaum, 2006).    

The APSD has previously been used in studies of adolescent sex offenders.  In 

one study, Caputo, Frick and Brodsky (1999) used the APSD in a comparison of 

adolescent sex offenders with violent non-sex offenders and non-contact offenders.  

The CU dimension of the APSD emerged as a clear point of divergence between the 

three offender groups with the sex offender group reporting significantly higher levels 

of callous-unemotional traits.  This finding led the authors to suggest that high rates of 

callous and unemotional traits may be characteristic of adolescent sex offenders.  For 

this reason, despite the low alpha rates of the CU traits reported in some studies more 

recently, it was decided to include the CU dimension of the self-report version of the 

APSD in the current study.    

Family measures 

The Alabama Parenting Questionnaire (APQ) (Frick, 1991) is a 42-item 

caregiver and child self-report measure designed to tap dimensions of parenting which 

have been consistently associated with conduct problems in children and adolescents.  

It assesses five parenting constructs: parental involvement; positive parenting; poor 

monitoring/supervision; inconsistent discipline; and corporal punishment.  These 

constructs are measured by responses to a number of statements on a five-point Likert 

scale ranging from never, almost never, sometimes, often, always.  The child self-

report measure was used in this study. 

The caregiver version of the APQ has been shown to possess adequate internal 

consistency, construct validity, and good test-retest stability.  Shelton, Frick and 
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Wooton (1996) examined the psychometric properties of the APQ in families of 

clinic-referred and community volunteer children aged between 6-13.  This study 

found internal consistency measures for the full sample to range from .80 to .67 for all 

scales except for the Corporal Punishment Scale, which had an alpha coefficient of 

.46.  Test-retest stability ranged from .89 to .69.  

Similarly, in a large scale (n = 802) community sample of parents of Australian 

children (Dadds, Maujean, & Fraser, 2003), the parent version of the APQ showed 

moderate internal consistency with alpha coefficients ranging from .75 to .59.  Again, 

the lowest alpha was for the Corporal Punishment scale. 

The psychometric properties of a German translation of the child version of the 

APQ was examined by Essau, Sasagawa and Frick (2006) with a large (n = 1219) 

community sample of school children aged 10-14.  This study confirmed the factorial 

validity of the child report version of the APQ, with an alpha coefficient of .65 for the 

total APQ score and alpha coefficients ranging from .54 to .83 for the subscales.  The 

lowest alpha coefficient in this study was for the Inconsistent Discipline subscale. 

Each of these psychometric measures were administered to participants during 

the intake and assessment process following a referral to GYFS.  

Developmental variables 

Information regarding involvement with the statutory child protection 

authorities is included in the referral information when a young person is referred to 

GYFS for assessment and treatment.  This is provided in the form of a summary of 

contact from the Department of Child Safety and includes information regarding any 

notifications to that Department regarding the young person being at risk of neglect or 

abuse.  This information is supplemented during clinical assessment at GYFS.  

Variables regarding childhood abuse are dichotomously coded either from the child 
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protection summary provided at referral, or from information provided by participants 

during clinical interviews.   

A risk assessment for sexual recidivism is also routinely performed at intake 

using the Juvenile Sex Offender Assessment Protocol II (J-SOAP) (Prentky & 

Righthand, 2003). Part of this assessment includes a rating of childhood conduct 

problems.  A history of conduct problems is coded during intake assessment using the 

criteria for item 12 of the J-SOAP. These criteria are a persistent pattern of behavioral 

disturbance before the age of 10 characterised by (1) repeated failure to obey rules, 

(2) violating the basic rights of others, and (3) engaging in destructive and aggressive 

conduct at school, at home, and/or in the community.  Although the J-SOAP is scored 

on a scale of 0, 1 or 2, these categories were collapsed for the purpose of this study 

into a 0/1 dichotomy denoting the presence or absence of conduct problems before 

age 10. 

Offence variables 

A number of offence details are also collected during intake and assessment at 

GYFS and were used in this study.  Offence details were coded from referral 

information and clinical assessment.  The length of time of sexually acting out before 

being charged was calculated in weeks using information from police reports, child 

protection notifications and clinical interview.  Numbers of charges, use of a weapon, 

and the age, gender and number of victims came from official police information 

included in the referral material.  Excessive force was defined as force beyond that 

which would be required to gain the compliance of the victim and was dichotomously 

coded at intake from official documents and clinical interview. 
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Procedure 

Demographic and offence data are provided when a young person is referred to 

GYFS and are entered into a de-identified database.  During the assessment phase 

further psychometric data are collected and added to this database.  During 

assessment young people and their parents/caregivers are given the option of having 

information provided by them used for research.  Those who select this option are 

required to give their informed consent.  There are no incentives for participants to 

give their consent, nor are there any penalties for not giving consent for research. At 

the time of this research, of a potential pool of 144 participants, 108 (75%) had given 

permission for their information to be used for ongoing research.  A separate database 

containing the non-identifying details of these clients was created for the purposes of 

this study.  A number of analyses of this database were performed in order to 

understand the way in which psychological, developmental and family characteristics 

of these participants were related to each other, as well as to analyse the way in which 

these characteristics were related to different offence patterns among this group.  

Results 

Sample characteristics 

Ethnicity and age   

Participants who identified as being of Aboriginal decent or being from the 

Torres Strait Islands were classified as having an indigenous ethnic background. The 

majority of participants were from a non-indigenous ethnic background (74.1%; n = 

80), while the remainder were from an indigenous background (25.9%; n = 28). 

The mean age of participants was 14.63 years (SD = 1.24) when they committed 

their index sexual offence(s). 



Ian Nisbet PhD Thesis       

78 

Sexual offending 

The mean number of sexual offence charges for participants was 3.17 (SD = 

4.06, range = 03

The length of time that participants were known to have been sexually acting 

out before being charged was calculated from file information and clinical interviews 

during intake.  Some participants were known from self, parental or other report to 

have been participating in a range of sexual misbehaviours/offences for lengthy 

periods of time before they were charged with their index offences.  The average 

length of time was 23.03 weeks (SD = 45.94, range = 0 - 260). 

 to 31), while the mean number of victims was 1.41 (SD = .74, range 

= 1 – 4).  The mean age of the victim of the index sexual offence was 12.46 years (SD 

= 11.56).  Participants were unlikely to assault a stranger (14%) or use excessive force 

in the commission of their index sexual offence (7%). 

One participant (0.9%) had a previous official conviction for sexual offences 

prior to his referral to GYFS. 

Prior/Concurrent nonsexual offending 

Prior or concurrent nonsexual offences were common among participants, with 

30.6% (n = 33) having official prior or concurrent convictions for nonsexual offences 

at referral to GYFS.   

The mean number of nonsexual offence charges for these participants was 19.91 

(SD = 18.21) and ranged from two to 78.  Table 5.1 sets out the offence categories 

present in the criminal histories of participants with prior or concurrent nonsexual 

offence convictions. (It should be noted that some participants had more than one 

category of offences in their histories therefore percentages do not sum to 100.)  All 

but two categories of offences classified under the Australian Standard Offence 

                                                 
3One participant with fetish-type offences was charged with property, rather than 
sexual, offences.  
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Classification (ASOC) system (Australian Bureau of Statistics, 1997) were present in 

the backgrounds of those participants with official prior or concurrent nonsexual 

offending.  The two exceptions were homicide and related offences, and offences 

against justice procedures, government security and government operations.  Thus 

there was considerable diversity of nonsexual offending among the participants of the 

study. 

Table 5.1  
Offences for which participants with prior or concurrent nonsexual offences were 
convicted (n = 33).   

Offence category Participants  % 
Theft  23 70 
Break and enter  22 67 
Property damage  17 52 
Public order offences  13 39 
Traffic offences  13 39 
Assault  12 16  
Misc offences  11 33 
Weapons offences  6 18 
Robbery  4 12 
Drug offences  4 12 
Deception offences  3 9 

Note. Some participants committed more than one category of offence 

Psychological, Developmental and Family functioning 

Psychological, developmental and family functioning characteristics are set out 

in Table 5.2 below. Psychological characteristics presented are T-scores from the 

Internalizing and Externalizing scales of the Youth Self Report, as well as scores from 

the Callous-Unemotional scale of the Anti-Social Process Screening Device.  

Developmental characteristics are compiled from assessment and referral information 

and are history of conduct problems, history of sexual abuse (as victim) and history of 

physical abuse (as victim).  Family characteristics presented are scales from the 

Alabama Parenting Questionnaire. 
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Table 5.2 
Psychological, developmental and family characteristics of participants 
Characteristic  M (SD) % 
Psychological characteristics    
 Internalizing T-score 57.64 (9.73)  
 Externalizing T-score 59.48 (10.39)  
 Callous-Unemotional 3.93 (1.68)  
Developmental characteristics    
 Conduct problems   41.7 
 Sexual abuse  8.3 
 Physical abuse  26.9 
Family characteristics   
 Parental involvement 54.07 (15.59)  
 Poor supervision and monitoring 27.08 (7.13)  
 Positive parenting techniques 19.49 (4.64)  
 Inconsistent discipline 15.10 (4.31)  
 Corporal punishment   5.44 (2.40)  

 

The mean T-scores of participants are below the clinical range (64) for both the 

internalizing and externalizing scales of the Youth Self Report.  There are currently 

no normative data for the CU scale of the self-report version of the APSD or the 

subscales of the child version of the APQ.  Notwithstanding the mean score on the 

externalizing scale of the YSR, histories of conduct problems among participants 

were widespread.  A confirmed history of sexual abuse was relatively uncommon but 

just over one in four participants had a confirmed history of physical abuse.     

Principal components analysis 

In order to reduce the number of variables, psychological, developmental and 

family characteristics were subjected to principal components analysis (PCA) using 

SPSS Version 11.0 for Macintosh.  Prior to performing PCA the suitability of data for 

factor analysis was assessed. Missing data were noted for the Alabama Parenting 

Questionnaire (13%) and the Youth Self-Report (4%).  Mean substitution was used to 

correct for missing data.  Inspection of the correlation matrix revealed the presence of 

many coefficients of .3 and above.  The Kaiser-Meyer-Oklin value was .67, exceeding 
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the recommended value of .60 (Kaiser, 1970, 1974) and the Bartlett’s Test of 

Sphericity (Bartlett, 1954) reached statistical significance, supporting the factorability 

of the correlation matrix.   

The correlation matrix is presented in Table 5.3.  The Internalizing and 

Externalizing scales of the YSR were significantly correlated with each other, as well 

as both being significantly correlated with the Poor Monitoring and Inconsistent 

Discipline scales of the APQ.  The Callous Unemotional scale of the APDS was 

significantly correlated with the Externalizing scale of the YSR and the Poor 

Monitoring scale of the APQ. It was also significantly and inversely correlated with 

the Positive Parenting and Parental Involvement scales of the APQ.  History of 

conduct problems was significantly correlated with sexual abuse and physical abuse 

histories, as well as the Poor Monitoring scale of the APQ and the Externalizing scale 

of the YSR.      
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Table 5.3 
Correlation matrix of variables 
 Internalizing 

T score 
Externalizing 
T score 

Callous 
unemotional 

Hx 
conduct 
problems 

Hx 
sexual 
abuse 

Hx 
physical 
abuse 

Parental 
involvement 

Poor 
monitoring 

Positive 
parenting 

Inconsistent 
discipline 

Externalizing 
T score 

 0.53          

Callous 
unemotional 

 0.12  0.26         

Hx conduct 
problems 

 0.08  0.31  0.20        

Hx sexual 
abuse 

 -0.06  0.05  0.11  0.23       

Hx physical 
abuse 

 -0.03  0.23  0.06  0.22  0.04      

Parental 
involvement 

 0.00  -0.22  -0.25  0.00  0.15  -0.18     

Poor 
monitoring 

 0.36  0.59  0.27  0.29  0.08  0.12  0.04    

Positive 
parenting 

 0.01  -0.16  -0.35  0.03  0.15  -0.12  0.57  -0.12   

Inconsistent 
discipline 

 0.27  0.47  0.18  0.17  0.06  0.03  0.19  0.58  0.11  

Corporal 
punishment 

 0.10  0.27  0.12  0.07  -0.01  0.04  0.03  0.19  -0.10  0.39 

Note.Figures in bold are correlations significant at p < .01 
 



                                                                                                                                                    Chapter 5 

83 

Principal components analysis produced four components with eigenvalues 

exceeding 1, explaining 26.11%, 17.03%, 11.78%, and 9.38% of the variance 

respectively.  An inspection of the scree plot revealed a break after the fourth 

component.  Using Catell’s (1966) scree test, it was decided to retain four components 

for further investigation.  

Figure 5.1 
Scree Plot for Principal Components Analysis 

Scree Plot
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Parallel Analysis (Horn, 1965) was used to compare the eigenvalues of the four 

components with a randomly generated data matrix of the same size (11 variables x 

108 respondents) using Monte Carlo PCA for Parallel Analysis (Watkins, 2000).  The 

practice of comparing the size of eigenvalues with those of a randomly generated data 

set of the same size is considered to be the most accurate way of identifying the 

correct number of components to retain (Zwick & Velicer, 1986).  Using this method, 

only those components with eigenvalues that exceed the corresponding values from 
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the random data set are retained.  The results of Parallel Analysis are displayed in 

Table 5.4 below. 

Table 5.4 
Results of Parallel Analysis 

 
Component 
number 

Actual eigenvalue 
from PCA 

Criterion value 
from parallel 
analysis 

Decision 

1 2.87 1.55 Accept 
2 1.87 1.38 Accept 
3 1.28 1.26 Accept 
4 1.03 1.16 Reject 
5 0.97 1.06 Reject 

 

As the criterion value from the parallel analysis for the fourth component was 

larger than the actual eigenvalue from PCA it was decided to re-run the PCA and 

specify a three-factor solution.  The resulting component matrix showing the loadings 

of each of the items on the three components is shown in Table 5.5 below.  The 

majority of items loaded on Component 1, with strong loadings (above .4) also noted 

on Components 2 and 3. 

Table 5.5  
Component matrix for 3 component solution of PCA 
Item Component 
 1 2 3 
Externalizing T Score 0.83   
Poor monitoring 0.80   
Inconsistent discipline 0.69 0.41  
Internalizing T Score 0.55  -0.38 
Callous unemotional 0.48 -0.37  
Corporal punishment 0.40   
Parental involvement  0.85  
Positive parenting  0.84  
History of sexual abuse   0.66 
History of conduct 
problems 

0.45  0.60 

History of child abuse 
(non-sexual) 

  0.46 

 
To aid in the interpretation of these components, varimax rotation was 

performed.  The rotated solution revealed the presence of a number of strong loadings 
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and each variable loading substantially on only one component.  The three-component 

solution explained a total of 54.92% of the variance, with Component 1 contributing 

23.39%, Component 2 contributing 17.75% and Component 3 contributing 13.79%.  

Table 5.6 sets out the rotated component matrix. 

Component 1 consisted of Poor parental monitoring and supervision (.76), 

Inconsistent discipline (.79) and Corporal Punishment (.48) from the APQ and the 

Internalising (.67) and Externalising (.75) T-scores of the YSR.  This component was 

designated as Negative Environment, as it appeared to correspond to a number of 

characteristics that would be associated with adverse circumstances in which a young 

person may grow and develop. 

Component 2 consisted of Positive parenting (.84) and Parental involvement 

(.85) and Callous-Unemotional traits (-.49).  This component was designated as 

Positive Environment, as it appeared to correspond to a number of characteristics that 

would be associated with favourable circumstances in which a young person may 

grow and develop. 

Table 5.6 
Rotated Component Matrix 
Item Component   

 1 2 3 
Inconsistent discipline 0.79   
Poor monitoring and supervision 0.77   
Externalizing T Score 0.75   
Internalizing T Score 0.67   
Corporal punishment 0.48   
Parental involvement  0.85  
Positive parenting  0.84  
Callous Unemotional  -0.49  
History of Conduct problems   0.73 
History of sexual abuse   0.69 
History of physical abuse   0.49 
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Component 3 consisted of History of conduct problems (.73), History of child 

sexual abuse (.69) and History of physical abuse (.49).  This component was 

designated as Transgression, as it appeared to group together examples of ways in 

which participants had been transgressed against and had also become transgressors. 

Hypothesis testing 

In order to test differences of offence patterns on these components, offence 

histories were used to place participants in one of three mutually exclusive groups.  

Participants who had either previous or concurrent convictions for nonsexual offences 

at the time of sentencing for their index sexual offence(s) were designated as 

“versatile” offenders.  Those participants who had no previous or concurrent 

nonsexual offence history and whose official records suggested that their index sexual 

offence(s) occurred on a single occasion, or whose duration of sexual offending lasted 

for less than a week were designated “short duration sex offenders”.  Those 

participants who had no previous or concurrent nonsexual offences and whose index 

sexual offence had a duration of greater than one week were designated “specialist 

sex offenders”. 

After this initial sorting, the groupings of the 12% (n = 13) of participants who 

had an official record of concurrent nonsexual offences at the time of sentencing for 

their index sexual offence was reviewed. This review revealed that the nonsexual 

offences of 10 of these participants directly related to their index sexual offence.  For 

example, a number of participants had been convicted of offences such as physical 

assault, burglary and deprivation of liberty that occurred during the commission of 

their index sexual offence(s).  Based on these offence histories, 10 participants (9%) 

were either classified as short duration or specialist sex offenders, while three were 

classified as versatile offenders. 
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The largest group was that of specialist sex offenders (n = 47), followed by 

versatile offenders (n = 33) and short-duration sex offenders (n = 28). 

Demographic details of these offender groups are presented in Table 5.7.  There 

were no significant differences between the three groups in terms of age at the time of 

index sex offence F(2, 105) = 4.13, p = .66.  This finding was considered significant 

as it suggests that the sexual offending of this group was not related to a specific 

developmental or criminal trajectory.  A significantly larger proportion (51.5%) of the 

versatile offenders were from an indigenous background, compared to only 12.8% of 

the specialist sex offenders and 21.4% of the short duration sex offenders, χ2  (2, n = 

108) = 13.28, p =.001.  For this reason, it was decided to use Indigenous status as a 

covariate in the subsequent analysis. 

Table 5.7 
Means (SDs) of age of participants and percentages of indigenous participants by 
offender subtype 
Demographic 
details 

Short duration sex 
offenders 
(n = 28) 

M       (SD)        % 

Specialist sex 
offenders 
(n = 47) 

M        (SD)       % 

Versatile offenders 
(n = 33) 

 
  M         (SD)        % 

Age at index 
offence 

14.61 (1.29)  14.53 (1.32)  14.79 (1.11)  

Proportion of 
Indigenous 
participants 

 21.4  12.8  51.5 

Multivariate Analysis 

Multivariate analysis of covariance (MANCOVA) was selected to test whether 

mean differences on the results of the principal components analysis revealed 

significant group differences between the three groups of participants.  

Preliminary assumption testing for multivariate analysis was conducted to check 

for normality, linearity, univariate and multivariate outliers. All statistical analyses 

were carried out using SPSS for Macintosh 11.0. 
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Assumption testing 

Univariate 

Assumption testing was performed by examining the univariate distributions of 

scores on Negative Environment, Positive Environment and Transgression.  These 

scores were calculated using the regression method.  The distributions Negative and 

Positive Environments were both normal, while the distribution of Transgression was 

slightly positively skewed. There were sufficient numbers of cases in each cell to 

ensure the robustness of the MANCOVA to this violation of normality (Tabachnick & 

Fidell, 2001). 

Multivariate 

Mahalanobis distances were calculated to check for the presence of multivariate 

outliers.  The maximum Mahalanobis distance was calculated as 14.24, less than the 

critical value of 16.27 for three dependent variables, indicating that there were no 

multivariate outliers.  

Design 

Three dependent variables were used: Negative Environment, Positive 

Environment and Transgression. 

Offender group was entered as a fixed factor in the MANCOVA, while 

indigenous status was entered as a co-variate due to the significant proportion of 

versatile offenders from an indigenous background.  
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Analysis 

Main effects 

There was a significant multivariate main effect for offender type, meaning that 

there were significant differences between the three groups on the combined 

dependent variables in this study F (3, 104) = 4.28, p < .001; Wilks’ Lambda = .79; 

partial eta squared = .11. 

Univariate effects 

When the results for the 3 dependent variables for offender group were 

considered separately, one variable reached significance: Transgression, F (2,104) = 

12.39, p < .001; partial eta squared = .19 

Partial eta-squared is defined as the proportion of total variance attributable to 

the factor, partialling out (excluding) other factors from the total non-error variance 

(Pierce, Block, & Aguinis, 2004).  Inspection of the partial eta squared score reveals 

the major effect for offender group to be from the Transgression component, with this 

factor accounting for 19% of the total variation.  

Pairwise comparisons 

Versatile offenders were significantly different from both other groups (p < 

.001) in relation to their higher scores on the Transgression component.  This 

component was a combination of scores on their history of sexual and physical abuse, 

as well as having a history of conduct problems.  Versatile offenders were 

significantly more likely than either two other groups to have both been transgressed 

against, as well as to become transgressors themselves.  It was this, more than any 

other combination of variables that distinguished this group from the other 

participants in this study. 
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Conclusions 

This study sought to examine the antecedents of sexual offending in 

adolescence by comparing groups of adolescent sex offenders with different patterns 

of offending on a range of psychological, developmental and family characteristics.  

These groups comprised those who had been detected committing a sexual offence on 

only one occasion (short duration offenders), those who had committed sexual 

offences on more than one occasion (specialist offenders), and those who had 

committed both sexual and nonsexual offences (versatile offenders). 

Overall, there were few differences between the three groups on demographic 

characteristics.  The only significant demographic difference between the three groups 

was on indigenous status, with versatile offenders more likely to be from an 

Australian indigenous background.   

Evidence of the over-representation of indigenous youth in the criminal justice 

system in Australia is well established.  For example, it has been observed that in the 

most populous state of Australia, New South Wales, indigenous juveniles are 21 times 

more likely to be in juvenile detention centres than non-indigenous youth (Walker & 

McDonald, 1995). Similarly, they are likely to receive significantly harsher penalties 

when compared to their Anglo-Australian counterparts facing the same charges 

(Gallagher & Poletti, 1998).  It is considered likely, therefore, that the over 

representation of indigenous young people within the versatile group may be an 

artefact either of their greater exposure to social and personal adversity, or of their 

greater likelihood of detection, charging and sentencing, rather than suggesting 

racially oriented explanations for delinquency and sexual aggression.  

It was hypothesised that specialist sex offenders would be distinguished by 

having a higher rate of histories of sexual abuse, report higher levels of internalising 

problems and lower levels of parental involvement.  It was further hypothesised that 
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versatile offenders would have a higher rate of histories of conduct problems and 

report higher levels of externalising problems and lower levels of parental monitoring, 

and that short duration sex offenders would report lower rates of abuse, report lower 

levels of both internalising and externalising problems and higher levels of parental 

involvement. 

These hypotheses were not supported.  The results of the principal components 

analysis yielded three factors that were slightly different to those expected from the 

literature.  Contrary to the hypotheses, both internalising and externalising scores 

were related more strongly to each other than to sexual abuse and physical abuse. This 

resulted in a slightly different composition of components. 

The result of the principal components analysis, however, was consistent with 

the literature, particularly with regard to the impact of parenting styles.  The analysis 

demonstrated the association between poor parenting practices and higher self-

reported levels of both internalising and externalising behaviours (Negative 

Environment).  Similarly, positive parenting practices were inversely correlated with 

self-reported levels of callous-unemotional traits (Positive Environment).  Both sexual 

abuse and physical abuse were related to each other and also to conduct problems 

(Transgression).  Again, this result was consistent with the literature. 

It may have been expected that these components would match the three 

offender groups, with versatile offenders scoring higher on Negative Environment, 

specialist offenders scoring higher on Transgression and Short Duration offenders 

scoring higher on Positive Environment.  Although there were significant differences 

between the three groups of offenders on the combined dependent variables, only one 

component, Transgression, produced a significant univariate main effect.  Contrary to 

expectations, versatile offenders were significantly different to both other groups on 
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the Transgression component, however they did not have significantly higher scores 

than the two other groups on the Negative Environment component. 

Whilst it may come as no surprise that physical and sexual abuse are correlated 

with each other as well as with conduct problems in children and criminal versatility 

in adolescence, it is perhaps more surprising that there were no significant differences 

between the three groups on the two other components of positive and negative 

environment.  Short duration sex offenders were not significantly more likely than the 

other two groups to come from a positive family environment and specialist sex 

offenders were not significantly more likely to come from either a negative family 

environment or a background of abuse. 

It therefore appears that, consistent with Study 1, some of the sexual offending 

of this group of young men is a continuation of a broader pattern of delinquent and 

antisocial behaviour, or, put more simply, versatile offenders may commit sexual 

offences for the same reasons that they commit nonsexual offences, predominantly 

adverse developmental experiences leading to a lack of restraint. The specific 

antecedents for those who only commit sexual offences are less clear.  It is possible 

there are variables besides those examined in the present study that uniquely 

contribute to the offending of those who only commit sexual offences.  This must be 

considered as a limitation to the present study. 

A number of other limitations also need to be considered.  Although this study 

has the advantage over Study 1 in that it was able to consider the psychological 

characteristics of participants, the use of self-report measures means that the data is 

reliant on the accuracy of the self-perception of participants. The use of self-report 

measures is also vulnerable to demand characteristics, impression management or 

common method variance.  Additionally, all participants in Study 2 gave consent to 
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have their data used for research, while a further 25% of possible participants refused 

to be involved in research.  It is therefore impossible to quantify the extent of a 

“volunteer effect” that may have influenced the results.  Finally, it is also possible that 

there were significant differences between the three offender groups but the sample 

size was insufficient to produce the statistical power required to detect the effect of 

group membership.    

In order to further explore these issues, a qualitative method for exploring the 

antecedents to the sexual offending of adolescents is adopted in Study 3.  The results 

of this investigation are presented in Chapter Six. 
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Chapter 6: Study 3 

 A Qualitative Analysis of the perceptions of Sexual and Non- Sexual 

Offending among Adolescents who have committed Sexual Offences 

 

Rationale 

Study 2 sought to identify the antecedents of sexual and nonsexual offending 

among adolescents by examining hypothesised differences in the psychological, 

developmental and family characteristics of those who only committed sexual 

offences, compared to those who committed both sexual and nonsexual offences. 

Although the study confirmed versatile offenders are different to specialist offenders 

and their sexual offending is largely an extension of their general delinquency, the 

study was unable to identify antecedents specific to those adolescents who only 

commit sexual offences. One of the limitations of Study 2, however, was its reliance 

on self-report psychometric data stored in an archival database.  Although this method 

of enquiry has major benefits in terms of standardisation of measurement and 

procedures, it is unable to adapt to the unique circumstances of the individual whose 

experience may not fit neatly into any one of the options presented on a questionnaire. 

Study 3 therefore seeks to add the voices of the young people themselves into 

the research process and to explore motivations for both the sexual and nonsexual 

offending of this group.  It also seeks to triangulate the subject matter by employing a 

different research method to Studies 1 and 2.  

Research aim and questions: 

The aim of Study 3 was to use a Grounded Theory method to develop a theory 

that would not only describe the sexual offending experiences of the participants, but 

also explain those experiences.  In doing so, it was hoped to find answers to two 

specific questions: 



                                                                                                                                                    Chapter 6 

95 

1. How do adolescents who have committed sexual offences differ in their 

descriptions and explanations of their sexual and nonsexual offending? 

2. Are there specific factors associated with committing sex offences, as 

opposed to nonsexual offences? 

