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Abstract 

The sexual abuse of a child is one of the most serious crimes a person can commit and 

can cause a lifetime of severe and ongoing problems for the victim. With the impact of 

this crime being so acute and often high profile, it brings about a number of challenges 

in the management of these offenders in the community. The introduction of sex 

offender registries is the most recognised method used in managing sex offenders living 

in the community, and has been an established approach to management within 

Australia for nearly 20 years. As legislation currently stands in Australia, each state and 

territory is required to have regulations in regard to the registration of convicted sexual 

offenders. Policies such as registration are often based on a misperception that child sex 

offenders will pose an ongoing risk to society, and that there is an unacceptable risk of 

reoffending among this group of offenders. While sex offender registers are yet to prove 

their unequivocal usefulness, police officers managing the register are aided by risk 

assessment tools to determine the likelihood of reoffending. The necessity of risk 

assessment as part of offender management through a registration scheme is two-fold: 

first, it assists police in identifying who are their most risky offenders and who will 

therefore require more intensive management; and second, it guides the (often limited) 

resources of the police and ensures this is directed towards the areas, and offenders, 

where it is needed the most. This thesis offers an area of research that is limited in the 

current empirical literature around police officer perception of sex offender registries 

and the risk assessment tools they use as part of ongoing offender management. 

 Study one (Chapter 2) reports the findings of 17 police interviews with officers 

responsible for managing convicted sex offenders in the community on a sex offender 

registration scheme. Officers were asked about their thoughts and opinions on the 

register and risk assessment tools while also detailing their policing experience. Nine 
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main themes were identified from the interviews. These were: the purpose of the 

register; concerns about community perceptions; resources; the essential but limited use 

of risk assessment tools; a desire for individual management tailored to the offender; the 

need for more training despite staff competency; the insufficient sharing of important 

information among stakeholders; concerns around the relevance of sex offender 

legislation; and confusion about how to understand and manage online offenders. A 

significant finding of this study was of the need for a dynamic risk assessment tool that 

police officers can use. This finding was particularly important for study two and 

guiding the present thesis. 

 Study two (Chapter 3) examined the five-year follow-up recidivism rates of 103 

registered sex offenders. This was done by a comparison between two risk assessment 

tools: the SHARP and the Risk Matrix 2000 (RM2000). The SHARP is a five-factor 

dynamic risk assessment tool used to predict recidivism among sex offenders and was 

designed specifically for use within a law enforcement environment. This study aimed 

to test the validity of the SHARP to predict sexual recidivism. Results of the study 

indicate that the SHARP has medium predictive validity for sexual recidivism, and large 

predictive validity for both violent and general recidivism. The SHARP outperformed 

the RM2000 in predicting sexual, violent and general recidivism. 

 Study three (Chapter 4) continued with the findings from study two and reports 

on survey results of 10 police participants responsible for assessing the risk of 

recidivism of convicted sex offenders on a register. The survey aimed to gather the 

insights of police officers currently utilising the SHARP through a combination of 

quantitative and qualitative responses. Police were asked about their views of the 

register and the SHARP dynamic risk assessment tool. Participants expressed 

satisfaction with the use of the SHARP and highlighted their ability to code important 
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risk factors prudent to sexual offending. Qualitative analysis revealed favourable 

attitudes towards the SHARP and its usefulness as a risk management tool. 

 In combination, the findings of the three studies significantly contribute to the 

literature on policing sex offender registries and the use of risk assessment tools by law 

enforcement. Police officers are tasked with a difficult and challenging job in 

maintaining a sex offender register and managing convicted sex offenders in the 

community. To aid this, police require an effective risk assessment tool that allows 

them to assess for risk among registered sex offenders. Officers are required to identify 

their highest risk offenders and tailor offender management accordingly. Police have 

identified that some offenders will require greater focused management in the 

community. This thesis has highlighted not only how to better improve sex offender 

registers but also what is needed for an offender to reduce their risk and how officers 

can identify this. The thesis also demonstrates that the SHARP is an effective tool in 

predicting sexual recidivism among registered sex offenders. 
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Chapter 1: Sex Offender Registries, Risk Assessment and the Present Thesis 

This chapter provides a general introduction to the concept of sex offender 

registers and risk assessment tools while introducing the research conducted in the 

present thesis. This chapter will provide an overview of police perceptions and why 

these are important in the current climate of sex offender research. It will also review 

the current literature surrounding sex offender registries, alternative policies in sex 

offender management and risk assessment. The chapter will give a detailed overview of 

three risk assessment tools: The Risk matrix 2000, Static-99, and the SHARP before 

discussing the