Method 

Participants 

Participants were 12 adolescent males who were referred to specialised sex 

offender treatment programs after being sentenced for sexual offences in either New 

South Wales (NSW) or Queensland (Qld). Interviews were conducted between June 

2006 and September 2008.  At the time of the interviews half (50%) of participants 

were either on remand or serving custodial sentences in a youth detention centre, 

while the remainder (50%) were attending a treatment program in the community.  

Two participants (17%) identified themselves as Indigenous Australians, while the 

remainder (87%) were from an Anglo Australian ethnic background. 

Participants were contacted via the Griffith Youth Forensic Service (GYFS) in 

Qld, or the Department of Juvenile Justice (DJJ) in NSW.  Separate applications were 

made to the research ethics committee governing each agency to obtain permission to 

approach participants about taking part in the research.  Staff from the treatment 

services initially approached potential participants and asked if they would be willing 

to participate in the research.  If they indicated that they would, an appointment was 

made for them to meet with the researcher.  At both sites the researcher made it clear 

to participants that their participation in the research was voluntary and their decision 

to either be involved in the research, or not be involved in the research, would not 

have any impact on their sentences or the services offered to them by the treatment 

service.  Staff at each agency also emphasised this point.  They were also informed 
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that they could withdraw their consent at any time and that they would not be required 

to give reasons for doing so and they would not suffer any penalty for doing so.  

Issues of anonymity and confidentiality were discussed with all participants prior to 

the interviews, a written information sheet was provided to them and their written 

informed consent was obtained before the interview began. 

Materials 

Interview transcripts 

A semi-structured interview format4 was used to obtain information about the 

participant’s perception of “being in trouble”, including prior nonsexual offending 

and the sexual offence that had resulted in their referral to the counselling agency. A 

verbatim interview transcript was created from a digital recording of each interview5

I’m interested in hearing about your experiences of getting in trouble, so 

in a moment I’d like you to tell me about way back when you were really 

little, like maybe five or something like that, about times that you got in 

trouble and who you got in trouble with and what sorts of things you got 

in trouble over, things like that. 

.   

Each interview began with the following instructions: 

Interviews lasted between 26 and 80 minutes, with a mean length of 44 minutes. 

Each interview was transcribed by the researcher using a word processing computer 

program and a printed copy was produced for analysis.  A total of almost nine hours 

of interviews were transcribed and produced 82,351 words of transcript.  The ratio of 

minutes of recorded interview to minutes spend transcribing was approximately 1:7, 

with one hour of interview typically taking seven hours to transcribe.  Although this 

was a time-consuming process and could possibly have been outsourced to a 

transcription service, the time spent familiarising oneself with the data proved to be 
                                                 
4 Contained in Appendix A. 
5 Contained on CD-ROM on inside back cover of thesis. 



                                                                                                                                                    Chapter 6 

97 

invaluable as it enabled the researcher to become intimately familiar with the data and 

steeped in the nuances of the interviews (Noaks, 2004). 

Procedure 

Data collection involved a semi-structured recorded interview with each 

participant.  During the data collection phase in June 2006, the researcher was 

employed as a therapist at the Griffith Youth Forensic Service.  In order to make a 

clear delineation between his role as a therapist and as a researcher, an independent 

research assistant conducted interviews with the first three participants.  The recorded 

data file of the interviews were provided to the researcher, but he was not given any 

identifying details regarding the participants.  Staff at GYFS ensured that none of 

these participants had been clients of the researcher.  

The research assistant was a Forensic Psychology Doctorate student who had 

completed a student placement at GYFS some years before the participants had been 

referred to the service.  The research assistant was fully briefed on the aims and 

methods of the research by the researcher and was provided with a written outline of 

the suggested interview format.  The researcher left the employment of GYFS in July 

2006 and conducted all subsequent interviews personally and without a research 

assistant. 

A number of conditions were placed on the conduct of the research by the ethics 

committees to protect the confidentiality and anonymity of the participants.  These 

conditions included a prohibition on the researcher discussing the offence or personal 

details of research participants with staff from the treatment services, as well as a 

prohibition against accessing the participant’s agency file.  Although it was the 

original intention of the researcher to specifically recruit a group of “specialist” and 

“versatile” participants, the conditions placed on the research prevented this from 
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happening.  As interviews got underway, however, the limitations of such 

categorisations based on official offence history quickly became apparent, as the 

majority of participants who would otherwise have been classed as “specialist” sex 

offenders disclosed a number of prior nonsexual offences.  Although the ethical 

conditions of the research made it impossible to verify what participants reported, and 

this may be considered to be a limitation of the study, it allowed for participants to 

give their account of their experience as they saw it. 

The aim of introducing the topic of the interview as being “in trouble” was 

twofold.  Firstly, it helped to externalise the topic of interest to the less threatening 

topic of “trouble”, rather than putting the spotlight on the interviewee themselves.  

Secondly, it enabled the process of rapport building between the interviewer and 

participant and maximised the likelihood that the interview would be able to proceed 

from the relatively safe areas of being in trouble as a child, to being arrested, charged 

and sentenced for a sexual offence.  Interviews then followed the various threads of 

being in trouble and typically followed a number of digressions into experiences of 

being in trouble at home, at school and sometimes with the police, prior to talking 

about the offence that resulted in them being referred to the treatment program. 

At the end of the interview clients were debriefed and asked if they had become 

distressed by participating in the interview and if they needed counselling to return to 

their previous emotional equilibrium.  No participants felt that they needed to do this 

and most appeared to have enjoyed the process and derived some meaning from 

participating in an exercise designed to bring benefit to others in their position.  

During the transcription process identifying details, such as names of people or 

places, were removed and replaced with ****.  Parts of the interview that were 
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indecipherable were labelled as ???  At the end of the process, all copies of the digital 

recording file were deleted.  

Data analysis considerations 

The analysis of the data throughout this study was guided by grounded theory 

methodology (Glaser, 1992; Glaser & Strauss, 1967; Strauss & Corbin, 1990), a 

qualitative research approach. Grounded Theory is essentially a set of procedures 

designed to promote the systematic study and representation of the meaning of 

qualitative data (Rennie, 1998).  One of these key procedures is constant comparison, 

a process by which the researcher collects and analyses data simultaneously.  In 

contrast to Studies 1 and 2, the aim of this research method is to inductively develop a 

theory that accounts for the collected data, thus the emphasis is on generating, rather 

than verifying theory.  One of the contrasting features of this style of research, as 

opposed to quantitative research, is that analysis is carried out during, rather than at 

the end, of data collection.  This method allows for data collection methods to be 

adapted to follow emerging themes as the collection of data proceeds. 

Another key difference between this method and other quantitative methods is 

the belief that truth is constantly evolving and is a construction springing from an 

interaction between experiences in the world and the human mind (Marchel & Owens, 

2007).  This is not to say, however, that the methodology is without form or rigour.  

There are a number of methods that enhance what may be called the “reliability” of 

the data analysis procedures.  Among these are the use of the procedures referred to 

above, as well as explicit descriptions of the researcher’s theoretical lens and guiding 

assumptions (Auerbach, 2003; Marchel & Owens, 2007). 

As a clinician and researcher working within the context of the criminal justice 

system, the current researcher was guided by a number of sometimes competing 
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assumptions and paradigms.  On the one hand, the researcher was aware of the impact 

of the nature of the adversarial legal context, which features a number of mutually 

exclusive dichotomies such as: prosecution/defence, truth/falsehood, guilty/innocent, 

victim/offender, admission/denial, adult/child.  On the other hand, he was also aware 

of the fact that offenders have frequently been victims and that there can often be 

competing interpretations of the meaning of a specific act. 

These dichotomies referred to above have spilled over into the therapeutic 

context of many treatment programs for young people who have sexually offended.  

For example, the position statements of the National Adolescent Perpetrator Network 

(NAPN) intones it is the community, rather than the young person, who is the 

ultimate client (Assumption1), and that community safety takes precedence over any 

other conflicting considerations (Assumption 2) (NAPN, 1993), thus reinforcing the 

dichotomous view of treatment by adding another dichotomy of community/client.  

As both of the treatment agencies from which participants were recruited provided 

therapy as part of a court-ordered mandate, it was important to be aware of the 

existing power structures inherent in any meeting with a participant and how this may 

impact on the research process. 

In contrast to this dichotomous and somewhat positivistic paradigm is the 

constructivist perspective of methodologies such as Grounded Theory.  A 

constructivist paradigm does not hold to the belief that “the truth is out there” or that 

an objective, independent, external reality exists outside of the observer.  In contrast, 

the constructivist paradigm assumes that all knowledge or truth is a “construction” of 

the observer.  It therefore allows for numerous and sometimes divergent 

interpretations of any event. 
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Although the researcher has worked as a clinician for over ten years in court 

mandated treatment programs for young people who have sexually offended, he has 

found the prevailing discrete classification of clients being either offenders, or 

victims, but not both, and the emphasis on the responsibilities, rather than rights of 

young people to inevitably create tension with other important counselling values.  

Among these are the importance of developing a therapeutic alliance based on dignity 

and respect for the client and the importance of the person/situation interaction in 

understanding human behaviour.  Unlike the legal process that has given rise to the 

counselling situation, the therapeutic process inevitably has to accommodate the fact 

that there are often numerous and divergent interpretations that can be placed on an 

event and treatment progress is not equated with forcing the client to see things the 

same way as the therapist.   

As the researcher approached the task of collecting interview transcripts and 

analysing them, he was conscious of how the criminal justice context may influence 

both the way that the data was collected, as well as how it was interpreted.  Rather 

than establishing the “truth” of a theory that can describe and explain the sexual 

offending experiences of the participants, the researcher sought to explain and 

demonstrate how he arrived at his conclusions and interpretations, without making the 

claim that these interpretations are necessarily applicable to contexts beyond this 

study.    

Data analysis procedures 

The data analysis process of this study was done in three broad stages.  The first 

stage was after the completion of the first three interviews with the research assistant.  

At this time the researcher was able to listen to the interviews and reflect on the 

content and process of the interviews.  Even at this early stage it was apparent that 
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there was some reluctance on the part of participants to discuss events surrounding the 

sexual offence that had resulted in their referral to the treatment program (here after 

known as the “index” offence), and that intoxication of some sort appeared to be a 

precipitating factor in most of the sexual offences. 

The second stage of analysis was done after the researcher had conducted a 

further six interviews, resulting in a total of nine interview transcripts.   At this time a 

process of open coding was applied to all nine interviews.  Open coding is when 

qualitative data are compared with each other by assigning codes to each item of 

meaning within a set of data.  It is described as the process of “ breaking down, 

examining, comparing, conceptualising and categorizing data” (Strauss & Corbin, 

1990, p. 61).  This was done by reading through each interview transcript and 

assigning a code to each response of the participant to an interview question.  Open 

coding was done by hand, with the aid of a pen and texta highlighter.  When open 

coding was completed, various codes were grouped together to form categories of 

responses. 

After establishing initial codes and categories, the analytic process turned to 

consider the connections among the various categories.  This process is known as 

axial, or selective coding.   Glaser (1978) refers to the coding of the 6Cs – Causes, 

Contexts, Contingencies, Consequences, Covariances and Conditons – as the “bread 

and butter” of theoretical coding.  During this process, the researcher also engaged in 

extensive memo writing.  Memos in this context refer to the writing down of theories 

about how the various categories may be related to each other. 

The result of this stage of analysis was the emergence of a theory of how the 

sexual offences of adolescents are related to other instances of being in trouble and 
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some tentative theories about the extent to which their sexual offences may have 

different motivations to other offences. 

During the final stage of data analysis, further interviews were conducted to 

assess the adequacy of the emerging theory to account for new cases.  A further three 

interviews confirmed that the new data did not add any further meaning or require 

further categorisation. 

Results 

Sample characteristics 

Offending 

The majority of participants (n = 7) had offended against children, while the 

remainder (n = 5) had offended against peers/adults.  All but one participant had 

offended exclusively against females and one participant had both a male and female 

(child) victim.  Three participants had previously committed a sexual offence prior to 

their index sexual offence and the majority (n = 8) disclosed previous nonsexual 

offences (although not all were charged in relation to these matters).   

Open coding 

The process of open coding began with the assignment of a code to each 

response of the participant to an interview question.   This process resulted in the 

creation of 42 initial category and subcategory codes.  Categories were then grouped 

on the basis of obvious similarities (e.g. various types of delinquent acts were grouped 

together into the more inclusive category, Delinquent Acts).  Approximately 13 of 

these more inclusive categories formed the basis of subsequent comparative analysis.  

Examples of categories included the standard developmental bottlenecks that each 

participant had passed through, e.g. Family Relations, School Experience, Peers, as 
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well as other common experiences such as Drug Abuse and Prior Contact with 

Criminal Justice System. 

Table 6.1, below, summarises the initial codes and the categories and 

subcategories to which the first nine participants’ responses were initially assigned.  

Not surprisingly, all participants related stories of being in trouble with their parents.  

All participants also related stories about being in trouble at school.  Some 

participants related stories of relatively minor infractions of school rules that were 

dealt with by their class teacher.  Others involved confrontation with the school 

principal.  Some participants were involved in deliberate acts of vandalism at school 

or were involved in breaking into and stealing from the school.   

Table 6.1 
Distributions of initial codes and categories among first participants 
 
 Participants 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
Trouble          
 Parents X X X X X X X X X 
 School           
  Teachers  X    X X X X 
  Principal X  X  X  X X  
 Police X   X   X X X 
Family relations          
 Parents separated X X X  X X X X X 
 Parental criminality X    X     
 Parental violence X    X   X  
 Parental substance abuse     X   X  
 Harsh discipline X X X    X   
 Domestic chaos     X   X X 
 Victim of child sexual assault X       X  
School experience          
 Special education class X X X       
 Suspensions from school   X   X X  X 
 Vandalism/break and enter X X   X     
Peers          
 Pressure to be antisocial X  X  X   X X 
 Lack of peers   X    X   
 Sexual relationship with girlfriend    X  X   X 
Delinquency          
 Stealing at home X     X X X X 
 Break and enters  X   X  X X X 
 School vandalism X         
 Shoplifting  X    X X X X 
 Stealing cars X X  X X  X  X 
Drug abuse          
 Alcohol X   X   X X X 
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 Participants 
 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 
 Marijuana X X X X X  X X X 
 Inhalants     X  X   
 Amphetamines X         
Violence/aggression          
 Knives X     X    
 Assault X      X X X 
 “Schitz out” X     X    
Prior contact with CJS          
 Sexual matters X     X  X  
 Nonsexual matters  X  X X  X X X 
Sex offence          
 Intoxication X X X X X  X X X 
 Difficulty remembering X    X X X   

 

Five participants already had contact with the police prior to their index sexual 

offence.  Stealing from home or from shops was common, as was car theft.  Drug 

abuse was also common, with the most frequently reported drug being marijuana.  

Intoxication of some sort was a feature of all bar one account of the index sexual 

offence. 

Not surprisingly, there was some diversity in the extent to which participants 

were able to discuss their thoughts, feelings and behaviours with regard to their sexual 

offence(s).  Some participants made brief mention of their offence and were clearly 

reluctant to discuss it in any detail.  Given the fact that the methodology of the study 

required participants to discuss their sexual offending with a complete stranger and 

they could not be provided with any incentive to do so, it is perhaps surprising that 

any participants did it to any extent at all.  

One participant provided very brief details about his offence, in which the 

victim was the younger sister of a male friend: 

I:  OK.  And are there any other details of the offence that you can tell 

me, or that you…is it starting to get too…? 

P3:  That’s about it really.  He just went off.  He went outside to do 

something, to feed the horse or something, he had a horse, I think he 

went outside to feed the horse.  I was in my friend’s room playing the 
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playstation two um playing Grand Theft Auto and playing that and that’s 

when the offence happened.   

I:  And how old was she? 

P3:  Um, can’t remember. 

I:  OK.  And were, like, their parents weren’t home?   

P3:  Um, the parents were home but they were outside. 

I:  OK, so pretty much like you end up being in this house alone with her 

and there was no one else sort of around? 

P3:  Yeah. 

I:  And how long did the offence sort of last for, like …? 

P2:  Um.  I only done it about three times, so…  That’s about it. (98-113) 

Another participant also initially provided a superficial disclosure of his 

offences: 

P6:  The young girl that I offended against was quite young, like random 

girl.  Sort of schizted out, lost control of myself and just happened.  That’s 

about as deep as I really want to go. (296-298)  

Of the first nine participants, eight reported being intoxicated at the time of the 

offence.  In addition to providing some face-saving circumstances of mitigation, this 

also appeared to provide a mechanism to meet the social obligations of participating 

in the interview, while at the same time avoiding dwelling on uncomfortable details. 

I: Like did ya actually sort of coerce her or… 

P1: No. 

I: How did it sort of happen? 

P1: No, we both agreed on it  

I: And were you like drinking at the time or were you… 

P1: Ah No  
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I: Or were you stoned or… 

P1: I think we were both stoned or something like...  I’m not quite sure 

anymore because its sorta I left that behind me. 

I: Yeah.  And so… so then she…  

P1: I remember parts of it but not most of it ...not anymore. (519-530) 

Another participant described being totally amnesic about the entire offence: 

P5:  They reckon he was under age.  I don’t know, I think he was nine or 

something.  Under age or some shit.  They reckon that we bashed him or 

something. 

I:  So, had you done this with other people? 

P5:  No, just me, I ba, they reckon I’d bashed him and that and I reckon, 

oh yeah, okay.  But I was charged, um, three years for rape and ah, I 

think it was six months for sollomy (sic).  And I was, when I was charged I 

was like really surprised because I didn’t even know I’d done any of this.  

I was, I didn’t even know where it was.  

I:   And who was the, the fella?  

P5:  Some dude from some place, I don’t, I don’t even know. 

I:  Was the, was he at the party? 

P5:  I don’t know, I don’t know.  I didn’t even know I was at a party.  I 

cannot remember anything that happened to do with the charges.  My 

charges now.  I try and remember, but I just can’t.  I got.  I don’t know, 

might have been.  I don’t know, the drugs. (389-406) 

Similarly, another participant reported: 

P7:  Well, what I said, I don’t remember even doing it, you know, I don’t 

remember nothing but I was just, I was off my head on paint, I’m not 

blaming that, I’m not using that as an excuse but I don’t remember 

nothing from it.  I don’t even know what she looked like.  Cause I never 

seen her. (773-777) 

Other participants were more forthcoming: 

I:  Uh huh, and what was it that actually happened? 



Ian Nisbet PhD Thesis       

108 

P8:  Um, well the first one, the indecent assault, I’d walked up behind 

someone and just um smacked her on the arse and said something to 

her and then walked away, then turned around and started following her.  

She hopped into a car and then I ???  After that, this is when I got 

charged with the first count of indecent exposure, I just, I knew she was 

driving past and when she drove past I pulled down my pants and 

exposed myself to her and then, yeah, she drove off out of the exit and I 

walked away… And I was walking around with the red shirt and I walked 

past a garage and I stood there and just walked in there and noticed 

there were people in there, so um, I don’t know what was really going on 

in my mind at that time but I pulled down my pants and started 

masturbating and I noticed they were on the phone so I pulled up my 

pants again and ran off. (729-762) 

One participant was particularly candid: 

I:  Umhum, yep.  What did she say happened? 

P9:  She reckoned, like she said that I belted her and that there.  But I did 

that there, and I think that’s about it. 

I:  So she said that you belted her? 

P9:  Yeah, with the stick. 

I:  But you did belt her there? 

P9:  Yeah. 

I:  OK.  So, um…  

P9: I didn’t bash her with no stick though.   

I:  Ah, did she say she, you hit her with a stick? 

P9:  Yeah. 

I:  Ah, okay.   

P9:  I hitting her with my fist. 

….I:  So then you hit her?  OK.  Right.  And when you had sex with her, 

did you think that she wanted to have sex? 

P9:  She wanted it, she was the one that was diving all over me. 
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I:  She was diving all over you?  OK.  So, you didn’t think that um, you 

didn’t feel like you had forced yourself on her? 

P9:  No. (331-377) 

Although there was some diversity in the extent to which participants were 

willing to discuss their sexual offending, they all provided some level of explanation 

for what had taken place.  Some participants, though initially reluctant to discuss their 

offending or claiming to have little memory of it, were able to provide more detail as 

the interview progressed.  During the early coding stage, the two categories that stood 

out with regard to their “sexual trouble” were intoxication and problems with 

remembering. 

Axial coding 

After the open coding was completed, transcripts were again analysed to 

consider possible ways in which the resultant categories were related to each other. 

Each participant operationalised being “in trouble” in terms of being trouble with 

parents, at school, or with the police.  Each participant mentioned their arrest and 

prosecution for a sexual offence.  Between the starting point of being “in trouble” and 

the outcome of some sort of transgression in relation to parents, school or the broader 

community, a number of intervening contexts, contingencies, covariances and 

conditions were identified.  The aim of coding at this stage was to understand the 

trouble in terms of the conditions that gave rise to it, the context in which it occurred, 

the person-situation dynamics that influenced how it proceeded and the consequences 

of it.   

The categories of drug abuse, peers and delinquency all appeared to have strong 

links.  For example, one participant described staying at a drug rehabilitation service: 
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P8:…and when I got there, yeah, the place was pretty not what I was 

expecting.  I was expecting a place the same as all the other refuges I 

been in but this actually had people that were actually trying to get off 

drugs and all that other stuff, so I thought that’d be good.  So I managed 

to stay off drugs for about three months whilst I was there and then one 

night we got a new kid and yeah he just basically said, what are you 

doing tonight and I told him I wasn’t doing anything so he said come and, 

do you want to come to this party.  I went to the party, had a few drinks 

and started getting back into the drugs and everything again.  And started 

stealing, so, yeah, back into my old habits.  And so basically just 

repeating what I was trying not to do. (621-633) 

Another participant described his first contacts with the police: 

P7: …they were all fines and cautions and that, but, yeah.  First biggest 

caution I had was when, um, unlawful use of a motor vehicle.  In ****, it 

was an old brown Datsun.  The front window had been smashed in and 

everything had been taken out and that there, I didn’t know, I didn’t see it 

done or nothing but I was sitting in the park drinking with my mates, my 

mate passed out on the bench and I walked up to the car, jumped in and 

hot wired it and started off and I didn’t know then how to unlock the wheel 

lock, whatever it’s called, so I just flogged it into reverse and took it and 

just driving it and burn, like spin the wheels and that.  Making loud 

screeching noise and the cop shop was about friggin 50 metres away.  I 

didn’t realise that at the time and then um, I saw them coming, eh, and 

my mate who was in the car with me, not the one who passed out but the 

next one, he jumped out of the car. (284-298) 

This triad of alcohol, mates and cars was echoed in the words of another 

participant: 

P4:  And then got pretty much caught, not that long ago, couple of years 

ago in a mate’s car.  We went to go pick up some drinks and my mate 

stopped in a grass paddock and I jumped into the car and he goes “do 

you want to have a drive?” And I got in it and as soon as I got into it the 

cops pulled up.  Got done straight up.  And I was drinking as well, which 

was worse. (182-188) 

Indigenous participants were more likely to describe offending with brothers or 

cousins than mates: 
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P5:  Me and my brothers we skipped school and um and um my oldest 

brother he was into all the drugs and that then, smoking weed and yeah, I 

think he dragged us down to the paint and that.  Got us into paint.  That 

was when I was nine or ten.  Think we were in the paint then and I think 

we were all pretty off our faces with paint and um, they said um let’s 

throw rocks at cars.  We were in some place, I don’t know where it was, it 

was covered in swamp.  We were just hiding away from mum and dad 

and that, just sniffing paint.  And yeah, no, we ended up throwing rocks at 

cars and the police, they come, ah the police were called because no 

cars stopped.  Oh, one guy stopped and chased us for a bit.  We thought 

it was a bit fun cause of the rush I think.  Just getting chased, but um now 

I look back and yeah, but that was the first time I think we were 

cautioned. (33-47) 

Similar to participant five, above, several other participants mentioned the 

influence of friends on them taking up certain behaviours, particularly in relation to 

substance abuse: 

I: And why do you think you started smoking? 

P1: I don’t know. Everyone else was smoking so I thought it was cool at 

first. (39-40) 

 

P2:  Dunno, just the pot, like it was just made me, like, offend and like 

started smoking, doing the alcohol … That just started and then I used to 

hang around, like, groups of people that offend and that, so… (164-167) 

 

I:  Grade nine?  What made you start smoking cigarettes? 

P3:  All my friends were doing it.  So. (415-416) 

 

P5:  Ah, I was off my face.  And that, I don’t even know why I done it, I 

was off my face on heroin.  Taking drugs.  That’s another thing, people 

on ****, they brought me down.  I was going good.  And just, these boys 

were telling me take this and take that and these are all right. (354-358) 
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I: So why do you reckon you started drinking? When you say you were 

hanging out with the wrong crowd, was it like a peer pressure thing? Did 

they say “have a drink, have a drink”? 

P1: Yeah. “Have a drink, you don’t want to be a puss, come on”. 

I: Did you also look at them and think they were cool? 

P: Yeah. Something like I wanted to belong to somewhere. Some crap 

you do when you’re little. (100-106) 

 

I: And you said, 14 or 15 you started taking ecstasy? 

P1: I tried that 4 times. 

I: What was the reason for doing that? 

P1: Sort of the same reason. See, I was hanging around people who 

boost cars, take drugs, drink, have sex, have parties. (307-311) 

Despite this link between substance abuse and peers, and despite the fact that 

eight of the nine initial participants mentioned that they were intoxicated at the time 

of their index offence, eight of the nine participants committed their index offence 

alone.  The exception, participant four, was charged along with four other young men 

for sexually assaulting a teenage girl, although he was alone with her at the time of his 

part of the assault.  All those involved had been drinking alcohol.  Nevertheless, it 

became clear at this stage of coding that peer influence was not a common precipitant 

to “trouble” as it related to the participant’s sexual offences. 

Family relationships emerged as another important category in relation to being 

in trouble.  In many cases the family provided the context for “trouble” as participants 

stole money or cigarettes from their parents.  In other cases parental criminality or 

substance abuse was a covariate of the participant’s own criminality and substance 

abuse.  One participant painted a picture of a overall chaotic family environment: 
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I:  Did your dad live with you when you were little? 

P5:  Yeah,  for a little while, then my mum and dad broke up, so, I think 

they broke up when I was just getting born.  Or after… he lived with us 

just when my little brother got born, I think they broke up.  But, um, he, 

um, he left and my mum found a new partner and he was the same, he 

was a bit weird too.   

I:  How do you mean weird? 

P5:  Ah, he smoked yandi and that.  That’s how my older brother got into 

it I think.  Just dragged my older brother into it, my step-dad did.   

I:  And, did the step-dad stay around very long? 

P5:  No he didn’t stay around that long.  He stayed a couple of years I 

think.  Then he just had enough one day and just left.  Cause he was 

getting blamed, he got raided, the house got raided for drugs cause they 

knew he in drugs and that.  And he got raided, he got raided at work, the 

workplace cause they thought he was storing drugs and meat and that, 

but I don’t know what happened to that.  I was still a bit young, didn’t 

understand what was going on, but I do now, so, yeah. 

I:    So it sounds like, ah, it sounds like you spent a lot of time, I guess, 

outside your house or outside the home? 

P5:  Yeah, a lot of the times outside, not in home.  From when I was 

seven, when I was five, five to seven me and my brothers were just 

roaming the streets from like two in the morning.  All the time.  We were 

just roaming the streets.  We used to steal garden gnomes… (84-128) 

In another case, however, a very different family dynamic was described.  One 

participant, who was serving a period of detention for abducting and sexually 

assaulting two young girls, described his fascination with knives and his parents’ 

reaction to it: 

I:  OK.  And what did the rest of your family think about your interest in 

knives? 

P6:  My dad hated it and my step-mum was scared shitless of it. 

I:  Ah, tell me more about that, or tell me more about their reactions. 
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P6:  Ah, every time my dad found a knife, like one of my knives, he’d 

always get right up me.  Take it off me.  Search my room again, try to find 

my stash.  I’d always hid them pretty well, never really found them all. 

I:  So he didn’t like you collecting knives? 

P6:  No, he, he was actually sort of scared of it himself, cause of, um, 

yeah, have a little kid in your house collecting knives, don’t know what 

he’d do. 

I:  Ah, and your step-mum was also scared? 

P6:  yeah, well she’d been stabbed before, so she was really scared of 

knives. 

I:  Mnn, tell me about that. 

P6:  Um, don’t really know the story very well but she used to work at the 

**** institution just down the road from here.  Um, **** mental institution, 

whatever it is called, and ah, she was walking down one of the hallways 

there and some schizophrenic come out, stabbed her in the back and she 

got a couple of months off on leave for that and went through trauma and 

all that and since then she’s terrified of knives.  Didn’t help, the fact that I 

was collecting the knives.  That didn’t help her very much. (204-229) 

By the end of this process a model for participants, general descriptions of being 

“in trouble” had emerged.  This model is outlined in Figure 6.1, below.  The central 

construct of trouble is at the heart of the model, while the specific kinds of trouble, in 

terms of the subcategories of Parents, School and Community are located on the 

outermost ring.  Between the central construct of trouble and the trouble subcategories 

are a number of moderating variables that appeared to impact on the type and severity 

of trouble that the participants reported.  These variables relate to the extent of the 

participant’s drug use, as well as the dynamics of the relationships that they 

experience with family, friends and the community. 
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Figure 6.1 
Relationship between types of trouble and moderating variables 

 

The limitation of this model, however, is its applicability to the sexual “trouble” 

in which participants were involved.  As mentioned above, in only one case was peer 

influence a clear precipitant to the sexual offence, whereas it was prominent in many 

other forms of trouble. 

Among the participants with a history of nonsexual offending, most had 

difficulty in articulating how their sexual offences were different from the nonsexual 

offences that they had committed.  Participant seven appeared to feel a strong mix of 

somewhat contradictory feelings around his sexual offence.  After a lengthy history of 

property and drug offences, this participant was charged with the rape of a 19-year-

old woman who was a stranger to him: 
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I:  I know it’s difficult to talk about the offences that you came in here for, 

but I’m kinda, one of the things that I’m really interested in knowing is, is, 

in what way they were similar and in what ways they were different to 

your other offences.  I mean, I guess in the way that you see them.  Like I 

know obviously they were different because they were on a different 

charge.  Can you tell me a little bit about how those offences happened, 

what led up to those offences? 

P7:  Ones I’m in now? 

I:  Yeah. 

P:  I don’t know, I was off my face with spray paint and that.  Didn’t know 

what I was doing. 

I:  Umhum. 

P7:  Um, the other charges, I was stealing cars and friggin, um, and all 

that stuff there I was doing it for fun you know and then with the radios 

and shoplifting like there I was mostly doing it for friggin money and that.  

You know what you are like when you have fun as a teen-ager, think you 

are unstoppable. 

I:  Umhum. 

P7:   ??? and shit, just partying and all that there. 

I:  So, were these offences part of, like, having fun as a teenager, do you 

mean? 

P7:  The one I’m in for now? 

I:  Yeah, yeah. 

P7:  Nuh.   

I:  Oh, okay. 

P7:  I was just off my face on the spray paint.  I said I didn’t know what I 

was doing, man. 

I:  Uhhuh. 

P7:  Don’t even remember doing it. 
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I:  Right.  I don’t know anything about them.  Um, could you help me to 

understand a little bit about them, um, like whereabouts it happened? 

(575-607) 

….. 

I:  OK, right.  Now I can tell that as you talk to me about these things that 

the, that those offences, you seem to feel differently about to the other 

offences, like it seems easy for you to talk to me about stealing radios 

and cars and things, but harder to talk to me about those other things, is 

that right? 

P7:   Yeah. 

I:  Yeah, and I respect that, I’m not going to make you go into detail about 

it, but I am really interested in understanding what it is about those 

offences that makes it more difficult to talk about them. 

P7:  Cause its not human. 

I:  Can you tell me… 

P7:  I don’t like rape man, you know, I just can’t believe I done something 

like that.  That’s something that I’m gunna have to fuckin live with. 

I:  So, do you see it as being quite different to the other things that you 

did? 

P7:  Fuckin oath. 

I:  Yeah?  I’m really interested to know how you, what the differences are, 

from your point of view.  Do you see it as being, like different to stealing 

things? 

P7:  Yeah, it is like, fuck, stealing… yes, I do.  Heaps different 

I:  Well, I am really interested to hear about that. 

P7:  I don’t know, ah, to steal is like, is nothing like, it’s still a crime and 

that there but people don’t steal for nothing, you know?  They get 

something to steal for and I had a reason why I was stealing up there but 

um, but its different from the serious offences because stealing, like, 

people are out there, I might meet a ??? people who have lost something 

but it doesn’t effect them in a more way that what serious charges do.   
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I:  So it sounds like you are saying the difference is, like, the impact that it 

has on the person. 

P7:  Yeah, other people. 

I:  OK.  Did you find out what the impact was on the girl, was… 

P7:  Apparently, she’s um, took three other fellas to **** (location) court 

for the same thing.   

I:  Sorry, I didn’t catch that. 

P7:  She tooken, three um, three lads in **** for the same things, like its 

been done to her before and that and I find that a bit weird. 

I:  Can you tell me more about that? 

P7:  I don’t know, what do you mean a bit more? 

I:  What is it about it that is weird, or, is sounds like, did you say that 

she’s previously been hurt by three other guys in ****?  Was this before 

what happened with you? 

P7: Yeah.  That’s what I’m told by another copper. 

I:  Uhhuh. 

P7:  And, the copper also told me that she wasn’t too uprocked about it. 

I:  She wasn’t too…? 

P7:  Too uprocked 

I:  She wasn’t too upset? 

P7:  Yeah. 

I:  OK.   

P7:  Yeah, wasn’t that emotional about it or some shit and my lawyer 

found that very, very weird and interesting in the same way.  I did too, 

man, cause um cause my lawyer picked up on a lot of information from 

the previous stuff that happened in **** with her and that and it said that 

she dialled triple zero and straight after but then instead in my statement, 

in her statement about me, that um that she didn’t know the number on 
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the mobile phone.  She forgot or something.  But then um, but when I 

was like on remand three or four months after I was on remand a new 

thing came in that she had, was in-tellectually disabled some shit and my 

lawyer kicked up a stink and said how come I wasn’t, how wasn’t um said 

before. 

I:  OK.  So, it sounds like you feel terribly bad about that offence and its 

not necessarily…. 

P7:  I don’t think I done it but.   

I:  Uhhuh, but its not even necessarily based on what you understand the 

impact was on her, but you feel particularly bad about it yourself, 

probably, I guess, for other reasons. 

P7:  Well, what I said, I don’t remember even doing it, you know, I don’t 

remember nothing but I was just, I was off my head on paint, I’m not 

blaming that, I’m not using that as an excuse but I don’t remember 

nothing from it.  I don’t even know what she looked like.  Cause I never 

seen her. (700-777) 

Participant nine, who had sexually assaulted a woman he had met at a relative’s 

house and allegedly hit with a stick, also had a lengthy history of property and drug 

offences: 

I:  Umhum, okay.  So, um the, what was the name of the charge, the 

sexual charge, was it sexual assault? 

P9:  Yeah, sexual assault. 

I:  OK.  And that was, um, I guess, is that, that’s pretty different to doing 

thieving, is it? 

P9:  Yep. 

I:  Hmm. 

P9:  I only just realised that. 

I:  How do you mean? 

P9:  Eh? 
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I:  What do you mean, you only just realised that? 

P9:  I only just realised that.  I couldn’t believe that sexual assault is that 

aggressive, like, that serious. 

I:  OK.  So you didn’t think that what you done was that serious? 

P9:  Yeah. 

I:  Mmm.  Yeah, I was surprised when you said that you’d, um, pled guilty 

to it even though you didn’t really think that you had done anything 

wrong. 

P9:  I just pled.  I just wanna, I wanted to come in really, so I can get off 

the drugs.  That’s the only thing I want to come in for? 

I:  So it’s been good for that?  But maybe not so good because of the 

sentence you might get. 

P9:  Yeah.  I don’t care, long as I get sentenced, you know, cause see 

the more I stay here the more I get off the drugs, the more I stay away 

from grog and that. 

I:  Hmm. 

P9:  Yeah.  So, its better for me. (530-558) 

Memos 

Memos are defined as “the theorizing write-up of ideas as they emerge, while 

coding for categories, their properties and their theoretical codes” (Glaser, 1992, p. 

108).  Memos help to build hypotheses about the relationships between categories, 

which in turn leads the researcher to return to the data to look for evidence that 

supports or refutes the proposed relationships.  Throughout the axial coding process it 

became evident that although there was great heterogeneity with regard to the life 

experiences of participants and their general and sexual offending, there were a 

number of similarities as well.   A number of memos were therefore generated to try 
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to identify ways in which the relationships between categories may suggest the 

existence of a “core category” around which the other categories were unified. 

An early memo was prompted by a reflection on participants’ responses to the 

legal process.  The process of open coding resulted in the identification of a category 

of responses that incorporated a number of codes related to the legal process.  

Although this category was initially judged to be outside of the current research area, 

a memo reflecting on the sense of alienation and detachment from the process evident 

in a number of interviews raised questions about whether this might be echoed in 

other areas of their lives.   For example, a number of participants expressed confusion 

over the legal process and their sentence outcome: 

I:  Did you have to go to court? 

P9:  Ah, I have to think about that one.  Yeah, I went to court for bail and 

that there.  I went to **** and that’s when I got locked up there in ****.  

And I came back, got bail and got locked up, breached my bail.  And 

them other ones, all my other ones, breached my bond.  That’s it. (197-

202) 

Not surprisingly, one participant was unable to distinguish between receiving a 

bond for his offence and also being placed on the Child Protection Register. 

I:  What was, what did you end up, for Juvenile Justice I guess you got a 

Probation Order or a bond or something like that, did you? 

P4:  I’m not sure.  I know I’ve got like heaps of stuff I have to follow down 

and tell them all when I get new jobs and stuff, like stuff like that, but… 

I:  Yeah, that’s the register thing again.  Like how, how long do you have 

to keep coming here for?   

P4:  Here, like to ****(name of therapist) 

I:  Yeah. 

P4:  I got no idea. 

I:  Forever! 
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P4:  Yeah, well, as long as I know. 

I:  Really? 

P4:  I’ve got no idea.  Yeah. 

I:  Oh, okay, there would be a time limit.   

P:  Yeah, well I hope so.  I got no idea.  Whatsoever. 

I:   So, do you know when you started seeing ***? 

P4:  About a year and a half ago, a year.  I think. (551-569) 

One of the participants who had previously come to the attention of the police 

for sexual offences prior to his index offence described it like this: 

I: And what happened?  What was the outcome? 

P1: I got put on a um... they gave me a piece of paper sort of thingy 

magigy thing . 

I: Umhum. 

P1: I was released from um released me in mum’s custody. 

I: What does that mean? 

P1: I have no idea what it was. 

I: Was it like, was it a caution? What did they say they were doing?   

P1: I think it was a caution, yeah it was I think. 

I: Did you have to go to court? 

P1: No. (611-624) 

Participant two was interviewed in a detention centre after being convicted of a 

series of break and enters in which he had sexually assaulted women in their beds:  

I:  Why do you think you sort of started doing break and enters? 

P2:  Um, I just wanted to do it really, just for the fun of it.  And then I got 

caught.  Then I came in here for one day.   
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I:  How many times did you do it before you got caught? 

P2:  Three or four, yeah, three. 

I:  And was that the first time that you had contact with the Police?   

P2:  Yeah.  Yeah ??? police… 

I:  Was it, like, scary, or…? 

P2:  Yeah.  Um, not really, just, like when the cops came just hide and 

that. (229-240) 

His experience of being remanded in custody after stealing a car, however, did 

not deter him from further offences: 

I:  So, so would that, so the only times you got in trouble with the cops 

you got done for… you didn’t get done for shoplifting, you got done for 

break and enters. 

P2:  Yeah.   

I:  And you, but you got done but you didn’t get done before the sex 

offence stuff.  You said you came in here for a day… 

P2:  Yeah, um for stealing the car. 

I:  Yeah, so you came in here for a day for stealing a car.  What did you 

think, like did that experience of being caught and coming in here, like, 

did that make you think “I’m not gonna steal cars any more”, or… ? 

P2:  Yeah.  Think so. 

I:  Did it sort of scare you? 

P2:  Yeah, yeah it sorta did but not that much.  Like, the scaredest like 

coming here , like what its like and that, so… 

I:  Did it put you off … 

P2: Yeah. 

I:  Did you stop doing offences after that, do you reckon? 

P2:  No. (313-331) 
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Participant five’s sense of detachment from the legal process seemed to border 

on dissociation: 

P5:  I was um, I went to a party and um I was there and I was taking 

drugs and taking drugs and I don’t even know where I was, I don’t even 

know what happened to me.  I didn’t even know what day it was I didn’t 

even know I was in here till I woke up.  Couple of months after I come in 

here.  I was, I was still off my face, I was coming off a lot of shit.  Um, I 

was, I was um, I didn’t even know I was getting transported here, I didn’t 

even know, I didn’t even remember getting sentenced to come here.  I 

didn’t even know what I come here for until I read the letter that I got. 

I:  And what did the letter say? 

P5:  That I was charged with um sex, ah sex, rape and sollomy (sic).   

I:  Sodomy? 

P5: Sollomy, yeah.  And I was like, okay, what’s that?  I just rung the 

number and they talked to me and they said, ah, they said were you on 

drugs or anything cause we don’t know if you’ve done this cause you, 

you looked pretty off your face. 

I:  And what was, what did they tell you had happened? 

P5:  They told me that I’d raped someone. (364-383) 

Although these exchanges were initially coded as “response to the legal 

process” and therefore unrelated to the research area, it became evident that they also 

had in common a sense of detachment from the adult-imposed consequences of their 

offences.  This sense of detachment was therefore investigated further by the process 

of selective coding to see if it had echoes in the transcripts of other participants.  

Selective coding  

Selective coding means “to cease open coding and to delimit coding to only to 

those variables that relate to the core variable, in sufficiently significant ways to be 

used in a parsimonious theory” (Glaser, 1992, p. 75). This process seeks to integrate 
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the categories discovered earlier and is similar to axial coding, although it occurs at a 

higher level of abstraction. As the transcripts were further examined, the sense of 

alienation, or lack of attachment or connectedness to others, emerged as a distinct 

theme in many participants’ descriptions of many areas of their lives.  Some tentative 

hypotheses regarding the way in which this sense of alienation and detachment may 

account for both the sexual and nonsexual offences was explored in a memo regarding 

participant one: 

The sexual offences appear to have occurred in the context of the 

general chaos and confusion of his life – parental separation and paternal 

criminality, hanging out with older peers, smoking and drinking, his own 

abuse.  Bit like the relational template thing but he has a strong desire to 

have a relationship that involves caring and respect. I think it is about 

relationships.  He didn’t have sex with L because he was in relationship 

with her and he respected her – this is what restrained him.  Respect.  He 

talks about self-control.  Gottfredson and Hirschi?  Maybe the same with 

non-sexual offences.  You don’t rip off people you know or respect.    

The process of selective coding followed a number of themes and made 

extensive use of memos.  A number of possible “core categories” were explored, 

including alienation, chaos and detachment and attempts were made to find a 

parsimonious theory that would describe and explain the sexual and nonsexual 

offending of participants in light of one of these core categories.  For example, not 

only had eight of the first nine participants experienced parental separation, there was 

a noticeable lack of warmth in their descriptions of their relationships with their 

parents.  Transcripts were coded for detached relationships with parents and then 

compared with offence descriptions to explore possible links in terms of Causes, 

Contexts, Contingencies, Consequences, Covariances and Conditions.   

Eventually, a core category of “Relational Templates” emerged from the data.  

A hypothesis emerged that if the sexual offences were viewed as attempts to engage a 
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person sexually in an interpersonal relationship, these attempts may bear a 

resemblance to participants other attempts to establish interpersonal relationships with 

peers, parents or the community in general.  In other words, participants carry with 

them a “relational template”, a set of expectations about the nature of relationships 

and how they are conducted.  This template would have been formed in infancy and 

modified through experiences with parents or carers, teachers and peers.  On reaching 

puberty, this template would have been transferred to the sexual domain and attempts 

to engage others in sexual relations would be expected to conform to the previously 

developed template for relationships in general. 

The construct of relational templates is obviously closely related to the 

construct of attachment articulated by Bowlby (1988).  While the working model of 

the attachment figure and self proposed by Bowlby is primarily a dyadic construct, 

however, the relational template theory developed here is a broader working model 

and incorporates relational experiences with peers, teachers and social institutions.  It 

is also informed by the work of Smallbone (2005c) and his developmental analysis of 

sexual crime. 

The test for a Grounded Theory is whether it can “explain the major variations 

in behavior in the area with respect to the processing of the main concerns of the 

subjects.  If it fits and works the grounded theory has achieved relevance” (Glaser, 

1992, p.15).  The test of the Relational Template theory is therefore the extent to 

which it is able to explain the variation in the sexual and nonsexual behaviour of the 

participants.  The application of this theory therefore was applied to each of the first 

nine participants with particular emphasis on understanding the conditions under 

which the relational templates had been applied and the consequences that resulted. 
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Participant one 

Participant one was 17 at the time of interview and was serving a community-

based order for having sexual intercourse with his 10-year-old cousin when he was 

15.  Prior to being sentenced for this matter, he had been cautioned by police for 

having sex with a girl aged less than 10.  The girl was a friend of his younger sister.  

At the time of the interview he was working as a yard-hand at a car dealership. 

In the course of his interview, Participant one disclosed that his father was in 

prison for killing a girlfriend and he had lived with his mother and younger brother.  

He had an older sister and his mother and brother sometimes had lived with his older 

sister when they were unable to obtain other accommodation.  When he was aged five 

he was sexually abused by “one of mum’s (male) friends” with whom they were 

living. 

Participant one made a number of comments about his relationship with his 

mother.  He described her as a racing car driver who had taught him how to drive fast 

cars, as well as how to “boost” cars: 

I: So did you hang out with other 6 year olds as well? Or did you just 

have older friends? 

P1: I hang out with other 6 year olds but they were boring to me. 

I: Why were they boring? 

P1: I don’t know.  

I: Did they talk about boring stuff? 

P1: Yeah. What toys to play with and stuff like that. When I was a kid my 

mum was a racing car driver. 

I: Was she? 

P1: Yeah. My dad used to drive street machines and bombers and my 

mum used to drive street machines and bombers. Um, sort of like 

Nascars. So I was brought up how to race. (50-61)… 
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Cause my mum taught me how to race when I was about 10 or 

something. When I was 13 my mum taught me how to drive properly, like 

full racing car style, like if a car loses control how you control it and bring 

it back. One time I was driving the car back home, mum just reached 

over and put the handbrake on and told me to control the car. (341-346) 

Despite the sense of adulation that participant one appeared to have for his 

mother, it also appeared that he was not as close to her as he may have wished:  

I: So you were able to get away with the car boosting thing? What about 

with your mum, were you able to get away with things? 

P1: No, not really. Mum taught us a kid should be seen, not heard.  

I: So were there times when she wasn’t around? 

P1: Yeah, when she wasn’t around I would do whatever I want. I’m glad 

my mum taught me that way because I understand the value of money 

and life and that. A lot of kids these days don’t know jackshit, they think 

mum and dad’s just a paycheck. (400-407) 

In another part of the interview he acknowledged feelings of wanting to belong: 

I: So why do you reckon you started drinking? When you say you were 

hanging out with the wrong crowd, was it like a peer pressure thing? Did 

they say “have a drink, have a drink”? 

P1: Yeah. “Have a drink, you don’t want to be a puss, come on”. 

I: Did you also look at them and think they were cool? 

P1: Yeah. Something like I wanted to belong to somewhere. Some crap 

you do when you’re little. (100-106)    

It would appear that participant one’s childhood was somewhat disrupted.  His 

father was not on the scene and his mother appears to have sought accommodation for 

him and his siblings in different places with different people, one of which sexually 

abused him.  It appears that he and his siblings had little supervision and were able to 

access drugs and alcohol through older children.  His episodes of sexual offending 
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reportedly occurred in this context.  Although he sexually exploited the vulnerability 

of younger children, he also reported exercising restraint with a girl his own age:  

P1: I was living with my grandparents then and I had a girlfriend called L 

and we used to sleep in the same bed together 

I: At your grandparent’s house? 

P1: Yeah, or at L’s mother’s house and I wouldn’t do anything to her. 

I: Did you ever have sex with L? 

P1: No  

I: OK.  So 

P1: We were thinking about it but we never did.  She didn’t, she didn’t 

want to. 

I: So, were you with her, like were you was she your girlfriend when this 

stuff happened? 

P1: Oh well , sort of like a girlfriend and sort of like a mate sort of thing 

I: So would you kiss and stuff?  Or would you 

P1: No 

I: OK 

P1: So basically like a mate sort of thing.  But there was a lot of times 

when like if I really wanted to be a dirty little cunt I could have fucked her 

and cause there was heaps of times cause with L she couldn’t drink as 

much cause if she drank too much she’d pass out 

I: OK, so… 

P1: And she wouldn’t know what what’s going on or, or anything like that 

and then she would wake up the next morning and  “Oh, I’ve got a 

headache, what happened last night” sort of thing 

I: So, so there were times when, like you said, like you could of taken 

advantage of her  

P1: But I never did 
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I: Did you ever want did you ever… 

P1: I wanted to  

I: feel horny like you wanted to 

P1: I wanted to and I felt horny about it and I really wanted to but she was 

my friend and it’s like I had more self-control over myself  

I: OK 

P1: I respected her (958-993) 

Later in the interview he further elaborated: 

I: And so nothing could have happened.  OK and then there were times 

with L when you could have done stuff 

P1: And we were all by ourselves most of the time 

I: And there were no adults around, slept in the same bed  

P1: Yeah 

I: Right  All that situation could have happened and you didn’t because 

you were mates.  Yeah? 

P1: Yeah and it’s not, I think about that and it’s like a part of me goes 

“Are you a fuckhead, you could have done it, should have done it”, and a 

lot of people, and then I go and, another side of me goes “yeah but see 

good on you because then you, you’ve got trust between both of you’s.  

She knows the fact you’re not gonna hurt her. (1024-1036) 

In terms of a relational template, participant one appears to have some 

understanding of the importance of respect and restraint in interpersonal relationships, 

at least as it applies to people his own age.  This is in contrast with his actions towards 

the younger children who were aged about 10 when he was sexually involved with 

them: 

P1:Well, how did it start um..  I don’t know, she used to flirt with me. 

I: OK, so how did she do that? 
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P1:She used to sit on my lap and play with me and stuff like that 

I: When did she first start doing that? 

P1:When I was about 14 (771-776) 

As he has become older, he appears to be aware of the possibility of both 

exploitation and reciprocity with regard to sexual relationships.  This may have 

stemmed from his own experience of sexual abuse as a child and later more positive 

relations with his mother.  Participant one’s interview was the longest interview, 

lasting 80 minutes.  He appeared to be keen to engage with the interviewer and also 

spoke of his love for his job at a car yard.  It could therefore be surmised that he was 

optimistic about relating to others and felt that there was some value in social 

conformity.  Despite his descriptions of “boosting cars” he had not come to the 

attention of police for any nonsexual offences. 

Participant two 

Participant two was 16 at the time of interview and was serving a period of 

detention for a number of offences in which he had broken into the homes of women 

in his neighbourhood and indecently assaulted them in their beds.  Prior to being 

sentenced for these matters, he had also come to the attention of the Police for 

stealing a car.  In the interview he disclosed a number of other instances of shoplifting 

and other instances in which he had stolen items from people’s homes and exchanged 

these for cannabis with his peers. 

At the time of the offences, participant two was living with his mother.  His 

father was separated from his mother and his older siblings lived independently. 

In contrast to the interview with participant one, participant two’s interview was 

brief, provided much less detail and his responses rarely consisted of more than one 

line. 
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Like participant one, this participant described associating with other young 

people and taking drugs.  Unlike participant one, this participant provided no 

examples of either wanting to be part of a group or feeling part of a group: 

I:   So it was sort of like a bit of a cycle and that, you sort of, do you think 

you were like addicted to pot?   

P2:  Yeah, oh not really, just like it occasionally.   

I:  Was it like something that you did because you were bored or…? 

P2:  Yeah bored.   Boredom.  Yeah, so…  And then I started like stealing 

and breaking into houses because I was bored.  Like nothing to do.   

I:  Do you think bored is the only reason or do you think, like, hanging out 

with these other kids…? 

P2:  Well bored and yeah, and hanging out with other kids too.  Other 

kids. 

I:  And they, would they do like break and enters and stuff as well?   

P2:  Sometimes but not all the time.  Yeah, so…(206-220) 

Participant two described his sexual offences as developing from opportunities 

presented to him when he broke into people’s houses: 

I:  Did you ever, um, like did any of that break and enter stuff tie into like 

the sex offence, sex offences type stuff? 

P2:  No. 

I:  Did you ever, like, break into a house and sort of there was an 

opportunity to do a sex offence or something? 

P2:  Yeah, doing sex offences. 

I:  Like, can you tell me about that a bit or...? 

P2:  Yeah, I went, yeah I went in to steal something, I was stealing um 

someone’s wallet and um, yeah, someone was asleep in the bedroom 

and I went in there and started, watching, like watching her and that, 

yeah.  And then I started, like, feeling her. 
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I:  Like touching her? 

P2:  Yeah, touching her.  And then I went, yeah.   

I:  And how did, like, what, why do you think you did that? 

P2:  I don’t know.  No, I was just, like, drunk, like drunk, heaps drunk.  

And then I started doing it, doing it often.    

I:  Like how often do you reckon? 

P2:  (very audible yawn).  Three times a week.  Yeah, something like 

that.   

I:  Like, breaking into women’s houses, like on purpose, knowing that 

women were there?  

P2: Yes, yeah. 

I:  So, did you sort of scope out the houses beforehand and sort of… 

P2:  Yes. 

I:  How did you do that? 

P2:  I don’t know, go over at night or something and just suss out, like, 

who’s there. 

I:  How did you know there weren’t gonna be like guys there or 

something? 

P2:  I don’t know, like look or I’d watch the house like, yeah, if there’s a 

like um, ride past there and have a look and then go in and go out.  Yeah. 

(249-282) 

Participant two reported that he had never had a girlfriend.  He appeared to have 

little confidence in relationships with girls his own age: 

I:  If, lets just say this chick here that says to you “you can screw me if 

you want”,right, or there’s  a chick here that’s asleep in a house and you 

break in and touch her sort of without her knowing. 

P2:  Why choose that?  So, like I don’t usually have that type of thing.  

Yeah.  I don’t know, girls don’t, some girls like me, some girls don’t.  So, I 

don’t know what’s going on.  Yeah. (447-453) 
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In terms of a relational template, it appears that participant two had little 

confidence of finding relationships fulfilling or satisfying.  He appeared to exist on 

the fringe of a delinquent peer group that centred on a shared interest in smoking 

cannabis.  His nonsexual offences involved shoplifting and stealing, both non-

confrontational offences.  His sexual offences mirrored this, approaching his victims 

when they were asleep and exiting the house as soon as the woman awoke. 

Participant three 

Participant three was aged 16 at the time of interview and was serving a 

community-based order for indecently assaulting a girl who was aged under 10.  The 

girl was the younger sister of a male friend and the assault occurred in their home.  He 

had not come to the attention of police for other offences and at the time of the 

interview he was working at a fast-food outlet. 

Participant three’s parents separated when he was six and he lived with his dad 

and saw his mother every second weekend.  He described a history of behaviour 

problems at school and was placed in a “Special Education Unit”.  It appears that his 

delinquency was restricted to smoking cannabis and oppositional behaviours at 

school.  He also described seeing himself as a “loner”. 

Participant three declined an invitation to describe his offence in any detail and 

simply stated that he did it because he was on drugs and if he was not on drugs, he 

wouldn’t have done it. 

In terms of a relational template, it appears that participant three had some 

confidence in human relationships.  Although his parents separated, he remained in 

contact with both parents.  Although they were physically present, some of his 

descriptions of his parents lacked warmth.  He described some consequences of his 

misbehaviour like this: 



                                                                                                                                                    Chapter 6 

135 

I:  What about your parents, like did you get punished when you went, 

when you got home from school that day?  Or… 

P3:  No, dad didn’t know anything about it.   

I:  OK. 

P3:  I wouldn’t tell him neither.  Last time I can remember I got punished 

by mum, um, mum got this new stereo I’m trying to hook up the TV with 

and um, she’s saying no you can’t do that, you can’t do that, and um 

apparently I’m being cheeky to her… 

I:  OK. 

P3:  So she backhanded me across the head.  That hurt a bit  

(281-290) 

He also described some of his oppositional behaviour at school and the reaction 

to it: 

P3:  Yeah.  Something like that.  When I was living with mum, um down 

at my primary school, **** primary school, um they were making me do 

choir.  Didn’t like it.  Threatened to blow up the school. 

I:  OK.   

P3:  They didn’t like that one either. 

I:  So, what, did they put you under a thinking tree for that, or is this… 

P3:  Ah, no they suspended me for a couple of days, had to go and see a 

psych.  Um, mum came and tried to pick me up.  Didn’t work.  So, she 

yelled at me. (281-290) 

He was also suspended in high school for abusing the school principal and was 

referred to the guidance officer.  Despite this, he was able to discriminate the role of 

the guidance officer from the person herself: 

P3:  So, I got suspended for a couple of days for that one.   

I:  And that was high school? 

P:  Yeah. 
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I:  OK. 

P3:  So. 

I:  And, so, did you think the suspension, like … 

P:  It sort of sucked… 

I:  sucked in the same way. 

P3:  Because when I came home, when I came home, right, I went to 

school, after two weeks I had to go and see the guidance officer every 

week.  It was fucked. 

I:  You didn’t like seeing the guidance officer? 

P3:  Ah, no, she was nice.  Just didn’t want to keep going up there and 

seeing her. (366-379) 

When asked about his circumstances at the time of the offence, he described 

them in relational terms:  

I:  Alright.  So, was there anything else, like you said you were smoking a 

lot of weed that day, was there anything else going on for you, like in your 

life and stuff, like either the week of the offence or … 

P3: Well back then I was really pos.., I was real negative and all that. 

I:  OK. 

P3:  So I used to get um stressed out. 

I:  About? 

P3:  About school and everything.  And people used to tease me and all 

that. 

I:  Yep. 

P3:  Because I got a lisp.   

I:  Oh, okay.   

P3:  And I’m in the SEU so they used to tease me and all that, so, yeah. 

I:  I didn’t notice it.   
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P3:  My lisp is going away now. 

I:  OK. 

P3:  So. 

I:  So that was the sort of stuff that was probably going on for you, like 

around that time? 

P3:  And I got real negative and I got stressed out and all that, so… 

I:  Is that what sort of made you start smoking pot type stuff? 

P3:  I think so, yeah. 

I:  Oh, okay.  And did you have many friends apart from this guy, was, 

was he like your only friend?  Did you have… 

P3:  I had a couple more but I didn’t really, have, I don’t really like friends 

back then, I’d rather stick to my own, eat lunch on my own, like a real 

loner. (124-154) 

It could be hypothesised that participant three’s offence reflected his lack of 

confidence in relating to people his own age.  Unlike participant two, however, 

participant three had sufficient confidence in being able to relate sexually to another 

person while they were conscious.  Like participant two, however, he lacked the 

confidence to explore sexual relations on an equal level with the other person. 

Participant four 

Participant four was different from the other participants in this study in some 

key areas.  He was the only participant among the first nine to have come from an 

intact family and he was the only participant to have committed an offence in 

company with others.  Participant four was 17 at the time of the interview and was 

serving a community-based sentence for having sex with a 15-year-old girl at a party.  

He was among five young men who were charged in relation to the incident.  All 
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involved were intoxicated and there were no parents at the party.  Participant four was 

aged 16 at the time of the offence and was living at home with his parents. 

Participant four had previously come to the attention of police for driving 

offences.  On one occasion he had taken his mother’s car for a drive in the early hours 

of the morning with some friends at school.  He was aged 13 and was charged with 

unlicensed driving.  On another occasion when he was 15 he was caught with friends 

driving another car.  He did not have any other nonsexual offences and he had not 

been suspended from school.  Participant four’s nonsexual offences would be termed 

“status offences”, in that they are only offences due to his status as a juvenile. Were 

he an adult his behaviour would not be criminal. 

Participant four described an even-handed approach of his parents and teachers 

after he was involved in a fight at school: 

I:  There was a fight? 

P4:  Yeah, a fight at school 

I:  Can you tell me a bit about that? 

P4:  Just, yeah, argument at school.  Just kids and that and turned into a 

fight. 

I:  Umhum 

P4:  And then yeah, had to get contacted, parents and stuff, had to come 

down the school, pick me up and stuff.  Take me home.  That day, and 

back tomorrow. 

I:  So you were back the next day? 

P4:  Yeah, didn’t even get suspended or nothing. 

I:  OK. 

P4:  I didn’t start it, so.   

I:  Right.   
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P4:  I got away.  On the good side of it anyway.  

I:  And how did your parents respond to you getting in trouble like that? 

P4:  It was alright after the teacher spoke to them.  They thought that 

maybe I started it or something, but nah, it was alright. 

I:  And, so when your parents disciplined you at home, what sorts of ways 

would they do that? 

P4:  They didn’t really for that, eh, cause, don’t know, they just talked to 

me about it, asked me why and blah blah and I told them why. 

I:  When you were in trouble at school, did you feel that the, the teachers 

were justified, or did you feel like it was unjust what happened to you, or? 

P4:  No.  Its good.  Thought they did well.  For once, like, yeah. 

I:  Sorry, you thought they did well?   

P4:   Yeah. 

I:  Yep, so you didn’t feel that they were being unfair, or they were out to 

get you or anything like that? 

P4:  Nuh.   

I:  OK.  And when your parents um, disciplined you for being in trouble, 

you felt that the way they handled it was fair and all? 

P4:  Yeah. 

I:  And was it um, were you pretty, when you did something wrong, did 

you have a good idea of what would happen, like what your parents, how 

your parents would respond?  Or was it a little bit unpredictable?  

P4:  Yeah, I know what goes on.  Most of the time, and not really 

unpredictable. (75-117) 

When he was charged with unlicensed driving for the second time, he was 

required to attend, with his parents, a driver education course that was presented by 

the police and accident and emergency services.  It appears from his comments below 
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that a combination of education and impassioned reasoning from his parents 

contributed to a change in behaviour.  

P4:  Yeah I did course that’s when I went to court like you can usually ask 

for, um, I don’t know what its called, I don’t know, community service?  

Like you can ask for community service, something like that? 

I:  Yep. 

P4:  Instead they had that program there and I spoke to some lady and 

she goes this is a different program this is something that will actually 

help and it’s new, the program and that.  And I said, yeah, I’ll try that 

instead of asking for anything else and it actually worked. 

I:  And how did your parents respond to you getting pulled over by the 

police for driving unlicenced and so forth? 

P4:  Oh, didn’t like it.   Didn’t like it. 

I:  So, what did they do? 

P4:  Nothing, just went off and told me what are you doing driving?  Wait, 

you don’t have long to wait.  Why waste your chance?  And that, yeah, 

just, I need my licence to work so I’m gonna wait. 

I:  So was there a consequence, like did you, did they ground you or ? 

P4:  Nah. 

I:  They just kind of yelled at you and said don’t do that? 

P4:  Yeah, pretty much. (231-253) 

In terms of a relational template, it would appear that participant four enjoyed 

stable and predictable relationships with his parents, school, peers and the 

community.  In many ways his sexual offence had similar elements to his nonsexual 

offences: peer influence, impulsivity, intoxication and a desire to participate in adult 

behaviours: 

P4:  Just flying with the night, I wasn’t really on to anyone, I wasn’t 

looking at anything, what was going on or nothing.  And when they’re like 
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“come down stairs, come down stairs”, didn’t know what to expect or 

nothing and went in there and it was all dark and shit and I’m like “what 

the fuck are you’s doing”?  Just, “come in here, shut up”.  And then I went 

in there and yeah.  Sat down and she just started coming on to me and 

stuff and started giving me head and stuff and then after about two 

seconds its like, no fuck this, grabbed my beer and shit and just walked 

out. (450-459) 

He also expressed a determination to avoid a similar situation and cited a 

relationship as a key factor:  

I:  Umhum, so um what would you do, what do you do now that is 

different to what you did on that night? 

P4:  Just never put myself in a position like that ever again, I don’t know.  

I got a girlfriend, I have for the last year and a half, I’m not ever going 

near any of that shit again. (620-624) 

Participant five 

The experience of participant five contrasted that of participant four in almost 

all respects.  Participant five was 17 at the time of the interview and was serving a 

custodial sentence for the rape of a nine-year-old boy.  He was 15 at the time of the 

offence.  Participant five had an extensive history of drug and property offences but 

no previous sexual offences.  He maintained that he was almost totally amnesic to the 

sexual offences, citing drug intoxication. 

Participant five was from an indigenous background and had experienced a 

large amount of domestic upheaval as a child, including intervention from child 

protection services.  His relationships with other people, like his life in general, 

appeared chaotic.   

I:  Did you get in much trouble when you were at school? 

P5:  Yeah, got into a few fights and ah principal got, we didn’t have many 

good principals, cause a few principals didn’t like our parents, they were 

a bit um, didn’t like the way they were um raising us I think, so yeah, not 

many principals were in to us and that so we were always fighting with 
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the principals and school.  Me and my four, I’ve got three brothers, so 

that’s, and two sisters, so yeah.  But my two sisters, they’re pretty good, 

they stayed out of trouble.  Only my two brothers and me been in trouble.  

My three brothers I mean, not two.  So, yeah, but I think um yeah, no that 

was back when I was um oh, I don’t know where I was then.  I think it 

was down, down near ****, somewhere down there. 

He described a home life that was characterised by conflict and hinted at 

witnessing domestic violence between his mother and father: 

I:  So what were the main ways that your parents used to discipline you? 

P5:  I used to get the belt.  Punishment, but um they’d come and find us 

first if they could.  It’s cause we always got dragged down and we were 

always somewhere else with some other people.  Trying to get into fights 

or start stuff, trying to find something else better to do.  But half the time 

we were there at home too, helping mum.  Cause, yeah, no, my dad, he 

was a bit violent.  When he was younger cause he’s, he was into the 

drugs as well but, yeah, so yeah. 

I:  Did your dad live with you when you were little? 

P5:  Yeah,  for a little while, then my mum and dad broke up, so, I think 

they broke up when I was just getting born.  Or after… he lived with us 

just when my little brother got born, I think they broke up.  But, um, he, 

um, he left and my mum found a new partner and he was the same, he 

was a bit weird too. (92-108) 

He was involved with the police from an early age: 

P5:  Caution for throwing rocks at cars and second time was stealing 

paint.  I think we got another caution and the third time was um, we broke 

into a bakery to see if we could, I dunno why we done that, but we did it 

just out of a, just…. 

I:  And who were you with when you broke into the bakery? 

P5:    Me and my brother, that’s when we stayed with our dad.  Family 

Service put us with our dad and um we um, cause we ran away from 

home ??? we got put back with our dad and um, we lived around the 

road from the bakery and we just, snap decision, we said let’s do this, ‘be 

something fun.  And I thought no, get in trouble.  Got fingerprints and all 

that now days, so, its too ???, can’t do it.  But um, my brother conned me 
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into it, so we ended up breaking in and we got charged with um break 

and enter. (149-162) 

Not surprisingly, participant five’s relational template appeared to include 

violent conflict as part and parcel of normal relationships:  

I:  Had you ever, um, assaulted anyone before? 

P5:  Nuh. 

I:  You’d never been in trouble for beating anyone up? 

P5:  No, we’d all them we’d just we’d call it even after, like half the people 

I bashed up are my mates now.  That’s just the way it goes, you’d have a 

fight and you get over your differences and that’s it, you’re mates. (469-

475)… 

P5: [speaking of his father]  And he had to go down and see his sister 

cause was crook or something happened in****. There was a Chinese 

mob killed someone round the corner from my sister’s.  They chopped his 

hands, his feet and his ears off.  Left him in the gutter or something.  And 

she was a bit shaken up he went because she was a bit scared because 

she’d give some cheek to some Chinese people who were throwing shit 

at her house.  She didn’t know, so my dad went down to look after her 

just in case. (238-246) 

It proved very difficult to obtain a coherent offence description, with participant 

five frequently returning to his refrain of “I didn’t even know what was going on”.  It 

appears that the offence happened on a camping trip that was being supervised by 

youth officers and attended by this participant and a nine-year-old boy and possibly 

other young people.  It is difficult to speculate on the immediate antecedents to the 

offence.  It was apparently difficult for participant five to reconcile this offence with 

his sense of self:  

I:  So how would you see the sexual offences being similar to your other 

offences, or how would you see it being different? 

P5:  Its different altogether, I don’t even know, I don’t even know I did it.  I 

was quite surprised when they charged me with sexual, ah rape.  Ah, I 
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don’t know.  When I was charged with rape I was just really surprised and 

sollomy, I was just like, ah… Said I’m gonna get a long time to myself 

and I when got back down in my cell and I said I’m gonna get a long time.  

They let me out to go to TV.  In the watch house and I was gonna do a 

bolt for it because I knew it the watch house and I knew what it was like, 

so I knew where all the bumps and lumps were and took my, took my 

chances and I got knocked out eh? 

I:  You, sorry, do you mean that you tried to escape? 

P5:  Yeah, I got ah knocked out by one of the female staff that works 

there, police officer.  

I:  OK. 

P5:  And I think I got three stitches in my head there, or four. (469-493) 

In contrast to participant four’s orderly and predictable world involving himself 

in relation to his parents, peers and the community, participant five’s world is chaotic, 

involving exploitation of the weak by the strong and opportunistic offending.  Again, 

his sexual offence reflects the relational template that he would have likely developed 

from his experience with nonsexual relationships.   

Participant six 

Participant six was 18 at the time of the interview and was serving a custodial 

sentence for two counts of sexual assault and deprivation of liberty.  The victims of 

his offences were two young girls.  The offences happened approximately one year 

apart and both girls were aged five or six.  Both girls were strangers to him.  In the 

first offence he detained a girl in a park and forced her to perform oral sex on him.  In 

the second offence he forced another young girl into a toilet cubicle in a shopping 

centre but reportedly absconded when he heard her mother yelling for her. 

Participant six was different from the other participants in a number of ways.  

He was the most articulate of all the participants and also the most callous.  He did 
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not have a history of nonsexual offences and his only behavioural problems at school 

were in relation to repeatedly bringing knives to school.  A large part of the interview 

with him was in relation to his fascination with knives.  He had never harmed, or 

threatened to harm any one with the knives and did not use them for cooking or 

cutting things.  He simply appeared to find satisfaction in having them and was not 

deterred by his parents’, or the school’s intolerance of him collecting them. 

Participant six’s relational template appeared to involve a detachment from 

people and a desire to possess them in the same way that he possessed his knives. 

Participant six described early experiences of being in trouble: 

P6:  Ah, well most of the time it was just me getting into trouble for 

nicking little money, or nicking lollies or whatever.  Always just getting 

into a bit of trouble from my dad or mum, um, yeah.  Worst thing I got 

was having a smack and into my room.  Fairly legit, nothing out of the 

ordinary. (15-19) 

He appeared to have been unaffected by the death of his mother when he was 

young: 

I:  So, there was mum and dad at home? 

P6:  Yeah, ah my step-mum, so.  

I:  So had your dad separated from your mum? 

P6:  No, my biological mum passed away.  When I was at a very young 

age. 

I:  Do you remember how young?   

P6:  It was about three, four maybe.  Can’t remember. (45-51) 

His description of his relationship with teachers in primary school was similarly 

detached:  

I:  Did you get on well with the teachers?   



Ian Nisbet PhD Thesis       

146 

P6:  Some of the teachers I got on well with, can’t really remember them, 

but most of the teachers, not really, but didn’t really dislike them but didn’t 

really like them. (78-81) 

  He described being bullied at primary school: 

I:  Tell me a bit about being at school, like in primary school.  Did you 

enjoy it? 

P6:  Not really, cause I used to get picked on a fair bit. 

I:  Tell me about that.   

P6:  Ah, one of the idiots at the high school saw me picking up rubbish, 

like trying to put it in the bin and he started to put a rumour around the 

school that I was eating the rubbish off the ground.  And all that and ah, 

everyone started calling me binny boy and all that, saying that I was 

eating rubbish out of the bins and all that sort of shit.  And then, used to 

get picked on a fair bit cause of some idiot and yeah (67-77) 

He reported having more friends in high school and enjoying it more, but by 

then his fascination with knives was bringing him into increasing conflict with the 

school authorities and his father: 

P6:  Ah, used to bring knives into school.  And just, yeah, got suspended 

for that. 

I:  How did they know that you had the knives? 

P6:  People would see me showing them off to my mates.  None of my 

mates would end up dobbing me in or nothing, but other people would 

see it, tell the teachers or whatever.  And basically marched me up to the 

office.  Suspended me and told my dad and all that.  So, yeah. 

I:  I mean, it seems to me that getting a suspension just for having a knife 

at school would be a big kind of punishment for a relatively small kind of 

thing. (92-103) 

P6:  They weren’t small knives (92-103) 

His interest in knives was a solitary and secretive activity and wasn’t shared by 

others in his family: 
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I:  OK.  And so did anyone else in your family share your passion with 

knives? 

P6:  No, I was a bit of a black sheep when it came to that. 

I:  Yeah?  And how do you think you’d explain the interest that you 

developed in knives? 

P6:  I have no idea.  I basically have been trying to work that out for 

myself quite a while now, trying to work out why I like them so much. 

I:  When was the first time that you were interested, or became interested 

in knives?   

P6:  I can’t remember.  Way before I could remember I’ve been 

interested in them. 

I:  And so tell me more about what you would do with them, like would 

you, um,… 

P6: Usually just sit there sharpening them. 

I:  Umhum 

P6:  Whatever, polish them up, make them look good.  Then just store 

them.  Wouldn’t do any thing more than that to them cause I didn’t want 

to damage it. 

I:  OK.  So you weren’t like using them for, say, carving or cooking or…. 

P6:  Oh, occasionally used, like, some of the smaller knives for cooking, 

when it was just me cooking for myself.  When dad wasn’t there.  But, 

yeah, most of the time I’d just store them.  Wouldn’t do anything with 

them, except just fiddle around with them.  Play around with them.  If it 

was a pocket knife I’d just sit there opening it and closing it.  Like just 

watch TV, just open and close the knife. (176-203) 

Although he was suspended from school for having a knife and his father and 

step-mother were unhappy about his interest in knives, he continued to either steal or 

buy knives and hide them at his home.  He described his father as being scared of the 

knives and his step-mother as also being “scared shitless”, as she had once been the 
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victim of a stabbing.  When asked what the “upside” was in collecting knives, against 

these apparent negative aspects, he replied: 

P6:  The only real upside was the fact that I enjoyed the ???? with the 

knives.  And collecting them, that was pretty much it.  Enjoyed having 

them. (236-238) 

He described his interest in knives as being greater than his interest in sex as he 

entered puberty: 

P6:  Absol, I was actually quite interested in it [sex] at that stage.  Of 

course biologically I wasn’t able to have it at that stage.   

I:  So, how would that interest have changed between, say, you know, 

five and ten or twelve or whatever. 

P6:  Stayed about the same sort of general interest, like I knew what it 

was but wasn’t like ready to actually explore any further into it.  Wasn’t 

really until like hit puberty that I really, really (giggle) got into it.   

I:  OK.  Which is like, that’s what most people experience cause 

obviously the, the biology kind of kicks in then.  Yeah.  Would you say, 

like say compared to say your interest in knives, would your interest in 

sexuality be a similar kind of level of interest as well, do you think at that 

stage? 

P6:  Not really, like wasn’t like obsessive about sex when I was that 

young.  Yeah, was more, like the knives was a lot more, kind of more 

involved rather than the sex at that stage. 

I:  Well would you, um, devote the same kind of energy I suppose to your, 

um, interest in sex to the same level of interest, also the same level of 

energy to your interest in knives as with sex?  So, what I mean by that is 

with knives is sort of thinking about them a lot and collecting them and 

um looking for opportunities to, um, to acquire more of those, um a lot of 

guys I talk to have a similar thing, say, for sex and they’re interested in 

sex and um, looking for opportunities to acquire some more information 

about sex and perhaps developing a stash of pornos or DVDs or 

whatever.  Was that your experience, along similar lines? 
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P6:  Not really, but I had the stash of porno, but that was about as far as 

it went.  If I had, had my chance to have sex with a girl I’d try to take it.  

Most of the time it didn’t really work out but. 

I:  But it was something that you were interested in doing?   

P6:  Like all teenagers but. 

I:  Yeah.   

P6:  Have a stash, all the usual teenager thing, but the knives was that 

more, powerful than that. (512-547) 

Although he reported having sexual experiences with people his own age prior 

to the offences, his descriptions of these experiences were devoid of any relational 

dimension: 

I:  OK.  Um, what sort of, what were some of the sexual experiences 

you’d previously had? 

P6:  Um, like the missionary position, yada, yada, yada.  Um, never 

actually got any head jobs, yeah came close for a few.  ????, 

masturbation, sort of thing. 

I:   And they were with other girls of a similar age to yourself, or ? 

P6:  Yeah. 

I:  And what was the sort of the context that they’d occur in? 

P6:  I’d be going out with them, go off to their house, have sex or go off to 

the park, find a shady corner or whatever. 

I:  OK, so um, I guess the, well, did your, did your offence against the girl, 

did that involve head jobs? 

P6:  I can’t remember.  I would imagine it would of, basically because of 

size, different size, I can’t really remember anything other than brief 

flashes. (563-578) 

He maintained that he “schitzed out” during the offences and was unable to 

recall details and was also unable to speculate on possible motivations for the 
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offences.  His most detailed description of the offences was, like his description of 

other sexual experiences, devoid of any relational dimension: 

I:  Hmm, so both the offences I’m guessing would have involved some 

sort of penetration of some, something? 

P6:  Um, first one, first offence it was head job with the first young girl.  

Ah, second offence wasn’t like, that ??? I didn’t actually get any 

penetration.  In fact I didn’t even get my dick out.  Cause by the time I 

actually got her into the cubicle, from memory, brief flashes, um I 

remember hearing her mum yell.  Soon as I heard that I ran for it and so 

the second one, it was, at the bottom of the charge sheet it’s kidnap, 

intent to rape, yada, yada, yada.  But I didn’t actually do that, didn’t 

actually get any, didn’t actually do it because I didn’t have the time. 

I:  Right.  So, it involved taking her into, was it a toilet cubicle? 

P:  Yeah, a toilet cubicle at the back of a shopping centre. 

I:  Right, OK.  And so presumably there would have been some sort of 

sexual contact happening?  Happening there? 

P6:  Probably.  I can’t remember. (639-654) 

The most striking thing about the interview with participant six was the lack of 

relational content in his description of his experiences.  Although he was aware of 

being picked on in primary school and reported being happier at high school because 

he had more mates, his favourite activity was the solitary collection of knives.  

Simply “having” them was apparently worth the cost in terms of his relationship with 

his father and step-mother and the high school.  A chance to have sex with a girl was 

something that he would “try to take”, but his descriptions of sex, whether consenting 

or not, were clinical rather than relational.  His sexual offence appeared consistent 

with his relational style that he had adopted in other areas of his life. 
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Participant seven 

Participant seven was 20 years old at the time of interview and was serving a 

custodial sentence for a number of property offences, breaches of bail, failure to 

appear and rape.  He had a lengthy history of property and drug offences in two 

different states.  His sexual offence involved the rape of a 19-year-old woman in a 

park.  The woman was a stranger to him and he reported that he was unable to 

remember any details of the offence due to being under the influence of inhalants. 

Participant seven was 17 at the time of the sexual offence and was homeless.  

His parents separated shortly after he started school.  He lived with his father until he 

was 15.  By this time he had already accumulated a lengthy criminal history.  In an 

effort to change his behaviour, he moved interstate to live with his mother and her 

partner.  This arrangement broke down and continued to offend and variously lived on 

the streets or in squats with other young people.  After the sexual offence he was 

released on bail and absconded interstate, where he was arrested and extradited and 

finally sentenced. 

Participant seven provided an apt summary of his approach to relationships on 

early in the interview when asked about his experience at school:  

I:  And did you like the teachers? 

P7:  Ah, there was probably one or two teachers I liked, but I don’t like 

teachers. 

I:  You don’t like teachers? 

P7:  No, don’t like authority. 

I:  Oh, okay.  It sounds like you have had some run-ins with authority. 

P7:  Yeah, well I never have liked authority and I never will. 

I:  OK.  Can you tell me a bit about that? 
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P7:  I like doing my own thing.  Without being told what to do and what 

not to do and shit. (69-79) 

Despite this statement, his interview was in sharp contrast to that of participant 

six.  Subsequent descriptions of school were rich in relational detail: 

P7:  School for me was difficult because I was always going to different 

schools.  I been to about 13 different schools.   

I:  That’s a lot. 

P:  Yeah.  Cause mum and dad kept moving around.   

I:  OK.  What was it that made them move around a lot? 

P7:  I don’t know.  Um, after they separated I went to four different 

schools and then they separated, I don’t know what for, I don’t really want 

to go into that. 

I:  OK. 

P7:  Um, and after that, um, cause dad was angry with mum, they were 

both angry with each other, but mum would always try to move closer to 

us to so we, so she could visit us and that stuff there but dad didn’t like it 

and kept moving away from that, and that’s why we went to so many 

different schools and I found it very hard to make friends and that cause I 

was always moving schools and I ended up getting to that point where I 

was just being the class clown.  Just trying to make friends and that, just 

trying to be cool and that. (87-104) 

Similarly: 

I:  Do you remember when the first time was you got suspended? 

P7:  Um, yes I do. 

I:  Can you tell me about that? 

P7:  I made a teacher cry. 

I:  Oh, my goodness.  How did you do that? 

P7:  Called her roll-bar. 

I:  Ah. 
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P7:  I don’t know what for, it was just, like I said, I started naming 

teachers nick-names.  I didn’t make her cry or nothing (sic), it was just, it 

was just a name, you know, roll-bar, it meant nothing, but um, yeah, 

started crying and I felt bad after that cause they suspended me.  I got 

four days suspension and that. (111-123) 

Participant seven described his relationship with his father: 

I:  And you mentioned before about stealing some money from your dad? 

P7:  Yeah. 

I:  Can you tell me a bit about that? 

P7:  Oh, first off it was just like frigging one or two dollars, you know, take 

it to school, buy some food, junk food for a few dollars and that, and then 

as I started to get older it became a bit more, like five or ten dollars and 

then up to a stage where I was stealing $200 off him. 

I:  Oh, goodness. 

P7:  But I paid him back for that, before I got locked up in here. 

I:  Did he find out that you were stealing things from him. 

P7:  Yeah, I told him.   

I:  Oh, OK. 

P7:  After I got caught. 

I:  Alright.  Hmm. 

P7:  About all the time that I stole off him. 

I:  And how did he react? 

P7:  Oh, he was angry.  I would be too.   

I:  So, what was your dad like when he was angry? 

P7:  He was pretty laid back kind of a person, but um, couple of times 

there where friggin, like back in the days we got the thong, whatever, just 

for a bit of a, bit of a, punishment kind of thingy, like I mucked up ????, 

not like now days now, you friggin do that you get charged with friggin, 

what is it, family abuse and that? (151-176) 
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Despite this, he summarised his view of his father in these terms: 

P7:  I wasn’t really scared of him, but, like he was my dad, I had to listen 

to my dad and that and he had to try to lay down the law.  Just rules and 

that.  I respected that, I don’t think it was wrong or nothing, just gotta try 

and punish ya cause if you just let them get away it’s just gonna keep 

going on and on and then there’s nothing you can do. (197-202) 

And:  

I:  It sounds like you’re saying that you did a lot of things against your dad 

but he was happy that you told him and he had some respect for you 

because you owned up to it.  Is that right? 

P7:   That I should own up to what I done it.  There’s a lot of things that 

he does for me now.  Especially while I’m in here.  I didn’t think that he 

would.  But he has.   

I:  OK. 

P7:  And that’s good, eh. (231-238) 

Despite the value that he subsequently placed on his relationship with his father, 

it did not deter him from stealing from his father when he was younger, nor did a 

number of other interventions prevent him from chronic theft: 

And then they took me down the station and I was there for about friggin 

six hours at the station.  Interviewing me and that.  They also got me with 

um fourteen grams of pot in the bag, which wasn’t mine, but I took the 

blame for it anyway.  And um, trespassing, because it was a train station 

parking.  It was trespassing, loitering and um unlawful use of motor 

vehicle ???  And then, that was it.  The next day, after they released me, 

the next day after that I went down to **** shopping centre, down at **** 

and I shop lift jewellery and shorts and lollies and that there.  I got 

caught.  And then, dad was out and they rung my dad up and um they 

were trying to ring my dad up and there was no answer, so the copper let 

me go.  With an infringement notice to attend court and that.  So I went to 

court about six months after that cause I kept friggin fail to appear at 

court and they started building up till they got me and they didn’t let me 

out till I went to court, which was three days.  And that’s one of the first 

times I was locked up in ****.  And um, yeah, I went to court and they put 

me on a, a community conference thingy and I went that there with this 
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um, psych, yeah, psychiatrist that I seen up at ****, ****, you’ve probably 

heard of him, he’s pretty big up there.  I seen him for ages but he was 

there at the case conference, ah community conference, and so was the 

copper from **** and the managers from all **** (store name) in Australia. 

I:  So, can I just interrupt?  I’m guessing the conference was about the 

shoplifting, was it?   

P7:  Yeah. 

I:  It wasn’t about the car?  

P7:  No. 

I:  OK, so you hadn’t been done for the car.   

P7: I was cautioned for the car. 

I:  OK, go on. 

P7:  And um, so I was there for an hour and a half.  I didn’t hardly say 

anything, I just said I’m sorry, ra ra ra, just, doing what they wanted to 

hear.  And then ah, the detective turned around and said the resolution is 

that um that we will take no further action, ra ra ra, and then the manager 

of **** said I was barred from all **** stores for life. 

I:  For life? 

P7:  Yeah. 

I:  Goodness me. 

P7:  Just for that stuff there.  And um my psych ****, says something 

about my counselling and all that stuff there and he’s been trying and I’ve 

been improving on my behaviour at home and all that stuff here and um 

he gave me a good rap and that was it. (312-358) 

Although participant seven claimed to have no memory of the sexual offence, 

he did describe being upset about it.  Not surprisingly, he appeared to be more upset 

by the impact of the offence on him, rather than the impact of the offence on the 

victim. 
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P7:  I don’t like rape man, you know, I just can’t believe I done something 

like that.  That’s something that I’m gunna have to fuckin live with. 

I:  So, do you see it as being quite different to the other things that you 

did? 

P7:  Fuckin oath. 

I:  Yeah?  I’m really interested to know how you, what the differences are, 

from your point of view.  Do you see it as being, like different to stealing 

things? 

P7:  Yeah, it is like, fuck, stealing… yes, I do.  Heaps different 

I:  Well, I am really interested to hear about that. 

P7:  I don’t know, ah, to steal is like, is nothing like, it’s still a crime and 

that there but people don’t steal for nothing, you know?  They get 

something to steal for and I had a reason why I was stealing up there but 

um, but its different from the serious offences because stealing, like, 

people are out there, I might meet a ??? people who have lost something 

but it doesn’t effect them in a more way that what serious charges do.   

I:  So it sounds like you are saying the difference is, like, the impact that it 

has on the person. 

P7:  Yeah, other people. (712-732) 

Despite making this statement, he then went on to infer that the victim was 

probably not greatly upset by the offence.  Asking about physical harm he may have 

inflicted on other people resulted in other confused thoughts and feelings: 

I:  OK.  So you have been in fights before, and with other guys or girls? 

P7:  Yeah, other guys.  No one around here would hit fuckin women.   

I:  OK.  So, it sounds like… 

P7:… before I got charged with that there I bashed a rapist. 

I:  Sorry, when was that? 

P7:  Before I got charged with this stuff here.  I bashed a rapist in **** 

(state). 
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I:  Hmm.  Has anyone tried to do that to you?   

P7:  Oh, I’ve been in a few fights in the lock-up.   

I:  But any particularly to do with the offence? 

P7:  Yeah.  I understand how they feel at the same time as me getting 

smashed but its something I have to live with for the rest of my life now.   

I:  Hmm.  It’s a very confusing thing. 

P7:  Mmm. 

In contrast to participant six, participant seven was greatly troubled by his 

sexual offence and realised that it would have ongoing effects for both himself and 

the victim.  This is consistent with his understanding of the consequences of his 

offending on his relationship with his father.  At the time of his offences, however, 

the potential damage to individuals or relationships was insufficient to prevent him 

from “doing my own thing”. 

Participant eight 

Participant eight was 17 years old at the time of the interview and was serving a 

custodial sentence for an indecent assault, an assault and robbery, indecent exposure 

and breach of bail.  He had an extensive history of other drug and property charges.  

He was 16 at the time of the offences and the victims were strangers that he 

approached on the street at night. 

Participant eight was homeless at the time of the offences.  His early childhood 

was chaotic and featured parental separation, domestic violence and alcoholism.  He 

reported that he had no memory of his childhood before nine years old.  He reported 

being sexually assaulted by his step-father when he was aged less than ten and that he 

was told that he was an aggressive and violent toddler.  His mother placed him in the 

care of the child protection authorities when he was 13 years old and he had spent the 
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last four years in a number of refuges, foster placements and drug rehabilitation 

services. 

Participant eight’s interview went for 58 minutes and featured lengthy responses 

to questions.  The responses tended to be quite chaotic and appeared to reflect the 

chaotic nature of his life up to this time.  For example, in response to the initial 

question about early experiences of being in trouble, participant eight replied: 

P8:  I remember my mum told me once that when I was a toddler that I 

used to put holes through walls and I was very aggressive when I was 

younger, to my brothers, to my mum, and my step-dad used to beat me 

constantly and sexually abuse me too, and I used to steal a lot, usually 

from the house.  When I was about eight, my mum caught me stealing 

from a shop.  I told her that the person at the register gave it to me.  She 

went in and checked and I told some more lies and eventually she just 

took the lollies off me and gave them to my brothers because she didn’t 

want to hand me in case I got charged, cause of my age.  And yeah…  

Moved around a lot whilst I was growing up.  To my knowledge, which is 

what my mums told me, I’ve been to nine primary schools and all around 

the New South Wales district.  Um, I’ve lived in Newcastle, Dubbo, Castle 

Hill, Hornsby, Asquith, Gosford, Woolongong, Entrance, that’s all I can 

remember at the moment. (20-35) 

Participant eight attended a number of different schools but reported few 

instances of being in trouble there: 

I:  So in your early days at school, did you get in trouble at school very 

much? 

P8:  Ah, don’t know if I was in trouble a lot but I’d say I didn’t really do my 

work that much.  Never got in trouble for hitting other people or anything.  

But there was one thing in Year Five where I was sitting in the class and 

everything around me was too much to handle, so I put my hands around 

my throat and tried strangling myself and everyone was sent out of the 

classroom and when they tried to take my hands off me they just couldn’t 

do it and I don’t know why exactly I did it, I think it was just because of 

the stress or pressure or something and yeah after a while I calmed down 

and moved my hands away and yeah, I was sent home that day.  Never 

been suspended or expelled. (69-82) 
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He reported few problems in high school, but effectively exited the formal 

educational system in Year 8: 

P8:  I was in **** from year four to year six and then I went to **** high 

from year seven to year eight, moved down to, yeah I moved down to, 

what’s it called?  I moved in with my step-dad for a few weeks and went 

to another school called ****, just near ****, or **** is the actual name of 

the suburb.  And went there for a few weeks, um got into a bit of trouble 

there and um, stole a phone.  Principal found out, sent me home that 

day.  Didn’t suspend me or expel me or anything but when I got back to 

my step-dad’s place he was angry with me because he’d just found a 

bong in the room earlier and I told him I hadn’t used it for drugs or 

anything, I’d just used it for tobacco, but he didn’t believe me.  That was 

just because I used to tell all lies.  And he practically kicked me out of the 

house so I went down the road and called up my juvenile justice officer, 

which at the time was **** and he told me to stay there the night and I 

kept on saying I can’t do that because he’s just kicked me out, so he sent 

someone over to come and pick me up and take me over to DoCS so we 

could find somewhere for me to stay the night and in the end I ended up 

staying at a hotel for that night. (89-108) 

By this age, participant eight had become familiar with the child 

protection/juvenile justice system and later in the interview displayed a surprising 

level of knowledge about different services, how they operate and how they relate to 

each other.  It was this system, not his family system, that he turned to when his 

placement with his step-father broke down and he still recalled the name of his 

juvenile justice officer.  It appeared that participant eight had developed a relational 

template involving his role as a child in need of care and others in the system as those 

who provided the care.  As an adult in the detention centre, the researcher was 

identified by participant eight as part of this system and probably explained his 

disclosure of being a victim of child sexual abuse within the first few moments of the 

interview. 
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Prior to the matters for which participant eight was in custody, he had also been 

charged with indecent exposure: 

P8:  Um, what happened then?  Oh, I missed out my very first charge 

which is when I was twelve.  Which is one of the ones that you also want 

to know about.  Because it was a… indecent exposure. 

I:  OK.  So tell me about that. 

P8:  Um, I was… 

I:  Sorry, did you say that was your very first charge? 

P8:  Yep, back when I was twelve.  And I was given a good behaviour 

bond for that.  Well, what happened was I was walking home with a few 

friends and one of them thought it would be funny for me to flash my 

penis to the chick that was sitting at the across the road at the bus stop.  

So he dared me to do it, I went over and did it and, like, we all thought it 

was a joke and everything, then when, a few days later I got picked up for 

shoplifting and the description the lady had given them matched me so 

they kept on asking me questions and because of, I don’t know how they 

figured that was me but I think it was cause ???? and yeah they found it 

was me.  I finally admitted to it and I was charged with indecent 

exposure.   

I:  And you received a bond for that one? 

P8:  Yep. 

I:  And did you get sentenced at the same time for the shoplifting as well? 

P8:  Ah, yep. 

I:  OK.  Yep. 

P8:  The shoplifting I got a thirty dollar fine and for the indecent exposure 

I got a twelve month good behaviour bond. (501-527) 

Between this offence and his the latter matters for which he was in custody, 

participant eight received a number of other bonds for property offences and one 

instance of grievous bodily harm.  He engaged in frequent shoplifting and also 
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extensive drug use.  During this time he was a client of both the Department of 

Community Services (DoCS) and Juvenile Justice: 

I:  Umhum.  And so you were living, still in the kind of… 

P8:  Refuges.   

I:  Sorry? 

P8:  Refuges.   

I:  Yep, refuges in the sort of **** area. (area of Sydney) 

P8:  Yeah.  I always told DoCS if they were going to move me then I 

wanted to be somewhere still close to my family. 

I:  OK, and you were having regular contact with your family? 

P8:  No, not really.   

I:  Not really? 

P8:  I’d see them once every couple of months. (539-549) 

The chaos of this time and his intimate understanding of the child 

protection/juvenile justice system is reflected in this lengthy narrative: 

Shortly after that I was kicked out of the refuge for complaining too much.  

It was a really strict refuge and it was run by **** and, so , yeah I was 

kicked out of there for too much noise from my radio, complaining, not 

following instructions and basically they kicked me out on the street.  And 

I called up my mentor from, hmmm, I missed out on a bit.  Before that I 

was living in another refuge called **** which I am still with now and I was 

with for the whole time but I was with **** and I was there for a while, was 

getting into trouble with the police about once a month, twice a month just 

for shoplifting, just small stuff, having drugs and … yeah, kept on getting 

into trouble, then finally I was, got into too much trouble and I thought I 

was going to get sent to Cobham.[Juvenile Justice centre]  And so when I 

got sentenced I ran away from the house, the refuge and went and lived 

with some mates in ****.  Once I was there, once again I started taking 

drugs too much and, yeah, lived with them, the police knew I was living 

there.  They knew I was living there as **** (name), but they didn’t know I 

was **** [alias].  So, the mother there thought it was okay cause she rang 
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up the police and told them that I was staying there and a few months 

later they came and raided the place because the person I was living with 

was a dealer.  And the mother knew but she tried to pretend that she 

didn’t.  I guess she just didn’t want that kind of stuff happening.  So, 

yeah, he told her it wasn’t happening.  But she knew it was, but she was 

trying to believe him.  Cause he was trying to, like, make a difference in 

his life.  But, yeah, he started… I was still seeing my mentor from **** 

[organisation] for a while and like he thought it was okay with the police 

with me there and everyone thought it was okay and then when they 

came and raided the place, the police, um, one of the officers that was 

there recognised me and said you’re ****, aren’t you?  And, he already 

knew it was me so I couldn’t really say I wasn’t and then he took me 

down to the police station, charged me for breaching bail, gave me bail 

again and sent me to court, or I had to go to court a few weeks later and I 

got another probation order and I got.  I didn’t really get kicked out of the 

place in ****, I just moved out because I was starting to get scared of all 

the drugs and what they, I saw what they were doing to my friends who 

were all in their twenties, like early, yeah late teens and early twenties 

and I saw their lives and I was thinking I don’t want to end up like that, so 

called up my mentor and got him to pick me up, take me to DoCS and 

find another refuge, far away so I could try and get out of everything and 

that’s when I went to live in ****.  And I can’t remember the name of the 

refuge.  But, yeah, I was living in a place in ****.  At a refuge called ****, 

which is an Aboriginal word and that means good day.  And, yeah, I was 

living there for a while and, no I was living in **** [name of other refuge] 

first, sorry, and I heard about that course and when I got kicked out I 

called up my mentor and he took me to a Formula One ref, ah, hotel for a 

couple of nights again.  And took me, then the nex, ah after the weekend 

was over, the he went to DoCS to try and find a place for me to stay and 

that’s when I went to **** [name of refuge] at ****. (565-619) 

At the time of the sexual offences, participant eight had again left the refuge 

that he had been placed in and was in breach of his court orders.  He was looking for 

someone to take him in: 

I:  So, I guess in terms of the offences that have brought you here, it’s a 

bit hard to say, is it, what was kind of happening for you that night that … 

P8:  I’d just had a fight with one, one of my friends before, like was asked 

if I could stay at his place cause he’d stayed at my place before I was on 



                                                                                                                                                    Chapter 6 

163 

the street for the exact same reason, he was on the , he had been kicked 

out of his mum’s house for a couple of days so I let him stay at my place 

for the night.  Snuck him in, I could have got into a lot of trouble or even 

got kicked out of the refuge for it.  And when I asked him if I could sleep 

over at his place, he told me no.  And I kept on trying to, we had a little 

argument then, um , he said he would stay with me for the night, and I 

said no I’d rather  sleep for the night, instead of having to walk around 

doing nothing all night and just get really tired.  And, just , just sleep on 

the street.  I had to do it for a couple of nights.  Most of the time I was at 

a friends place to sleep but when some of them got sick of me sleeping 

there so many nights in a row, so… or they didn’t get sick of it, their 

parents did, so… (917-935) 

Of all participants, participant eight was able to give the fullest account of his 

offences: 

P8:  Um, well the first one, the indecent assault, I’d walked up behind 

someone and just um smacked her on the arse and said something to 

her and then walked away, then turned around and started following her.  

She hopped into a car and then I ???  After that, this is when I got 

charged with the first count of indecent exposure, I just, I knew she was 

driving past and when she drove past I pulled down my pants and 

exposed myself to her and then, yeah, she drove off out of the exit and I 

walked away.  Back the way I come and its also one of the reasons I was 

kind of scared of walking through that centre because I was banned from 

that centre and if security caught me in the restricted area I was gone.  

But it kinda would have been a bit better because I wouldn’t have been 

charged with all the other things.  So then, like they never caught me so 

walked away and yeah, went down to **** [fast food place], sat down for 

a while and I noticed someone walking out of the shopping centre, out of 

**** [fast food place] and I followed that person till we got to the back 

streets and I hit them a few times, checked her pockets for money or a 

purse that had money or anything, she didn’t have anything so, um, when 

she woke up she started screaming and calling for help and I heard 

someone say something so I just got up and started running as fast as I 

could.  And as I was running, I ran around the corner and I took off my 

shirt and as I was taking off my shirt my hat went with it, which was one 

of the reasons they found me guilty is because they had my DNA on it, 

the hat with my hair.  And, as I could explain the reason the blood was on 

the shirt, I couldn’t get away with the hat because the person had seen it 
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with that.  And I was walking around with the red shirt and I walked past a 

garage and I stood there and just walked in there and noticed there were 

people in there, so um, I don’t know what was really going on in my mind 

at that time but I pulled down my pants and started masturbating and I 

noticed they were on the phone so I pulled up my pants again and ran 

off.  I washed my hands, which still had blood from the other person, in 

the pool that was behind the place in case the police did pick me up, then 

they couldn’t get me with the assault.  And when, I was on my way back 

and I was walking through **** [fast food place], um I was walking up 

behind the back way, behind **** [fast food place] and I noticed there 

were torches going around, so I hid for a while underneath the house that 

was behind **** [fast food place] because it was like a demountable, you 

know what they are don’t you, yep.  And I just hid under there and waited 

for the torches to go and they went so I got up and I was actually going to 

go and walk back home and just pretty much hand myself in, but I was 

going to do it at the refuge, just wait for them to come and get me, 

instead of me go up to them.  ??? something to eat first cause I was 

starving.  And what happened was as I was walking back home, a police 

car was driving out of **** [fast food place], saw me and the description 

that the last people who had seen me masturbating gave was a red shirt 

and black pants.  And they pulled me over, I tried running, oh, I didn’t 

really try running but, yeah, they noticed that I was like, turned around 

and started walking pretty fast away from them, so that’s how they knew 

it was me that did it, and they came up and questioned me and I denied it 

all and cause I’d tried walking away and like that’s how they knew it was 

me, so they took me back to the police station and charged me with all 

the charges.  There were other charges too, but they all got dropped 

when I made a plea-bargain. (729-788) 

Participant eight denied that the assault and robbery on the second woman were 

sexually motivated, despite the fact that it also involved him biting her on the neck: 

I:  It sounds like you were pretty sexually revved up when you, you 

touched the girl on the backside first.  And then you saw someone else, 

and you kind of like, assaulted her and then you left there and you went 

and masturbated in front of people, I mean it sounds like the, the… 

P8:  Yeah, I know.  It’s also what the magistrate said.  And I can see why 

they’d say that.  

I:  But you don’t, that’s not how it was? 
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P8:  Well, I wasn’t intending to rape her.  But if the thought had of 

crossed my mind I probably would have.  But, it wasn’t. (822-831) 

In reflecting on that evening, participant eight stated: 

P8:  I think that night I was just angry, frustrated.  I felt like no one really 

cared about me and yeah…. 

I:  If you had have found a lot of money on that lady, what would you 

have done with the money? 

P8:  I would have gone straight to my mate’s place and got some more 

drugs. (882-887) 

The sexual offences of participant eight to some extent mirror the chaotic nature 

of his life.  His relational template for nonsexual relationships was as maladaptive as 

his template for sexual relationships.  He was chronically unable to sustain a 

relationship with either peers or adults, unless it was within the highly structured 

environment of a detention centre.  This setting appeared to provide him with the 

comfort and confidence to explore a number of distressing and disturbing experiences 

of his life.  Outside of this setting, however, his attempts to relate to other people were 

ineffective and perhaps because of his own sexual abuse he was unable to negotiate 

with others to meet his sexual needs. 

Participant nine 

Participant nine was 16 years old at the time of the interview and was in custody 

for the sexual assault of a woman in her mid-twenties.  He had met the woman at his 

aunt’s and reported that he had sex with her and then physically assaulted her after 

discovering that she had previously turned in his drug dealer to the police.  

Participant nine had an extensive history of property and drug offences and had 

been in custody previously in relation to breaches of bail.  He was from an indigenous 

background and grew up in a family of 13 children (four brothers and nine sisters, all 
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biological siblings).  His parents separated when he was 12 and the family split 

between two towns in rural NSW.  At the time of the offence he was living with 

members of his extended family. 

Participant nine’s account of his life and experiences of being in trouble 

contained scant reference to his parents or siblings, beyond saying that his parents 

grounded him when he was caught shoplifting as a child.  It was also remarkable for 

its matter-of-fact and apparently un-self-conscious descriptions of various breaches of 

laws and social mores.  

His brief description of his time at school suggests that he did not see it as 

playing an important role in his future: 

I:  Uhhuh, right.  And, let me see, did you ever get into a lot, did you get 

into a lot of trouble, say when you were at primary school at all? 

P9:  At primary school? 

I:  Mmmm.  Did you ever get suspended? 

P9:  Ah, nah.  Only got suspended two or three times, about it. 

I:  Was that when you were at high school? 

P9:  Yeah, at high school.  Not at primary school but.  I went for all my 

classes at primary school. 

I:  And tell me what happened at high school. 

P9:  No, I got in a fight with this one boy there and teacher stepped in his 

way when I was about to throw a table.  And it just came out of my hands 

and hit the teacher, I got suspended, 21 days. 

I:  Umhum. 

P9:  And everything settled then from there. (96-111) 

And further: 

I:  Yep.  Hmm.  So you were pretty stressed and the teacher kinda got in 

the middle of it and the teacher kinda got hit? 
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P9:  Yeah, I was in year eight then.   

I:  OK.  Hmm.  And, but… 

P9:  And when I got to year nine, that’s when I left cause it was getting 

boring and just things happened up there.  And then, that’s when I started 

getting on the drugs and that.  

I:  Umhum. 

P9:  Now that’s what calmed me down.  But now I’m off the drugs and 

just settling down and doing the right thing. (123-132) 

He admitted to extensive theft and appeared to have mixed feelings about being 

in trouble for it:  

I want to be in trouble but when I get out I won’t do that. 

I:  So you said you want to be in trouble for that?  For thieving? 

P9:  Yeah.   

I:  Can, can you tell me some more about that? 

P9:  Ah, that’s all I know about it I think.   

I:  Well, I’m not sure I fully understand, but, are you saying that… 

P9:  What I’m saying is that I used to love thieving and that. 

I:  Yeah. 

P9:  And there’s something about it that I love it now.  I don’t know what 

for. 

I:  Hmm. 

P9:  Yeah, cause I used to, I used to thieve things to sell them. 

I:  Hmmm. 

P9:  For drugs and that there, alcohol. (483-498) 

… 
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P9:  Yeah, I used to break into their house and because they leave their 

phones and that and then get them from there. 

I:  Hmm.  So you liked doing that? 

P9:  Yeah. 

I:  But you’re saying that you still like that or you don’t still like that? 

P9:  I sorta like it, but I just don’t like doing it.  Like, going into the house 

and thieving and that.  I just love people doing it, you know what I mean?  

Yeah, that’s what I was saying. (506-514) 

He had, however, reached some conclusions about thieving from people who he 

considered to be his “own people”. 

P9:  Yeah, there’s something there I used to get in trouble, like with my 

uncles.  Yeah, cause when I got on the drugs and that I used to thieve 

money off them. 

I:  Unhum. 

P9:  Yeah.  They didn’t like it, so they used to belt me up.  Yeah.  That’s 

when I stopped, I realised it was my own people I’m thieving off.  And 

then I stopped that.  I kept smoking more drugs, drinking more alcohol.  

Yeah. (612-619) 

Participant nine’s sexual assault was somewhat different to that of the other 

participants.  In an oblique way, it was also drug-related. 

I:  So she said that you belted her? 

P9:  Yeah, with the stick. 

I:  But you did belt her there? 

P9:  Yeah. 

I:  OK.  So, um… 

P9:  I didn’t bash her with no stick though.   

I:  Ah, did she say she, you hit her with a stick? 
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P9:  Yeah. 

I:  Ah, okay.   

P9:  I hitting her with my fist. 

I:  Ah.  Do you remember why that was, what made you hit her with your 

fist? 

P9:  Ah, got my, got my, um, drug dealer locked up.  Put the police on 

him. 

I:  She did? 

P9:  Yeah, cause he was the only drug dealer that I know.   

I:  Mmm. 

P9:  Yeah, that’s about it. 

I:  Oh, okay.  I’m a little bit confused, but let me see.  Um, so you were at 

the, the house of your uncle’s mate and she, she drove you there? 

P9:  Yeah. 

I:  Yep.  And you got cranky with her because she dobbed in your drug 

dealer? 

P9:  Yeah, but first we had sex and that. 

I:  Right. 

P9:  Then, then she dobbed my drug dealer in, that’s when I got cranky. 

I:  Ah. (334-362) 

It appeared that in the social milieu of which participant nine was a part, he did 

not appear to consider what he had done was particularly serious: 

I:  OK.  And that was, um, I guess, is that, that’s pretty different to doing 

thieving, is it? 

P9:  Yep. 

I:  Hmm. 
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P9:  I only just realised that. 

I:  How do you mean? 

P9:  Eh? 

I:  What do you mean, you only just realised that? 

P9:  I only just realised that.  I couldn’t believe that sexual assault is that 

aggressive, like, that serious. 

I:  OK.  So you didn’t think that what you done was that serious? 

P9:  Yeah. (533-545) 

When asked if he may consider sex differently when he was released, 

participant nine initially suggested that he would avoid sex in the future.  When it was 

put to him that it may be possible to continue to have sex without getting into trouble, 

he revealed more about his values regarding sexual fidelity: 

I:  Well, it might be possible to still have sex but not get in trouble. 

P9:  Yeah probably.  With your own missus, yeah. 

I:  Yeah. 

P9:  Been with this one for three years now. 

I:  Ah, you got a missus.  Although, were you with her when you got in 

this trouble? 

P9:  Yeah, still with her. 

I:  Gee.  I guess she wasn’t very happy. 

P9:  No, not, she’s just like, she’s happy now, but then she didn’t, she 

didn’t like it.  So we broke up for a good couple of months, got back 

together.  She never cheated on me and that there, so, that’s the main 

thing.  I told her I was sorry and that there, sent her some flowers and 

that there.  Yeah. (589-602) 

In many ways participant nine’s sexual assault appears to be the most rational 

and results in the least ambivalence on the part of the offender.  He had an impromptu 
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sexual encounter with someone and became violent when it appeared that she had 

breached one of his values with respect to collaborating with the police.  Although 

participant nine was operating on a much different moral value system to the majority 

of the community, his actions were consistent with this system, made sense to him 

and were readily explicable.  The sexual behaviour was distant from any relational 

context and, like stealing money from his uncles, the thought that it was a serious 

matter was only beginning to form in his mind. 

Sexual assault as an interpersonal phenomenon and relational templates as a 

core category 

Although, as demonstrated, there was great diversity in the life circumstances 

and sexual offences of each participant, consistencies emerge when each episode is 

viewed as an attempt at interpersonal relations. The theory that emerges from the data 

is that participants have used their previously developed template for human 

relationships and have applied it to the sexual domain of human relationships.  When 

viewed in this way, consistencies can also be observed in both their sexual and 

nonsexual offending.  For example, those participants whose lives were characterised 

by chaos, dysfunction and previous nonsexual offending were more likely to have 

sexual offences that were characterised by an inability to approach and negotiate with 

another person for sex. Those who were functioning relatively better in the 

community committed offences that were more recognisable in terms of human 

interaction, but were more likely to involve issues of consent due to the age or 

intoxicated state of the victim. 

An exception to this general rule was that of participant six.  He was 

functioning relatively well in the community inasmuch as he was attending high 

school and living with his family at the time of the offences and did not have an 

official history of nonsexual offending.  His offences, however, were conspicuous for 
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their level of force and lack of interpersonal interactions.  In this, however, there was 

some consistency with his regular approach to human relationships.  Participant six 

was also conspicuous for his apparent lack of interest in human relationships and his 

preference for solitary activities. 

It therefore appears that in addition to the application of previous relational 

templates to the area of sexual relationships, other relational dynamics may also play 

a part in determining how the sexual offence proceeds.  Specifically, the dynamics of 

desire for human relationships and competency in relationships also appear to 

influence the sexual offence behaviours.       

At one end of the continuum of desire for human relationships is participant six.  

Although he was from a relatively well functioning family and was still attending 

high school when he offended, he appears to have had little interest in human 

relationships and appears to have viewed his victims as objects to be “had” or as 

means to “have” an experience of sex.  Like most participants, he reported having 

little memory of the assaults but unlike others, he neither implied nor expressed 

remorse over the assaults.  He appeared to be quite detached from both his victims 

and other people in his life.  Although he appeared to be competent in his 

relationships, in that he was functioning adequately in his family and community, he 

appeared to have little desire for relationships.  His sexual offences therefore are 

consistent with his nonsexual template for relationships.   

Participant two also appeared to be detached from those around him, but his 

offences appeared to be marked more by a lack of competence, rather than a complete 

lack of desire in relating to others.  His lack of competence was reflected in his 

preference for approaching women when they were sleeping and quickly absconding 

when they awoke, as well as his marginal functioning in his community.  Of all 
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participants, he was also the least engaged in the interview process, providing brief 

answers to questions and being reluctant to enlarge on them.  His sexual offences are 

therefore consistent with his nonsexual template for relationships. 

Participant nine’s sexual offence also bore the hallmarks of his nonsexual 

offences and his general lack of awareness of the dynamics of human relationships.  

His interview contained relatively few references to himself in relation to others.  He 

appeared, however, not to lack an interest in human relationships as much as to lack 

an awareness of them.  It was only the interview process itself that prompted him to 

consider sexual assault as serious or aggressive and he had also only recently 

considered that he shouldn’t steal from people who he identified with being his 

family.  Despite his sexual offence, he considered the faithfulness of his girlfriend to 

him as being “the main thing” in their relationship.  He also expressed some 

confusion and ambivalence in relation to his feelings about stealing things from 

others.  In participant nine we see consistency in his approach to both sexual and 

nonsexual relationships inasmuch as he acted to satisfy his desire for things with little 

thought to either antecedents or consequences.        

Participant seven exhibited some seemingly contradictory evidence for his 

desire to connect with others.  On the one hand he expressed a strong desire to be able 

to “do his own thing” and his extensive criminal history suggests that he was not 

restrained from doing his own thing by concerns about the impact of his criminal 

activity on others.  On the other hand, he did express some limited remorse for the 

impact of his offending on his father and, to a limited extent, on the victim of his 

offence and even the primary school teacher who he had made cry.  Despite this, 

however, he was chronically unable to adapt to the requirements of living lawfully in 

the community.  It is somewhat difficult to speculate on the dynamics of his sexual 
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offence but it could be hypothesised that it was also an example of wanting to 

connect, but resorting to force in order to take what he wanted.  If this were the case, 

it would reflect his nonsexual relational template.    

Other participants also appeared to lack the confidence or competence to 

interact sexually with a person on the same level. However instead of forcing an adult 

into sex, they exploited the vulnerability of a young child.  Unlike participants six and 

two, however, they appeared to actually desire intimacy in relationships.  Participants 

three and one both adopted an interactive and engaged response to the interview 

process and related experiences of being alone but wishing to connect or belong.  In 

the same way that they appeared to lack confidence with peers in nonsexual 

relationships, they also appeared to lack the confidence and competence to relate 

sexually to another person on an equal footing.  Their sexual offences therefore 

reflected the same dynamics of their nonsexual relationships. 

Participants five and eight appeared similar in their desire to relate to others, but 

had very low competence in doing so.  Both were chronically unable to function in 

the community and both had extensive histories in the alternate care/juvenile justice 

systems.  It is difficult to speculate on the details of the offence of participant five, 

however participant eight’s sexual offences appear to have been acts that were both 

highly dramatic as well as highly incompetent, consistent with the nonsexual areas of 

his life.  

Participant four occupies a spot at the opposite end of the human relations 

continuum.  He presented as both socially competent and motivated to engage in the 

interview process.  His sexual offence appears to have less to do with the application 

of a faulty relational template, as much as the exercise of faulty judgement under the 
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disinhibiting influence of peers and alcohol.  This again is consistent with his 

nonsexual offences, which were driving-related and also featured peers and alcohol. 

Theoretical sampling 

Theoretical Sampling is the process by which data collection continues and is 

guided by the developing theory.  The aim of theoretical sampling is to compare new 

data with the existing data and to modify the emerging theory to account for any new 

codes or to fill in gaps in the emerging theory.  Theoretical sampling is completed 

when a category is saturated, elaborated and integrated into the emerging theory 

(Glaser, 1992).  In order to collect further data and to compare it with the emerging 

theory of Relational Templates, a further three interviews were conducted with other 

young people who had sexually offended.  These three interviews were analysed with 

regard to the emerging theory and the analysis therefore did not include the process of 

open or axial coding. 

Participant 10 

Participant 10 was aged 17 at the time of the interview and was serving a 

community-based order for the sexual assault of two girls aged seven and six.  The 

two girls were sisters and participant seven assaulted them over a number of times 

when he was babysitting them. 

Participant ten was living with his family at the time of the offences.  He came 

from a family of six children and unlike the majority of other participants, his parents 

were still married after 18 years together.  Participant ten had three younger brothers 

and two older sisters.  At the time of interview his family were spread among a 

number of caravans in a van park in regional NSW.  His family had a history of living 

in public housing but his father also had consistent employment at various timber 

mills.  The move to the van park had occurred after his family were prompted to leave 
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their small rural town after their house was vandalised following participant ten’s 

offences.  Thus, although participant ten’s family were from a modest socio-economic 

background, their family appeared to be cohesive and remained supportive of 

participant ten, even after his prosecution for sexual offences. 

I:  Had anyone in your family been in trouble with the police before? 

P10:  No, not that, other than speeding fines and that, but yeah. 

I:  And how did the different people in your family react when that 

happened? 

P10:  My brothers still don’t know about it and my family were supportive 

and that. 

I:  And in what ways did they show their support? 

P10:  Oh, um they all moved down to **** to get away, get me away from 

the girls. 

I:  OK.  And, was that something, did you feel under threat in ****? 

P10:  Yeah, um mum, my dad, me and my mum moved down there first 

and while my sisters were um my young, second eldest sister was at 

home by herself one night and someone threw a rock through the 

window.  (465-480) 

Consistent with the theory, participant ten’s cohesive family relationships were 

mirrored in his broader school and community life.  He had not previously come the 

attention for other offences and he had only minor disciplinary infringements at 

school. 

I:  Did you like school when you started it? 

P10:  Oh, few weeks I did, but then it started to get boring. 

I:  Umhum.  So, um, would it have been you went to Kindergarten, and 

then first class, second class, third class and then you went to primary 

school somewhere.  Do you know where you went to primary school? 
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P10:  Um, ****, I think.  Went to ****, ****, and then I went to primary 

school. 

I:  OK, and did you ever get suspended from primary school? 

P10:  No, not from primary. 

I:  OK, so you never got in much trouble at primary school? 

P10:  No. 

I:  No?  OK.  And where did you start high school? 

P10:  Um, ****. 

I:  OK.  And how many, what years did you do there? 

P10:  Um, seven, eight, and nine, then we moved down, back to **** and 

I did um now doing the rest of my year here at ****. 

I:  And, you got suspended from ****? 

P10:  Yeah, for um, a day for hitting a kid with a stick. 

I:  Tell me a bit about that. 

P10:  Oh, he was annoying me all day and ??? since I met him he was 

poking fun whenever he could and that and eventually I just snapped and 

hit him. 

I:  Mmm.  And how long were you suspended for? 

P10:  A day.   

I:  Uh huh.  OK.  Hmm.  And did you ever get suspended again after that?   

P10:  No. 

I:  So that was the biggest trouble you ever got into at school? 

P10:  Yeah.  (149-178) 

Participant ten also had the benefit of warm relationship with his father: 

I:  And who do you get on with best in your family, do you think? 

P10:  Dad. 
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I:  And he works at the ****?   

P10:  Mmm. 

I:  Tell me some things about him.  What does he like to do when he is 

not working? 

P10:  Um, playing, playing around with computer, watch footie. 

I:  And, um, is that things that he does by himself, or does he, ah, do, 

does he do any special things with you or anyone else? 

P10:  No, basically when he’s mucking around with his computer or 

working on the car, something like that, just walk up and start talk to him 

and that. 

I:  Yeah.  Can you tell me about, um, a special time you might have had 

with your dad, maybe when you were younger? 

P10:  Um when he first took me out on his motor bike. 

I: Tell me about that. 

P10:  I was about ten, think it was, yeah, it was um, this place at ****, it 

was basically just dirt road out in the middle of nowhere, yeah and 

excellent bike track and just he’d take, took me out there and took me on 

a double on his bike. (202-222) 

Participant ten’s relationship with his mother was not as close as his relationship 

with his father: 

I:  OK.  And tell me a bit about your mum. 

P10:  She’s basically like dad, except um, she doesn’t play around with 

motor bikes or anything like that, she wants dad to give them up because 

um he’s come off them a few times and hurt himself bad. 

I:  OK.  And what does your mum like to do? 

P10:  Ah, play computer, playstation, talk with her friends and that.  That 

kind of thing.   

I:  What things does she play on the computer?   
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P10:  Ah, popcat games like find and seek things, you get a list of things 

you have to find and you go to the level and, yeah. 

I:  And can you tell me about a special time you might have had with your 

mum when you were young? 

P10:  (pause of 33 seconds) No.  

(247-260) 

Participant ten’s sexual offences occurred in the context of baby-sitting.  Again, 

consistent with the theory, his assaults were in the context of a pre-existing 

relationship and rather than applying force or pressure they occurred as part of a 

game. Participant ten also displayed some level of naivety with regard to the 

consequence of his actions: 

I:  OK.  And it happened when you were baby-sitting them.  Were you 

baby-sitting in the day or the night? 

P10:  Night.   

I:  OK.  So you’d go over there and you’d baby-sit and how would it 

normally kind of start? 

P10:  Well, we’d be kind of mucking around or something and then I’d 

pick one of them up and run into the room, run into one of their rooms. 

I:  And what would the other one do then? 

P10:  It was part of the game, ???? 

I:  So, you’d pick one up and run into the room and you’d do sexual stuff 

there and then, um, would you do that with the other one as well? 

P10:  Yeah. 

I:  OK, so you made it seem like a bit of a game?  Alright, and um, so that 

was something that you did on a few different times that you were baby-

sitting? 

P10:  Yeah. 
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I:  OK.  And were you concerned that they might say something about 

that? 

P10:  No, it never crossed my mind.   

I:  OK.  Um, why do you think that might have been? 

P10:  I don’t know. 

I:  Cause, I guess at the time you were doing it, um you probably, well did 

you have a sense that maybe it wasn’t the right thing to be doing, or …? 

P10:  Yeah.   

I:  OK, but it didn’t worry you that maybe they might mention that to 

someone? 

P10:  No. (420-449) 

The experience of participant ten confirms the Relational Template theory.  

Participant ten came from a cohesive, though somewhat disadvantaged, family.  His 

description of relationships in his family contains themes of nurturance, participation 

and cooperation, rather than exploitation and coercion.  His sexual offences occurred 

in a situation in which he was tasked to provide care and nurturance to other children.  

He was 14 at the time of the offences and appears to have been somewhat sexually 

and socially naïve.  He appeared to be both competent in relationships and to enjoy 

being in them. 

I: It must be a very difficult question to answer.  If you um, if you had a 

scale where like, 10 means you know exactly why you did it and 0 means 

you really got no idea, where do you think you would be on that scale 

right now? 

P10:  Right now about five or six. 

I:  OK, so maybe in the middle somewhere.  So, that sounds like you’ve 

got some ideas but you’re not really really sure?  OK.  Can you tell me 

about what some of the ideas are that you have had about that? 



                                                                                                                                                    Chapter 6 

181 

P10:  Curiosity, wondering what it was and that.  That’s it the only idea. 

(487-497)  

Participant 11 

Participant 11 was aged 16 at the time of interview and was serving a 

community-based order for the sexual assault of his biological sister.  At the time of 

the offence he was aged 15 and his sister was aged 13.  Participant 11’s court order 

was in relation to a single incident of cunnilingus performed on his sister. 

In contrast to participant 10, Participant 11 had a somewhat chaotic family 

background.  His father was reported to be violent and abusive and his mother fled 

from the relationship when he was aged seven.  Participant 11 had one older sister, 

two younger sisters and a younger brother.  He described his early years with his 

father in these terms: 

I:  Can you tell me a bit more about your dad? 

P11:  He’s a fuck-head. 

I:  Um, apart from having long hair and being a fuck-head, which I guess 

means that you don’t like him very much, can you tell me, can you sort of 

maybe paint a bit of a picture of him in, by, maybe telling me some 

stories about him that would help me to understand why you don’t like 

him? 

P11:  Well he used to yell at my mum, bash my mum, and all that and 

swear and that and yeah.  And then when I got older I got yelled at.  I got 

bashed up. 

I:  Hmm. 

P11:  Same with B.  But the other three didn’t because they were too 

young. 

I:  OK. 

P11:  They were lucky. 

I:  Hmm. 
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P11:  Me and B and mum got the most. 

I:  It sounds like he wasn’t good at managing his temper. 

P11:  Mnn.  If you can say that.  He was an alcoholic. 

I:  Ah, OK.  Cause, I was going to ask if, if you could tell when he was 

going to be violent or if it was something that would just suddenly … 

P11:  He’d just go boom.  Even if its just like a little thing, he just go 

boom.  Mum used to have to do all the cleaning in the house.  He used to 

say “Oh, it’s a woman’s job, not a male’s job”.   

I:  It sounds like, do you know what I mean by unpredictable?  Like, it 

means like you can’t see something coming.   

P11:  Like, he just does it.   

I:  Hmm.  That would make it, I guess, fairly scary to be around him? 

P11:  Hmm. (211-242) 

Participant 11 reported being bullied at primary school, but also having some 

friends.  He related being disappointed at losing these friendships when his mother 

fled from his father: 

P11:  My mum ran away, with all us. 

I:  Can you tell me a bit about that time? 

P11:  One day I was at school and my mum was organising it all and I 

didn’t know about it and then suddenly and then mum pulled up and I 

was called to the front office and my mum was waiting in there and she 

goes: “we’re going”.  I didn’t want to leave cause I had so many friends. 

I:  Hmm.  OK. 

P11:  And I said good-bye to them all and, yeah, that was it. (297-305) 

… I:  OK.  And you said that you felt that you had a lot of friends at that 

school? 

P11:  I did. 
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I:  Yeah, can you tell me a bit about that?   

P11:  Nearly the whole class were my friends. 

I:  Yeah? 

P11:  We used to play football.  And all that.  They used to be my friends.  

I just didn’t want to leave. (331-338) 

Other childhood experiences with peers were not as positive.  Participant 11 

related another story from that time that was prominent in his memory: 

I:  So you had been there for a couple of years and you felt like you were 

part of the class and you played football with them?  Hmm.  Was there 

anyone in particular or did you have, were you friends with everyone the 

same?  Or did you have a particular good friend? 

P11:  Everyone the same.  We used to play football everyday.  Heaps 

good fun.  I do remember when I was at ****, I don’t know how old was I, 

but I was fairly young, um, one of the kids next door wanted to play with 

me under the house and, um, I said yes I went under there with them and 

then my mum called me and I went to walk out and either one of the kids 

under there, they grabbed a fork and they stabbed the back of my head.   

… 

I:  OK.  So, one of the people you were playing under the house with hit 

you in the back of the head with a fork? 

P11:  Yep, they stabbed it in there. 

I:  Goodness me, how old would you have been then? 

P11:  I don’t know, you would have to ask my mum that. 

I:  OK, but that was before you left **** ? 

P11:  Yep, ah no, that was at, that was before ****.  

I:  OK. 

P11:  Cause that’s why we left there and we went to ****. 

I:  Ah, did you say that’s why you left there? 

P11:  I think so. 
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I:  OK, hmm.  So you must have been quite young then? 

P11:  I must have been.  But I remember, I still remember the fork 

stabbing into my head.   

I:  What on earth made them do that? 

P11:  Because I had to go home, probably. 

I:  So, because you had to go home… 

P11:  Probably. 

I:  They stabbed you in the back of the head? 

P11:  Yeah. 

I:  Hmm, do you think that they were disappointed that you had to go 

home? 

P11:  Probably. 

I:  Hmm, did that seem like a, um, a kind of normal way for someone to 

behave, do you think? 

P11:  No.  That’s bad. (339-381) 

Participant 11 also related an incident in which his older sister (“B”, 10 years 

senior) assaulted him after it was alleged that he had pushed one of her children into a 

pond in a park. 

I:  Oh, OK.  Um, with, I was curious to know, in your family it sounds like 

you dad was a bit of an angry and scary sort of a person.  But your mum 

wasn’t. 

P11:  Nup. 

I:  Nup, did B ever act in that kind of way towards you as well? 

P11:  Once when, we went to this park thing, it was like this pond, we 

thought that it was grass but it was a pond.  We didn’t know and we went 

down to go on it and and then and then either **** or **** fell in and I had 

to pull them out.  And then I got in trouble for it.  And we got, we got ah, 
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we got locked, all of us, me, me ****, **** got locked in our room cause of 

that. 

I:  As, like punishment or something? 

P11:  Yep. 

I:  OK. 

P11:  And I got flogged.   

I:  By? 

P11: I got hit by B. 

I:  By B? 

P11:  Which is my sister. 

… 

I:  Oh, OK, so this is something that happened not when you were really 

little… 

P11:  Nuh. 

I:  Ah, but more kind of recently? 

P11:  Ah, I was about seven, I think. 

I:  Oh, OK. 

P11:  Or eight. 

I:  Alright.  Right, so that would have been, OK, so B would have been 

maybe 18 or 19? 

P11:  Probably. 

I:  And she had a couple of young sons?  Right.  OK.  And so, she got 

very cross, can you tell me a bit about why you think she got cross? 

P11:  Cause maybe, maybe, cause **** said that I pushed him in there. 

I:  Ah huh.   

P11:  Cause he did say that. 
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I:  OK.   

P11:  And that’s why I got in the shit for it. 

I:  Oh, so she was fairly violent towards you, you felt? 

P11:  Yeah.   

… 

I:  So, from all these kind of early experiences you had with um people 

older than you sometimes being a bit scary and unpredictable, what did 

you reckon you learnt about how relationships work? 

P11:  I don’t know. 

I:  Not too sure? 

P11:  Nuh. (391-464) 

Participant 11 described one of his current friendships in these terms: 

I:  So you, tell me a bit about your friendship with ****. 

P11:  We’ve been friends for like five years, six years now. 

I:  Ah huh. 

P11:  Really good friends.  We go fishing, camping, we go to the track, 

we go bush-bashing on our bikes.  Its fun hanging out with him. 

I:  And he’s not scary? 

P11:  Nuh. 

I:  Nuh.   

P11:  We muck round fight.   

I:  Yep, um hum.   

P11:  That’s what boys do.  And he showed me new things like, he’d like 

find out where all the weak spots are in you.  I know a few of them.   

I:  Ah, tell me some more about that. 
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P11:  Well, he’d just, he’d get them off other people and he’d show me.  

And where all the good spots to knock you out and all that.  So if I get 

into a fight, he’s teached me how to fight. 

I:  Ah, OK.  Yep (531-549) 

Given his early experiences, it is perhaps not surprising that participant 11 

valued his relationship with his friend for these reasons.  The need for such skills and 

constant vigilance in his environment were revealed in this next exchange: 

P11:  And yeah.  The other night I got, me, him and his girlfriend got 

jumped.  I got my ear-ring pulled out, but this is a new one. 

I:  Ah.  So tell me a bit about that.  Where did you get jumped? 

P11:  Down ****.  It’s a hell place. 

I:  Its what, sorry? 

P11:  It a hell place. 

I:  A hell place? 

P11:  Yeah. 

I:  OK. 

P11:  Its like, Abos, Abos galore, just everywhere. 

I:  It sounds a bit like you’re saying that… 

P11:  It’s a ghetto. 

I:  Where you live there’s lots of, you have to be careful because people 

might try and hurt you? 

P11:  Even at the skate park about, three, four nights ago someone got 

stabbed and killed.  And I heard the coppers were over there on 24-hour 

job. (550-556) 

He also described his relationship with the teen-aged sons of the family in 

which he was currently living: 

I:  Hmm, and do you get on well with them? 
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P11:  Yeah.  Well we fight like brothers.   

I:  Tell me how brothers fight. 

P11:  Oh, just yell and scream at each other.  No punch up or nothing.  

Or sometimes them three do, to each other, but I stay out of it.  I try and 

stop it. 

I:  Ah.  And is there yelling and screaming a lot? 

P11:  Yeah.  Yeah, throughout the day.  When its like the weekend, all 

day.  **** (mother) tells them to shut up. (592-600) 

Participant 11 performed cunnilingus on his younger sister in the lounge room 

of the family home.   At the time of the incident they were both watching a PG-rated 

movie in the evening after the rest of the family had retired to bed.  He gave this 

account of his offence: 

I:  So **** was 13?  So, um, I guess was she, um, she’d gone through 

puberty by that stage? 

P11:  Dunno. 

I:  OK. 

P11:  Probably just going through it. 

I:  Alright, but I guess she knew, she would have known about what sex 

was? 

P11:  Yeah, I think so. 

I:  Right.  Some times when I speak to guys, they’ve got sexual with, with 

kids that haven’t really understood what sex is. 

P11:  Yeah. 

I:  Do you think **** understood what sex is? 

P11:  Probably. 

I:  OK. 

P11:  Cause I asked her.   
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I:  Hmm. 

P11:  And then she goes “No”.  And I go “Why not?”  And she ended up 

just saying yes.  After a while.   

I:   What do you think made her change her mind to say yes? 

P11:  I don’t know.  Probably just to get rid of me.  That’s what ???? tell 

mum.  And then, so yeah and so… (781-801) 

Participant 11 had left school in Year Nine but denied ever having been 

suspended.  He also denied having come to the attention of the police for any previous 

matters.  From his interview it appears that although he have been an unruly 

adolescent, his behaviour would probably have fallen short of a diagnosis of Conduct 

Disorder. 

From his descriptions of his early developmental experiences it appears that his 

internal working system of self and others, his relational template, would have 

focused on the unpredictable nature of human relationships, particularly with regard 

to those older or stronger than oneself.  It is also likely to have been framed in such a 

way as to condone the exploitation of those younger or weaker than oneself.  

Participant 11 had been on the receiving end of such exploitation by his older sister 

and it appears that he had come to see sibling relationships as normally involving 

coercive, rather than cooperative strategies to influence the other.  Not surprisingly, 

we therefore see these strategies being applied in early efforts to engage others in 

sexual relationships as well.  

Participant 12 

Participant 12, at 14, was the youngest participant in the research.  At the time 

of interview he was on bail pending sentence for a number of sexual assaults on his 

younger half-sister and a young boy who was the son of a friend of the family.  Both 

children were aged seven at the time of the offences and participant 12 was aged 13. 
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Participant 12 came from a stable and cohesive family.  His biological father 

separated from his mother when he was an infant but his mother formed a relationship 

with another male when participant 12 was an infant and he has always been regarded 

by participant 12 as his father.  Participant 12 had a biological brother who was three 

years older and two half-sisters.  The elder of these two sisters has had persistent 

health problems since birth and was described by participant 12 as being unable to 

speak or eat and has to be fed via a tube. 

Participant 12 reported positive experiences at primary school and close 

attachments to peers: 

I:  Yeah, so what do you remember about starting school there? 

P12:  Um, not much, just the first day of kindergarten, which was when I 

got my first friend, which I was friends with him all the way through school 

years and then I lost contact with him when um I moved schools. 

I:  Do you mean when you moved to W? 

P12:  Yeah, so, um, we were pretty good mates then.  I could tell him 

anything and, yeah. 

I:  Yeah, tell me some more about that friendship. 

P12:  Um, we were pretty close, we were like brothers.  Um.. 

I:  I’m really interested in hearing about that, can you tell me some more 

about how, um, what it meant to you to be really close to someone like, 

like you’re a brother to them? 

P12:  Um, a lot and I had someone to trust outside of my family.  Um…  

yeah he was just a really good mate and if anything happened to him I 

wouldn’t know what to do. 

I:  Yeah, OK, so really, really close? 

P12:  Yeah, really close, yeah. 



                                                                                                                                                    Chapter 6 

191 

I:  And sometimes boys become mates because, like, they do stuff 

together and sometimes they become mates because they spend a lot of 

time talking about things… 

P12:  We became mates just like when I first walked in to the classroom 

in kindergarten he just offered to be my mate and all that, which was 

pretty good when no-one else wants to talk to me.   So I went and sat 

with him and it went from there it started and we became really good 

mates and trusted each other. (170-196) 

Although he saw this friendship as being different to his relationship with his 

older brother, it was evident that he also felt close to his brother: 

I:  So tell me, in what ways was um your friendship with your brother 

similar or different to your friendship with this guy? 

P12:  It was different, really different.  Yeah, it was the brotherly love kind 

of thing.  We’d fight, and fighting and, yeah.  Um… 

I:  Sorry, you said it was the brotherly love kind of thing, lots of fighting?  

As in… 

P12:  Yeah, um we just got on each other’s nerves.  Yeah, I usually got 

on his nerves a lot more but.  Just younger brothers.  Um, but he’d still 

stick up for me, pretty much, if I got in a fight and I got hurt, he’d stick up 

for me. (205-214) 

And also: 

I:  Did he go to the same high school as you?   

P12:  Yep. 

I:  Right.  And did you ever do things with him, like go bike riding together 

or… 

P12:  Kind of.  We used to play footie.  Rugby Union.  And um he’d 

sometimes come and watch my games.  Um, yeah.  Um, that kind of 

stuff, yeah. (513-519) 

Although many aspects of participant 12’s narratives recounted experiences 

with his mother, he also expressed warmth for his relationship with his father: 
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I:  OK.  You’ve told me a lot about um what your mum said and did and 

everything.  Haven’t heard very much at all about your dad? 

P12:  Um, my dad, um he’s a good guy.  He’s helped me out a lot, like 

when I need help he’ll help me out. 

I:  Can you tell me some examples of that? 

P12:  Like when I got in the fight at primary school where I kneed the guy, 

dad asked me to tell him exactly what happened, and I did, and and he 

said “You sure that’s what happened?” and I said “yeah” and so if I got in 

trouble for that he would have went down to the school and said that it 

was self-defence and all that.  So he looked after me pretty well and, 

yeah, he’s probably the best dad. 

I:  Can you tell me some other good stories about you and your dad? 

P12:  Yeah, um some weekends when he gets time off um sometimes 

me, my brother and my dad and I go fishing or go camping or something.  

Which was good, just like the three of us.  Um, when I was young he’d 

read me bedtime stories every night.  Um, yeah, that’s pretty much all 

that I can remember.  He’s just like, yeah, a nice guy. (435-455) 

Participant 12 recounted some playground fights in primary school and one 

short suspension in high school.  He described a number of minor incidents of 

misbehaviour at home and at school: 

I:  OK, and um what about at home?  Can you tell me about times that, 

when you would have got in trouble at home? 

P12: Oh, heaps of times, pretty much every afternoon.  Um, sometimes 

I’d have a tantrum about doing the dishes or doing my room or something 

like that and then I’d tell like a lie or something about something that 

happened at school and, like, at **** high I got suspended for um, I 

locked one of the doors where, like in **** high, like its two levels, and 

they’ve got a bit, like a walkway, and they’ve got two glass doors there 

and I locked the door here and walked through and my mate came along 

and tapped the window and it smashed.  So, I got suspended for that and 

I had a fight in the classroom, which the teachers thought that it was a 

fight but it was a little play-fight and um got in trouble for that and mum, I 

came home and mum goes “Oh, anything interesting happened at 
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school” and I said no and I didn’t tell her.  And mum actually already 

knew and um, so yeah.  Things didn’t work out well from there. (331-347) 

Participant 12 elaborated elsewhere in the interview about his habit of lying.  It 

appeared to be a habit that he was beginning to understand in terms of its cost on 

relationships: 

I:  OK.  And, yeah, can you tell me some other, other times, tell me, when 

you got in trouble at home, like if you had a big fight because you didn’t 

want to do the dishes or something like that, how, um, what did your 

parents do, what did they, how did they handle that? 

P12:  Um, I don’t know, just like they weren’t happy with me lying and all 

that so I’d either get grounded or I’d have to do the dishes by myself for a 

little bit.  And then ???? (laughs) didn’t feel like doing them.  But, um, 

yeah.  They didn’t really like me lying and all that.  Which I’m trying not to 

do anymore. 

I:  Did you feel like that was something that you did a lot of? 

P12:  Yeah, I do a lot, yeah. 

I:  OK. 

P12:  Cause, I always thought that if you told a lie um they wouldn’t find 

out and I wouldn’t get in as much trouble, but if you told the truth, you 

don’t get in as much trouble.  So I found that out now, if you tell lies you 

get in more trouble. (395-412) 

I:  When you did something wrong, would it mainly be your mum that kind 

of… 

P12:  No, um it was usually my dad, like but my mum would say if I was 

grounded or not because dad always says that its up to mum, what 

happens to me, but um dad will always talk to me about it and say “don’t 

do that, don’t do this, you can do that, but you can’t do this”, just like, but 

because its gone on for that long he just, he really got sick of it.   

I:  Sorry, I’m not sure what you mean by its gone on for that long? 

P12:  Um, I don’t know when it started but it’s been going on for years, 

me lying and all that.   
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I:  Ah, lying, OK. 

P12:  Yeah, so, dad’s kind of got sick of it, by now, so… 

I:  How do you know he’s got sick of it? 

P12:  Um, cause he’s told me.  Every time when I used to do it he’d just 

like ,yeah, “I’m sick of this” and just, yeah. 

I:  So what do you think it meant when he said ‘I’m sick of this”? 

P12:  Um, I’m sick of me, he’s sick of me lying and all that.  ??? tell the 

truth. 

I:  So that’s like… 

P12:  Make the right decisions. 

I:  Yeah, so that’s literally I guess what it means, but um what other 

message do you think he might have been giving you, apart from the fact 

that he doesn’t like you lying? 

P12: I don’t now, that’s all I really thought about. 

I:  So when he says “I’m sick of this” um… 

P12:  Well he doesn’t really say “I’m sick of this”, he just says “I’m sick of 

this bull” 

I:  And does that mean that, um, do you think he’s kind of, he’s sort of 

moving away a bit from you, like sort of saying “I don’t want to be friends 

with you anymore”, or… 

P12:  Nah, I think it was just sick of me lying and all that to him.  But um, 

we were close but now I think we’ve started to move away a bit. 

I:  Yeah? 

P12:  Which is kind of sad. 

I:  Can you tell…  

P12:  Cause of me lying and all that. 

I:  So you think that the lying has kind of like taken a bit of a toll on your 

relationship with him? 
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P12: Yeah. (456-497) 

Participant 12 had not come to the attention of the police for any matters prior 

to the sexual offences.  He reported that the most trouble he had been in prior to these 

matters was when he had stolen a digital camera from his primary school.  He had 

taken the camera from the teacher’s desk and brought it home and told his mother that 

a friend had given it to him as a birthday present.  His mother investigated and 

discovered the truth and he received an in-school suspension. 

It appears likely that participant 12 looked on the sexual contact with his sister 

in the same naive terms: a sneaky, but not overly serious misdemeanour. 

I:  Um, and I know this is difficult to talk about, but can you give me some 

sort of broad idea about what happened with L? 

P12:  Um, it usually happened in my room.  When like mum and dad 

were out.  Um, and yeah um, what else did you want to know like about 

it, like… 

I:  Um, well, I guess, what did it involve, what sort of parts of the body did 

it involve? 

P12:  Oh, um, oral and um vaginal, yeah. 

I:  OK, and was that oral in terms of her on you, or you on her? 

P12:  Her on me. 

I:  OK, um how did you get L to go along with that? 

P12:  Um, one of the times I gave her money, but I don’t know how I did it 

the other times, I don’t know. 

I:  Umhum, and over what time period did it occur? 

P12:  Um, probably from May to the August. 

I:  OK. 

P12:  But I think it only happened four or five times though. 
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I:  And um, how did it, how did it come out into the open? 

P12:  Um dad caught me. 

I:  Oh, in your room? 

P12:  Yeah.  (673-694) 

Participant 12 had been similarly involved with a young boy at about the same 

time.  After being charged with the offences with his sister, participant 12 disclosed 

the abuse of the boy to his parents, who subsequently informed the police. 

I:  And who is J? 

P12:  One of my mum’s mate’s son.   

I:  Ah, OK.  And was that happening at about the same time? 

P12:  Yeah.   

I:  And this was all before you got caught? 

P12:  Yeah. 

I:  OK.  And, tell me about when that would happen? 

P12:  Um, what with J?  Um, when or where? 

I:  Well both, cause I mean he, obviously he wasn’t living with you, so 

when… 

P12:  Um when um, I don’t know, probably the same area of time.  With 

um, L.  But um might be in my room or when I go to his house it might be 

in the paddock or something. 

I:  OK.  Hmm.  And did that start before L, or after L? 

P12:  After. 

I:  OK, hmm.  And how did you get J to go along with it? 

P12:  I have no idea.  I don’t know.  Um, I know, um, I took him down to 

the park one day and um I, he wanted me to show him the maze.  In W 

there is a maze thing that you go through and um I said “yeah, wait up, 

give us a minute” and so he already ran off and went behind this tree and 
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there were some porn magazines there.  And he saw them and came 

over and I told him to go away and all that, but no, little kids don’t, they 

don’t listen, so he kept looking at them and he said like do you want to do 

this and all that kind of stuff and, yeah, that’s when I should have said no. 

I:  So that’s when it started? 

P12:  Pretty much, yeah. (744-771) 

Although participant 12 may have initially viewed his sexual activities with the 

children as relatively minor incidents of deceit or disobedience, he now appears to 

have grasped the gravity of the consequences of his behaviour.  For this young man, 

the consequences are felt most acutely in relational terms: 

I:  Yeah.  So it sounds like you are not particularly interested in having 

sex with girls, sorry, with young children?  Or young girls. 

P12:  No. 

I:  Right, OK, so um… 

P12:  Why I did it?  I have no idea.  Um, I think it was probably from 

hearing it from my mates like about sex and all that and then the video.  

Which, um, yeah, I just went along and did it. 

I:  OK, and it sounds like, um, as a result of that you have paid a fairly 

heavy price? 

P12:  Yeah. 

I:  Can you tell me about some of the, what that price has been, or what 

that cost has been to you? 

P12:  Um, not being able to live with my family. 

I:  That bothers you? 

P12:  Yeah.  Um,.. 

I:  What, can you tell me what the worst part about that is? 

P12:  What, not being able to live with my family?  Um, just being a 

happy family and just living together. 
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I:  So, you had enjoyed living with your family?  And would you say that 

you were a happy family, before then? 

P12:  Sometimes we were, sometimes we weren’t.  But it was mainly my 

fault that we weren’t, sometimes. 

I:  Can you tell me a bit about that? 

P12:  Um, because of me lying. 

I:  OK. 

P12:  Yeah, it comes back to that. (809-835) 

Participant 12 also appeared to have understood the relational consequences of 

his actions and appeared motivated to try and restore his relationship with his father: 

I:  OK.  Hmm.  And it sounds like, um, clearly your mum has still very 

supportive?  How would you describe your relationship with your dad 

now?  Has it changed? 

P12:  Um, I’m trying to earn back respect.   

I:  Trying to earn back respect? 

P12:  Yeah. 

I:  And can you tell me how you are doing that? 

P12:  Um, trying to stay up on the top of my school work, trying not to lie, 

um and just like going through the interviews and all that with the police 

and with you and the JJs and all that.  Um, just tell them the truth and all 

that.  And yeah… (850-860) 

Unlike participant 11, participant 12 does not appear to have sexually offended 

primarily as the result of an exploitative relational template.  He appears to have 

formed much more stable and closer bonds with his family than participant 11.  

Ironically, however, it may have been that the security and stability of these 

relationships that led him to push and breach their boundaries.  In this sense, parallels 

can be made between his sexual and nonsexual behaviour.  Participant 12 appears to 
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have repeatedly given himself permission to make what he considered to be minor 

breaches of rules: telling lies, creating nuisances at school and stealing valuable and 

attractive items.  It is likely that he viewed the sexual behaviour in the same way: 

stealing the sexual innocence of the children for his own gratification.  In his 

immaturity, he was unlikely to have seen this as being a harmful or serious matter.        

Discussion 

This section will be presented in three parts.  First, a parsimonious presentation 

of the theory developed in this chapter will be offered.  This will be a restatement of 

the theory without the justification presented in the preceding sections of the chapter.  

Second, a discussion of the results of the study in relation to the research aims will 

follow, before the implications of this theory will be discussed. 

A theory regarding the perceptions of sexual and nonsexual offending of adolescent 

sex offenders 

The result of this investigation is a theory in which the sexual offences of 

adolescents are best understood as an attempt at relating in a sexual manner with 

another person.  The core category for this theory is the “Relational Template”.  A 

Relational Template is defined as: a set of beliefs about human relationships and how 

they are conducted which is formed in early childhood and is modified through 

experiences with parents, carers, teachers and peers.  At puberty this template that 

has been developed is transferred to the domain of sexual relationships.  The theory 

suggests that the same themes that are observed in the way that the person relates to 

others in a nonsexual context is also observed in a sexual context.  It therefore also 

provides a link to understand both their sexual offending and their nonsexual 

offending or delinquency. 
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Results of the study and research aims 

The aim of Study 3 was to use a Grounded Theory method to develop a theory 

that would not only describe the sexual offending experiences of the participants, but 

also explain those experiences.  In doing so, it was hoped to find answers to two 

specific questions: 

1. How do adolescents who have committed sexual offences differ in 

their descriptions and explanations of their sexual and nonsexual 

offending? 

2. Do adolescents identify specific factors associated with committing 

sex offences, as opposed to nonsexual offences? 

The clearest difference in the explanations and descriptions of their sexual and 

nonsexual offences in this study was that participants appeared to find it much easier 

to talk about their nonsexual offences than their sexual offences.  There appeared to 

be a great deal of shame associated with their sexual offending and it is likely that this 

shame prevented participants from describing their sexual offences in as much detail 

as their nonsexual offences.  In some cases participants claimed to have been either 

totally amnesic about their sexual offences or too intoxicated at the time to recall any 

details.  Some participants appeared to have an intuitive sense that sexual offences 

were quite different to nonsexual offences, but they struggled to articulate the 

dimensions of this difference beyond saying that sexual offences were “more 

serious”.  The majority of participants who attempted to articulate the difference 

between their sexual and nonsexual offending were mainly conscious of the greater 

impact of sexual offences on people, as compared to the impact of nonsexual 

offences.  Similarly, for those who had not been charged with other nonsexual 

offences the experience of being prosecuted for a sexual offence meant that it was 
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seen as being a great deal more serious than any trouble in which they had previously 

been involved.  It was therefore along the dimension of “seriousness” or “impact” that 

participants described the differences, rather than in terms of rewards or motivations.  

The shame and reluctance to speak about their sexual offence(s) was prominent 

among participants who were also able to describe at least one functioning 

relationship with an adult caregiver.  It appeared that these participants believed that a 

sexual offence was a relational transgression in a way that a nonsexual offence was 

not.     

The study did not find unique motivations for committing sexual, rather than 

nonsexual offences.  In contrast, it found that when the sexual offences were viewed 

in terms of attempts to relate sexually to others, the behaviours were similar to 

previously established patterns of nonsexual relationships. 

In exploring the relational templates of participants it also became apparent that 

both desire to relate to others, as well as competence in relating to others, are 

moderating factors in the use of relational templates in both sexual and nonsexual 

circumstances.  This raises the question of the extent to which one’s desire to relate to 

others is a function of one’s competence to do so, or whether being good at relating to 

others increases one’s desire to do so.   

An obvious factor that may be thought to influence the development of both 

sexual and nonsexual relationships is that of sexual abuse.  As outlined in Chapter 3, 

it is often assumed that those who sexually offend have been victims of child sexual 

assault and are therefore re-enacting their own abuse.  Consistent with levels of sexual 

assault victimisation found in empirical investigations, however, only a minority of 

participants in this study disclosed being victimised as children.  In both cases 

(participants one and eight), the abuse occurred in a context of general domestic chaos 
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and family breakdown, however the subsequent offending trajectories of both 

participants were sufficiently different to suggest that the abuse itself was not 

predictive of specific outcomes.   

Abuse more generally, in terms of harsh parental discipline or exposure to 

domestic violence, was more commonly reported by participants than specifically 

sexual abuse.  It was not, however, universally reported.  Nor was it necessarily a 

precondition for violent sexual assaults.  In general it was found that experiences of 

abuse in childhood were more likely to be followed by more serious nonsexual 

delinquency or offending and more coercive sexual assaults.  This is consistent with 

the theory that as children the participants in this study would have learned that 

competitive or coercive strategies were the most effective way to influence others or 

to have them comply with one’s wishes.   

The exception to this pattern, however, was participant six.  While it was true 

that his pattern of nonsexual relating was similar to the interpersonal aspects of his 

behaviour in his sexual assaults, the factors that may have led to the development of 

his relational template are less clear.  He reported a childhood that was free of the 

sorts of developmental adversities that characterised the childhoods of the majority of 

participants.  Unlike participants five and seven, who reported almost total amnesia of 

their sexual offences, participant six reported memories of the offences as “very brief 

flashes”.  Given this report and the lack of other obvious developmental adversities, it 

may be necessary to incorporate other factors such as neuroanatomy or neurobiology 

into a more comprehensive theory capable of providing a fuller explanation of the 

offending of young people such as participant six. 

Similarly, while their offending was not as violent or coercive as that of 

participant six, the backgrounds of participants 10 and 12 also did not appear to 
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feature the same levels of developmental adversity as found among other participants.  

The sexual offending of these participants highlights the heterogeneity of the 

population of young men who sexually offend.  These participants could be 

considered to represent the often-noted subgroup of adolescent sex offenders who 

have come from relatively well functioning backgrounds and who’s offending is 

characterised more by immaturity or naivety than delinquency or psychopathology.  

The strength of the Relational Template theory, however, is its ability to account for 

cases such as these, as well as those from more chaotic or disturbed backgrounds. 

A number of limitations to this study need to be acknowledged.  Similar to 

Study 2, the participants of this study were all volunteers.  It is possible that their 

responses may be different to other young people who sexually offended but who 

would not consent to be involved in research.  Also, as noted above, most participants 

were very reluctant to discuss their sexual offending or the cognitive or emotional 

antecedents to their offences in any detail.  This often led to brief responses on the 

part of participants and a tendency for the interviewer to suggest interpretations of 

behaviour to which the participant often agreed.  It is therefore possible that the 

interviewer may have elicited different responses if other strategies were employed to 

encourage participants to expand on their answers.     

Summary and Conclusion 

In summary, Study 3 demonstrates the diverse nature of the causes, contexts, 

contingencies, consequences, covariances and conditions under which young men 

sexually offend.  The study failed to find unique antecedents or motivations for 

sexual, as compared to nonsexual offending, but it did identify a theoretical construct 

that could account for participant’s behaviours in both domains.  The implications of 

these findings, particularly as they relate to constructs of offence specialisation, 
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criminal diversity and psychopathology, are discussed more fully in the final chapter 

of this thesis, Chapter 7.
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Chapter 7: Discussion and Conclusions 
The aim of this thesis was to explore factors related to the sexual and nonsexual 

offending of adolescent sex offenders.  In doing so, the following research questions 

were addressed: 

• What factors predict adult sexual recidivism among groups of adolescent 

sexual offenders and to what extent are these factors different from those 

that predict nonsexual recidivism? 

• What different psychological characteristics are associated with 

adolescents who only commit sexual offences, as compared with those 

who are more versatile in their offending? 

• How do adolescents themselves differ in their descriptions and 

explanations of their sexual and nonsexual offending? and 

• Do adolescents identify different factors associated with committing sex 

offences, as opposed to nonsexual offences?   

Three separate studies were carried out, with each study using a different 

methodology and a progressively finer point being put on the question at hand.   It 

was found that some factors that predicted the sexual recidivism of adolescent sex 

offenders were also factors that predict nonsexual recidivism among this group.  It 

was also found, however, that somewhat different developmental paths to sexual 

offending are suggested when those who exclusively commit sexual offences are 

compared with those who commit both sexual and nonsexual offences during 

adolescence.   When young men were interviewed about their offending they often 

exhibited greater levels of shame about their sexual offences compared with their 

nonsexual offences, but both their sexual and nonsexual offending appeared to be 

consistent with previously established patterns of negotiating human relationships. 
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This chapter reviews the findings from the three studies making up this thesis, 

discusses the implications of the results with regard to theory development, treatment 

programs for this population, as well as implications in the area of public policy.  

Limitations of the thesis are also presented along with recommendations for future 

research and practice in the field. 

Factors predicting sexual and nonsexual recidivism among adolescent sex 

offenders 

Study 1 of the thesis focused on the first research question by exploring factors 

that may predict adult sexual recidivism among adolescent sex offenders and 

examining the extent to which these factors different from those that predict 

nonsexual recidivism.  

The results of Study 1 were consistent with previous studies that have shown 

relatively low rates of detected adult sexual recidivism among samples of adolescent 

sex offenders. In this research, only 9% of young men who committed a sexual 

offence in adolescence went on to be charged with sexual offences in their first ten 

years of adulthood. The Cox regression model that best predicted adult sexual 

recidivism contained variables that could be considered predictive of both nonsexual 

offending (presence of prior nonsexual offences) and sexual offending (number of 

index sex offence charges).  The significance of this finding is although both 

adolescent and adult sexual offending has traditionally been conceived as 

predominantly a psychosexual disorder, none of the variables identified in this study 

have been theoretically linked to the construct of sexual deviance. 

Of the variables in Study 1 that may have served as indices of sexual deviance 

(number of sex offence victims, number of sex offence charges, having a male victim, 

being an adolescent sexual recidivist), the only significant predictor that emerged was 

number of sex offence charges.  This is arguably a weak index of sexual deviance and 
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could suggest a fixation on sexual offending evidenced by repetition of the behaviour.  

Unfortunately, it could also be a random effect of different policing and criminal 

justice processes.    

In their meta-analysis, McCann and Lussier (2008) operationalised sexual 

deviance as prior sexual offences, young age at intake, age at first sex crime, higher 

total number of victims, child or adult victim, stranger victim and deviant sexual 

arousal (either self-report or phallometrically assessed).  Although they found that 

sexual deviance (so defined) was a significant predictor of sexual recidivism, they 

also found that the effect size was small and noted that the biggest problem in 

measuring sexual deviance is the dynamic and developing nature of adolescent 

sexuality.  Thus, although indices of sexual deviance remain one of the strongest 

predictors for sexual recidivism among adult sex offenders (Hanson & Bussiere, 

1998) its prominence and significance as a predictor variable for juvenile sexual 

recidivism remains unclear.   

One of the clearest findings of Study 1, however, was the marked persistence of 

general criminal behaviour among participants, suggesting relatively stable patterns of 

general delinquent conduct among adolescent sex offenders. Having a prior nonsexual 

offence conviction at initial assessment was associated with an almost three-fold 

increase in the odds of being charged for sexual offences as an adult.  Over half of the 

participants had a nonsexual offence conviction that predated their first known sexual 

offence, and at follow-up almost two thirds (65%) had accumulated adult criminal 

convictions for either sexual or nonsexual offences.  Thus, although adult sexual 

recidivism was the exception, adult nonsexual recidivism was very much the rule.  

This finding is consistent with previous and subsequent studies of sexual and 

nonsexual recidivism among adolescents.  In their meta-analysis, McCann and 
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Lussier (2008) reported the average adult nonsexual recidivism rate among juvenile 

sex offenders as 53% (SD = 17.8%, range 8.3-78.6%).   

Age at assessment was also found to predict sexual recidivism but unlike studies 

of nonsexual recidivism in which a younger age is generally associated with increased 

risk of recidivism, it was an older age at assessment that predicted adult sexual 

offence charges. The likelihood of being charged with sexual offences as an adult 

increased by 60% with each year increase in age at assessment.  This is a finding that 

warrants further investigation as it suggests that sexual offending among adolescents 

is not completely analogous to nonsexual delinquency.  As discussed in Chapter Four, 

it is also further evidence that persistent sexual offending is likely to be more of an 

adult phenomenon than an adolescent one and it highlights the need for further 

research into age-graded risk factors. 

The onset and course of adolescent sexual offending therefore appears to be 

both similar and different to general delinquency. Study 1 demonstrates that like most 

other forms of juvenile delinquency, the sexual offending of adolescents declines 

rapidly in the late teenage years.  Unlike most other forms of juvenile offending, 

however, it tends to begin earlier.  Also, unlike most other forms of juvenile 

offending, it is an older age at onset that is associated with a higher risk of recidivism, 

rather than a young age. 

The Adolescent-Limited Life Course Persistent (AL /LCP) dichotomy of 

Moffitt (1993; , 1997) initially appears to have some applicability to this population.  

This theory, which is based on a developmental criminology perspective, suggests 

that young offenders are of two distinct categories, histories and have quite different 

offending trajectories.  The first group is likely to have a later onset of delinquency 

and their offending is thought to be motivated by a desire to have adult privileges, 
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possessions and power.  In order to achieve these ends they may mimic the methods 

of their more chronically antisocial peers.  Once they become adults, however, the AL 

offenders are more able to acquire their desired goods by legitimate methods and they 

develop a greater stake in social conformity.  In contrast, the LCP offenders, who 

have had fewer opportunities to develop adaptive skills and whose criminal activities 

may have foreclosed on their future potential to successfully integrate into the 

community have less stake in conformity and are more likely to continue offending.  

This group is thought to make up the five percent of offenders who are responsible for 

the bulk of crime. 

The results of Study 1 of this thesis are reminiscent of this sort of dichotomy.  

Consistent with other research, this study found that the rate of sexual offending 

appears to drop steeply after adolescence, leaving a small percentage of offenders 

who continue to sexually offend in adulthood.  It therefore appears that there is a large 

group of adolescent sexual offenders whose sexual offending is “Adolescent Limited” 

and a smaller group who may possibly be “Life-course Persistent”.  In contrast to 

Moffitt’s theory, however, late-onset sexual offending is associated with persistence, 

whereas early-onset is associated with general offending. 

Also, in contrast to Moffitt’s theory, the same steep drop in nonsexual offending 

was not observed in Study 1.  At follow-up the majority of participants had been 

convicted of further nonsexual offences as adults.  The mean age at adult follow-up 

was 24 years (SD = 2.12).  It is possible that this age is too young to expect to see the 

sharp drop-off of offending of the Adolescent-Limited group, or alternately the 

participants of Study 1 may have contained a larger than expected group of Life-

course Persistent offenders. 
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It could be argued, however, that some level of social mimicry is involved in the 

sexual offending of many participants in this thesis.  In Study 3, several participants 

cited the example of peers in motivating them to explore with a number of areas of 

delinquency, including sexual offending.  It is perhaps most clearly put by participant 

12: 

I:  Yeah.  So it sounds like you are not particularly interested in having 

sex with girls, sorry, with young children?  Or young girls. 

P12:  No. 

I:  Right, OK, so um… 

P12:  Why I did it?  I have no idea.  Um, I think it was probably from 

hearing it from my mates like about sex and all that and then the video.  

Which, um, yeah, I just went along and did it. 

I:  OK, and it sounds like, um, as a result of that you have paid a fairly 

heavy price? 

P12:  Yeah. (809-819) 

It is harder, however, to explain the callous sexual offending of participant six 

of Study 3 in terms of either social mimicry or prior chronic delinquency.  It would 

also appear that he would present a high risk for continued sexual offending. 

Moffitt’s theory of two distinct groups of adolescent offenders with different 

backgrounds and offence trajectories appears to have some relevance to adolescent 

sexual offending and has also been influential in the typology research of Hunter and 

colleagues (Hunter, Figuerdo, Becker, & Malamuth, 2007).  It appears, however, to 

operate slightly differently with regard to sexual, rather than general offending, and 

some of the markers of the two groups appear to be different. 

Adolescents who have sexually offended are more likely to have a previous 

conviction for a nonsexual offence than a sexual offence and they are several times 
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more likely to recidivate with a nonsexual offence, rather than a sexual offence. 

Taken together, this suggests that both the etiology and persistence of much 

adolescent sexual offending is more related to general delinquency than a specific 

sexual deviance factor.    

Antecedents of sexual and nonsexual offending 

Study 2 sought to investigate these matters further by shifting the focus from 

recidivism to antecedents in order to answer the second research question: What 

different psychological characteristics are associated with adolescents who only 

commit sexual offences, as compared with those who are more versatile in their 

offending?  

Study 2 applied a finer level of analysis by looking at the psychological, 

developmental, family and offence characteristics of a group of young men who had 

sexually offended and had been referred to a treatment program.  Specifically, it 

sought to further explore factors associated with sexual and nonsexual offending by 

dividing the group according to whether they had only committed sexual offences 

(specialists) or whether they had also committed nonsexual offences (versatile 

offenders).  The specialist group was further broken down according to persistence of 

offending, resulting in the third subgroup of short duration offenders 

As a single group, participants did not report significant levels of 

psychopathology, at least as measured by self-report questionnaires.  The means of 

both the internalising and externalsing T-scores of the Youth Self-Report were within 

the average range of this instrument.  Although there are no published norms for the 

self-report version of the Anti-social Process Screening Device, the mean score of 

3.93 for the Callous/Unemotional scale is well below that reported by at least one 

other study of the use of this instrument with adolescent offenders (Vitacco, Rogers, 

& Neumann, 2003).  The mean scores on each of these variables also did not differ 
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significantly from each other when participants were divided into three groups based 

on their offending profiles. 

When Principal Components Analysis was applied to the group of 

psychological, developmental and family characteristics of these participants, the 

resultant solution contained three main components.  MANCOVA revealed 

significant group differences between the three groups of participants on these three 

components.  Specifically, the versatile group was found to be significantly different 

to the other two groups in relation to their scores on the Transgression component.  

This component contained scores in relation to both their history of child abuse, as 

well as their history of conduct problems. 

Thus, even when more fine-grained analysis of the psychological, 

developmental and family backgrounds was possible, it was the propensity for 

conduct problems, not the psychological or family profile, that stood out as the main 

factor that differentiated these three offender groups.  Among this sample of young 

people who had sexually offended, the most prominent group was not that which had 

exclusively sexually offended or even that which had repeatedly and exclusively 

sexually offended.  The most prominent group, in terms of psychological, 

developmental and family background, was the one in which members who had come 

from backgrounds of abuse. This group had early and persistent conduct problems and 

these conduct problems included, among other things, sexual offending.  In light of 

the results of Study 1, it appears likely that these young men would also be the ones 

who are most likely to continue sexual offending in adulthood. 

Study 2 was also notable for what it did not find.  It was hypothesised that the 

specialist group would be distinguished by having a greater proportion of participants 

with histories of sexual abuse, report higher levels of internalising problems and 
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lower levels of parental involvement.  It was also hypothesised that short duration sex 

offenders would report lower levels of abuse, report lower levels of both internalising 

and externalising problems and higher levels of parental involvement.  Neither of 

these hypotheses was supported and correlation analysis did not find that these 

variables were grouped together in the expected ways.  Internalising and externalising 

scores were significantly correlated with each other.  Internalising scores were also 

significantly correlated with poor parental monitoring and inconsistent discipline, but 

not with a history of sexual abuse.  When the three groups were compared, a 

significant effect was not found on the component containing these variables. 

These results are very similar to those of Worling (2001).  The Worling study 

used cluster analysis of the California Psychological Inventory (CPI) profiles of 112 

adolescent sex offenders to derive four personality-based subgroups.  Interestingly, 

subgroup membership was unrelated to victim age, victim gender and offender’s 

history of sexual victimisation.  The largest subgroup that emerged was labelled 

Antisocial/Impulsive and comprised almost half of the participants in the study.  This 

group was the most likely to have received abusive physical discipline from their 

parents.  Worling (2001) speculated that the Antisocial/Impulsive group was likely to 

have a propensity for rule violation and that their sexual offending may have been 

more a result of this rather than deviant sexual arousal.  Worling also identified two 

“relatively healthy” personality-based groups (Worling, 2001, p. 161).  

It is therefore interesting to note that a completely separate investigation in a 

different jurisdiction using a different methodology but using the same sample size 

from broadly the same population group should come to very similar conclusions 

about the psychological profile of its members.  Groups of young men in treatment 

programs for sexual offending are likely to contain a quite heterogenous mix of 
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personalities and psychological profiles, but the single largest group is likely to be 

those who can be identified as broadly delinquent or antisocial.   

Among the rest of the group members there are likely to be several young men 

who are psychologically indistinguishable from their nonsexual offending and non-

offending peers. Further support for this proposition is another personality-based 

investigation of young sex offenders in Britain.  Richardson, Kelly, Graham and 

Bhate (2004) found that 25% of their sample of adolescent sex offenders did not 

record significant elevations on any of the Personality Patterns scales or on any of the 

Expressed Concerns or Clinical Syndrome scales of the Millon Adolescent Clinical 

Inventory.  Although the proportions may vary across setting, there is clearly a group 

of young men in treatment programs for adolescent sex offenders who are 

psychologically functioning at the same level as their non-offending peers.  

These young men are likely to be similar to groups of adolescent perpetrators 

identified in non-forensic samples.  For example, Fromuth and colleagues in the US 

(Fromuth, Burkhart, & Webb Jones, 1991; Fromuth & Conn, 1997) have found in 

confidential surveys that small percentages of both male and female college students 

report sexually molesting a child when they were an adolescent.  Compared to the rest 

of the survey respondents, these participants are virtually indistinguishable on 

measures of psychological functioning, background variables and attitudes 

conceptually linked to sexually aggressive behaviour. 

It appears appropriate to make a similar observation as Worling (2001) with 

respect to the sexual offending of the versatile group of Study 2. Their offending 

appears to be a continuation of a broader pattern of delinquent or antisocial behaviour.  

More simply, versatile sex offenders may commit sexual offences for the same 

reasons that they commit nonsexual offences.  The reasons behind the sexual offences 
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of the specialist groups are more difficult to speculate about and the results of Study 2 

provided few clues. 

Specific factors for sexual offending?  

Study 3 provided a great deal more information about the motivations of a 

relatively small sample of young men who had committed sexual offences.  This 

study sought to establish how adolescents differ in their descriptions and explanations 

of their sexual and nonsexual offending and to determine whether they identify 

different factors associated with committing sex offences, as opposed to nonsexual 

offences.  The sample in Study 3 was small, however it contained representatives of 

many of the subgroups present in Studies 1 and 2, e.g. child and adult victimisers, 

indigenous and non-indigenous participants, those from stable backgrounds, those 

from chaotic and abusive backgrounds and those sentenced to both community and 

detention orders. 

It also contained a mix of those who had only committed sexual offences, as 

well as those who had committed sexual and nonsexual offences.  Even among those 

who had solely committed sexual offences, and even among those whose sexual 

offending was persistent, there were few examples of what may be considered a 

specific “sexual deviance”. 

Participant six was one such example.  His offending was specialised, persistent 

and extremely serious.  His presentation, however, was markedly different to several 

other participants who had also sexually offended against children over a period of 

months but whose presentation was characterised more by immaturity and naivety 

than the callous and narcissistic presentation of participant six.  This difference 

highlights the importance of taking both personalities, as well as behavioural 

characteristics, into account when assessing risk of dangerousness among young 

people who have sexually offended. 
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The Worling (2001) study also made some pertinent observations on this point.  

Worling (2001) noted that other studies of adolescent sex offenders had also found 

that about half of the participants of specialised treatment programs could be 

considered to be generally delinquent, but he also warned that “although many 

adolescent sex offenders have characteristics shared by nonsexual juvenile 

delinquents, there are many sexual offenders who do not.  Therefore, the quest to 

understand adolescent sex offenders by overlaying a generic juvenile delinquency 

model is both simplified and erroneous” (Worling, 2001. p.164).  Although Worling 

(2001) stressed the importance of recognising different personality patterns in young 

sex offenders with respect to etiology and treatment, it is also important to consider 

them with regard to risk. 

Some months after the interview with participant six, a young man the other 

side of the continent was sentenced in relation to the sexual assault and murder of an 

eight-year-old girl in the toilet block of a suburban shopping centre.  The man was 

aged 21 at the time of the offence and was living at home with his parents.  Although 

he had no history of nonsexual offences, he had previously come to the attention of 

police for sexual assaults on young girls when he was aged 16 and 18.  His lawyer 

reported that the man “could not remember what happened in the toilet cubicle, but 

has admitted seeing snapshot pictures in his head of himself doing something to the 

girl” (AAP, 2007; Cowan, 2007).  The offence history, modus operandi and this 

offender’s report of dissociation during the offence are eerily similar to that of 

participant six.  

Although participants in Study 3 varied along the continuum of seriousness of 

offending, as well as apparent psychopathology, there was a consistency in their 

strategies to negotiate both their sexual and nonsexual worlds when their behaviour 
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was viewed through the prism of human relationships.  Instead of constructs of sexual 

deviance or specialisation or criminal diversity, it was the construct of “relational 

templates” that emerged as a theoretical entity that could be used to describe and 

explain both the sexual and nonsexual offending of the participants of Study 3. 

The emergence of this theory highlights the usefulness of a sequential 

explanatory design incorporating both quantitative and qualitative methodologies.  It 

also brings to mind the original studies that led to the often-cited “Hawthorne effect” 

(Roethlisberger & Dickson, 1939). It may be recalled that a series of quantitative 

studies involving manipulation of various environmental factors and measuring the 

effect on factory production later led to a series of qualitative studies that uncovered a 

completely different understanding of the dynamics of rates of production in the 

factory.  In the same way, assumptions regarding ideas of sexual deviance, criminal 

versatility and offence specialisation in this thesis have been modified by the 

emergence of a different construct of relational templates as a way of understanding 

both the sexual and nonsexual offending of this population. 

Links with theory 

Given the identification of a large general delinquency factor in the sexual 

offending of the young participants of the studies of this thesis, it could be argued that 

the most parsimonious theory for the sexual offending of these young men is that of 

Gottfredson and Hirschi’s (1990) General Theory of Crime.  Perhaps young people 

commit sexual offences for the same reason that they commit nonsexual offences: 

they lack self-control.  Also if the basic human motivation is to seek pleasure and 

avoid pain, there are probably few sources of pleasure more salient to an adolescent 

boy than in the area of sexuality.  It could be argued that these two propositions make 

further theoretical elaboration unnecessary. 
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Despite the similarities that adolescent sexual offending has with nonsexual 

offending, however, different factors are associated with the two sorts of offences at 

both the aggregate and individual level.  Age is one factor.  At the aggregate level, the 

modal age of onset for sexual offending is slightly lower than for nonsexual offending 

and, unlike adolescent nonsexual offending, a lower age at onset does not necessarily 

indicate a higher risk of continued offending.  In fact, in Study 1, it was later onset, 

rather than early onset that was a significant predictor of adult sexual recidivism.  At 

the individual level, as illustrated in Study 3, although many offenders had a history 

of nonsexual offending and other maladaptive behaviours, others did not.  Some 

participants of Study 3 were functioning in an adaptive way and their lives were not, 

as predicted by Gottfredson and Hirschi, characterised by high levels of impulsivity, 

accidents, gambling, drug use or other acts that may be indicative of an underlying 

lack of self-control.  Therefore, while the General Theory of Crime may have some 

appeal, it is also somewhat limited in its applicability to this population as a whole. 

The integrated theory of the etiology of sexual offending (Marshall & Barbaree, 

1990), with its basis on the merging of sexual and aggressive responses has similar 

limitations in its broad applicability to adolescent sex offenders.  While many of the 

sexual assaults described by participants of Study 3 were clearly aggressive, many 

were not.  This was especially the case among those who sexually assaulted children.  

Additionally, although many participants of Study 3 came from abusive or chaotic 

backgrounds, some came from well-functioning families. 

The attachment theoretical-model of adolescent sexual offending of Smallbone, 

Marshall and Wortley (2008), however, appears to be sufficiently comprehensive to 

account for most of the aspects of sexual and nonsexual offending highlighted in this 

thesis.  Like Gottfredson and Hirschi and Marshall and Barbaree, Smallbone and 
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colleagues highlight the effect of poor parenting and childhood abuse as etiological 

factors for the onset of general criminal offending. As outlined in the literature 

reviews, adverse developmental experiences feature prominently in the histories of 

adolescent sex offenders.  They were a statistical feature of Studies 1 and 2 and were 

described in participant’s own words in Study 3.  Factors associated with the 

nonsexual offending of adolescent sex offenders in this thesis do not appear to be 

significantly different from factors described in the literature to be associated with 

nonsexual offending by general offenders.  

The theory of Smallbone et al. (2008), however, makes explicit the link between 

attachment behaviour and sexual behaviour, and highlights the relevance of 

attachment theory for understanding sexual offending over and above its relevance for 

understanding offending in general.  The relevance of attachment experiences for both 

sexual and nonsexual offending is underscored by the results of Study 3.  In terms of 

antecedents, the theory predicts that sexual offending by adolescents is likely to occur 

in the presence of a vulnerable victim and where the functional independence of the 

attachment, caregiving and sexual behavioural systems of a young person has been 

compromised by adverse attachment-related developmental experiences.  Such 

experiences are clearly seen in the backgrounds of the majority of participants of 

Study 3.   

An exception, however, was participant four, who was one of the few 

participants to have come from an intact family.  Although levels of attachment were 

not formally measured in this thesis, it would appear from statements that he made 

about his family that he enjoyed a stable and secure attachment to his parents.  

Participant four’s offence, however, could be described as one arising from what 

Smallbone (2005b) describes as the “psychological and social maelstrom of 
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adolescence” that may compromise the functional separation of the attachment, 

caregiving and sexual behaviour systems even where earlier attachment experiences 

were relatively unproblematic.  The presence of his peers and the disinhibiting 

influence of alcohol appear to have been important precipitating factors in participant 

four’s sexual offence, as it was also in his nonsexual offences. 

Participants ten and 12 came from relatively well functioning families, although 

there was evidence of some level of financial adversity experienced by participant 10 

and the family of participant 12 contained a child with a chronic and life-threatening 

illness.  The sexual offending of these participants is less easy to reconcile with this 

theory, however as attachment experiences were not the focus of this investigation the 

possibility that both participants had significant barriers to forming secure 

attachments to caregivers can not be ruled out. 

Participant six presents the greatest challenge in terms of an explanation under 

any theory of etiology.  Although he had a bereavement of his mother when he was 

quite young, he did not appear to have experienced other significant developmental 

adversities that may have accounted for his apparent level of detachment from 

relationships in general, or for the aggression displayed in his sexual offences. 

  Although the theory of Smallbone et al. (2008) provides a comprehensive 

explanation for the etiology of sexual offending in adolescence, it does not address 

the other matters raised in this thesis – the marked desistence from sexual offending 

as the young men enter adulthood but the persistence of nonsexual offending.  The 

relational template theory presented here would predict continued nonsexual 

offending among those whose relational template emphasised coercion over 

cooperation or a sensitivity for taking advantage of others.  This disposition may 

result in continued sexual offending as well, but the extent of this offending would be 
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moderated by both opportunity and relational competence.  As discussed in Chapter 

Four, it is likely that young adults would have less routine contact with vulnerable 

potential victims of sexual assault (children, for example) and the disorganised and 

urgent attempts to engage others in sexual relations may lead to more successful and 

reciprocal strategies being developed as the young men mature.  It would be predicted 

that those who have displayed the least relational competence as adolescence, such as 

participants two and eight, would be most likely to continue to offend both sexually 

and nonsexually.  The continued sexual offending of those participants who had not 

also committed nonsexual offences (predominantly child molesters) would also be 

predicted by the extent to which they were able to develop strategies to confidently 

negotiate sexual relations with peers/equals as they matured. 

The results of Studies 2 and 3 also suggest that those young people who have 

not offended nonsexually are generally less conduct disordered, had better attachment 

experiences, and less abusive experiences.  Study 3 suggests these adolescents 

develop a more positive relational template and their offences are characterised more 

by attempts to meet relational goals and appear less exploitative and coercive.  

Similarly, they are less likely to breach other interpersonal boundaries by breaking 

into people’s houses or stealing other people’s goods. This is likely to be because they 

have higher levels of empathy and a better appreciation of the effects of their 

behaviour, both for themselves and others.  Supporting this hypothesis is the finding 

that emotional empathy both mediates and moderates the propensity of adolescent sex 

offenders to commit nonsexual offences (Hunter, Figuerdo, Becker, & Malamuth, 

2007).  In this study Hunter and colleagues found that empathy directly decreased 

levels of nonsexual offending and suppressed or inhibited the behavioural expression 

of hostile masculinity in juveniles who had sexually offended.  
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Implications for treatment 

The results of this thesis highlight the heterogeneity of backgrounds, offending 

patterns, risk levels and treatment needs for young people who have sexually 

offended.  It therefore highlights the need for high quality assessment and intervention 

programs for this population. It has been recognised for some time that efforts to 

reduce recidivism among nonsexual offenders are most likely to be effective when the 

risk, needs and responsivity principle is applied (Andrews, Bonta, & Hoge, 1990; 

Bonta, Rugge, Scott, Bourgon, & Yessine, 2008).   The results of this thesis confirm 

the substantial majority of adolescent sex offenders do not proceed to commit further 

sexual offences.  Appropriate assessment procedures therefore need to lead to the 

provision of intervention programs for higher-risk youth, while ensuring that valuable 

treatment resources are not wasted and that lower-risk youth. 

Given the high levels of nonsexual offending among this group, both prior to 

and subsequent to their sexual offending, it would be recommended that young people 

who present with a childhood history of significant conduct problems, or who have 

prior nonsexual offences, be placed in programs that have proven to be effective in 

reducing nonsexual offending.  Depending on the age of the young person, a referral 

to an individual-level program of the sort described in Loeber and Farrington (1998) 

may be appropriate, or for younger clients a Multisystemic approach (Borduin, 

Schaeffer, & Heiblum, 2009; Henggeler, Schoenwald, Borduin, Rowland, & 

Cunningham, 1998; Letourneau et al., 2009) may be effective in reducing recidivism.  

There appears to be little to be gained by referring clients whose main presentation is 

that of delinquency to a program focused on addressing deviant patterns of sexual 

arousal and behaviour.  There is evidence, however, that treatment in some areas of 

focus of traditional adolescent sex offender treatment programs (e.g. empathy 
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deficits) can result in lower levels of both sexual and nonsexual recidivism among this 

population (Hunter, Figuerdo, Becker, & Malamuth, 2007). 

Programs that focus on correcting problematic patterns of sexual arousal, 

particularly with regard to children or violence, should be implemented for young 

people who display this profile during assessment.  Results from Study 1 of this thesis 

suggest that this is more likely to be an issue for older adolescents than for younger 

adolescents.  A number of strategies such as Covert Sensitisation, may be effective 

with this subgroup of adolescent sex offenders.  It would be expected, however, that 

young people presenting with this profile would be a small proportion of all young 

people charged with sexual offences.       

Implications for public policy 

Sex offender registration and community notification legislation 

Young people who have committed sexual offences are increasingly becoming 

subject to various registration and community notification laws.  These laws are a 

relatively new development in Australia and although adolescents and adults are 

subject to various state-based registration schemes, community notification legislation 

is yet to be introduced.   Sex offender registration and community notification laws 

have as their basis the assumption that sexual offending has a distinct etiology, 

involves a specific proclivity towards committing sexual offences, and is associated 

with a high risk of future sexual dangerousness (Zimring, 2004).  This propensity to 

commit sexual offences is seen as being a stable and enduring characteristic of sexual 

offenders, leaving the community vulnerable to ongoing risk.  The results of this 

thesis, together with the review of the literature in Chapter Two, suggest that the 

underlying assumptions of these pieces of legislation are incorrect in the vast majority 

of cases of adolescent sex offenders. 
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Worse than this, however, is the likelihood that reporting obligations placed on 

young people on sex offender registers are likely to hinder their process of 

rehabilitation and reintegration into the community.  In most Australian states, young 

people may be required to remain on sex offender registers for up to seven and a half 

years and are obliged to provide police with a lengthy list of personal details, 

including when they change address, buy a motor vehicle or begin work.  Thus, rather 

than these developmental milestones being associated with further integration into 

their communities, they instead become associated with a reminder of the 

community’s suspicion and distrust of them.  These obligations would also make it 

more difficult for the young person to obtain stable accommodation and employment 

and may actually increase their risk of recidivism.   

There is certainly a case to be made for registration of high-risk adolescent sex 

offenders.  For example, in a small sample of 14 youth subjected to the highest level 

of community notification in Washington State, most (79%) were rearrested within 

4.5 years for a new offence of any kind and 43% were rearrested for new sex crimes 

(Lieb, 1996; Schram & Milloy, 1995).  This result, together with the fact that the 

majority of adolescent sex offenders present a low risk for sex offence recidivism, 

again points to the importance of careful and empirically-guided risk assessments for 

this population. 

Limitations 

A number of limitations to the research in this thesis have been acknowledged 

in Chapters 4, 5 and 6.  It is also important to highlight the fact that all participants in 

each of the three studies are members of the minority of young people who have 

committed a sexual offence, been detected and were adjudicated in court.  

Additionally, participants of studies 2 and 3 were part of an even smaller subgroup 

who gave their consent to be involved in this research.  The results of this thesis 
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therefore may not be applicable to other groups of adolescent sex offenders, for 

example nonforensic samples, or those who are unwilling to be involved in research. 

It is also possible that levels of sexual recidivism were higher in Study 1 than 

official figures suggest.  While this is likely to be the case, the fact that the results of 

Study 1 were consistent with previous studies and that most participants were 

detected committing nonsexual offences suggests that levels of undetected sexual 

offending are unlikely to be significantly higher than those recorded in official 

figures. 

The inclusion of self-report measures in Studies 2 and 3 is also a limitation.  It 

is possible that the inclusion of third-party information about participants may have 

resulted in different findings.  As mentioned in Chapter Six, an event or piece of 

behaviour may have multiple and even divergent interpretations, depending on who is 

providing the account.  The research is therefore limited by the extent to which the 

young people themselves were able to report on their experiences and motivations.  

Also, as acknowledged in Chapter Six, most participants were reluctant to discuss 

their sexual offences in any detail and it was difficult to get them to expand on their 

typically short responses to questions about their sexual offences. 

Conclusion 

This aim of thesis was to explore factors related to the sexual and nonsexual 

offending of adolescent sex offenders.  Although the traditional understanding of 

adolescent sex offending is to conceive of it as predominantly a psychosexual 

disorder, investigation of the offending patterns of a large sample of Australian 

adolescent sex offenders reveals a large general delinquency factor.   

Adolescent sex offenders are more likely to have prior nonsexual offences and 

are several times more likely to recidivate with a nonsexual, rather than a sexual 

offence.  Those who have prior or concurrent nonsexual offences also appear to be 
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different in a number of ways to those who only commit sexual offences.  Those who 

also offend nonsexually are likely to be very similar to adolescent general offenders.  

They frequently have experienced a number of developmental adversities including 

childhood sexual or physical abuse and often have a history of serious conduct 

problems.  The results of this thesis suggest that the sexual offending of this group is a 

continuation of a general propensity to breach boundaries or exploit others.  This 

propensity is likely to continue into adulthood and they remain at high risk of 

continued nonsexual offending, however their risk of adult sexual offending reduces 

as they age.  This is likely to be a function of their decreased contact with vulnerable 

victims and their increased competence in negotiating sexual relationships with peers. 

Those adolescent sex offenders who only commit sexual offences (specialists) 

are different in a number of ways to those who commit sexual and nonsexual offences 

(versatile offenders).  Previous research has suggested that they are likely to be more 

similar to nondelinquent adolescents than to other nonsexual adolescent offenders.  In 

this thesis specialist offenders were less likely to have a history of childhood conduct 

problems and were less likely to be adult sexual recidivists.  Although it was 

hypothesised that this group would be significantly different to versatile offenders in 

terms of their relationship with their parents and their self-reported levels of 

internalising and externalising problems, this thesis was unable to demonstrate such a 

difference.  It did appear, however, that the offending of specialist sex offenders 

reflected a continuation of the use of a general template for relationships.  Unlike 

versatile offenders, however, these templates were more likely to feature themes of 

immaturity or naivety than themes of exploitation or breaching boundaries. 

This thesis confirms the significance of the specialist/versatile dichotomy in 

understanding the etiology and applying risk assessments to adolescents who have 
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sexually offended.  It is hoped that this understanding can be used to develop better 

treatment services for this group, better public policies in response to their offending 

and, most importantly, better prevention strategies to minimise levels of sexual assault 

in our communities.   
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Appendix A: Study Three Interview Format 
 
Main idea 

The main objective of Study Three is to collect data on the young person’s experience 

of sexual and non-sexual offending.  I am especially interested in any indications that 

sexual offending is qualitatively distinct from other forms of offending.  Study Two 

suggested that those who offend sexually as part of a broader delinquent propensity 

are more likely to have had long standing conduct problems, have been neglected as 

children, have had low levels of supervision and monitoring and were more likely to 

offend against a stranger.  It would be good to see if these themes emerge during 

interviews, or if other different themes emerge. 

 

Suggested structure 

What may I call you? How old are you? 

Thanks for agreeing to talk to me.  

 

Discussion of the purpose of the interview, how it will be used, confirmation that they 

understand that they don’t have to say anything, limits of confidentiality etc. 

 

I’m interested in hearing about your experiences of being in trouble.  Tell me about 

the sorts of things that you got in trouble for when you were very young, say about 

five years old. 

 

Follow-up on aspects such as how often they got in trouble, how they were punished, 

who punished them, if they thought that the punishments were fair, how often they 

were able to “get away” with things.  

 

Now tell me about the sorts of things that you got in trouble for when you were at 

Primary School.  What was the worst thing that you did at school? 
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Similar follow-up to above. 

Now can you tell me about the first time that you got in trouble with the police?  How 

long ago was that?  What was that like for you?   

 

If their first contact with the police was for a non-sexual offence, get them to describe 

the offence in some detail using questions below.  If necessary, remind them about the 

confidentiality rules. 

 

What had you been doing on that day?  Did you plan to do it, or did it just happen?  

Did you have any hesitations about doing it?  What do you remember thinking just 

before you did it?  How were you feeling?  How did you feel afterwards? 

Tell me about other times that you got in trouble with the police. 

 

Establish the extent of non-sexual criminal history.  Did they only do one sort of 

offence or lots of different ones?  Did any of their non-sexual offences “mask” sexual 

offences? 

If their first contact with the police was for the sexual offence, get them to describe 

the offence in detail, using similar questions to above.  Try to establish possible 

motivations such as desire, intimacy, power etc.  Ensure that the age and gender and 

relationship to the victim are established. 

 

How long was it between the time that you first started acting out sexually and the 

time that you were caught?  What would you say is the reason that it took this long? 
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If they committed multiple sexual offences, get them to describe each of them.  After 

the descriptions are exhausted: 

 

On a scale of one to ten, where one means “no idea” and ten means “pretty sure”, 

how confident are you that you know why you did your sexual offence? 

Tell me what makes you say # 

Looking back on it now, what would you say is the main reason that you committed 

the sexual offence(s)? 

Have any similar circumstances occurred?  Did you do the same thing then?  

Why/Why not? 

What do you think might have been able to stop you from doing the sexual offence(s)? 

Is there anything else that you would like to tell me about your offences? 

 

Debrief.  Ask for questions.  Do scaling question about how they feel about how the 

interview went.  Thank them for their participation and remind them that it is a useful 

and helpful thing that they have done. 
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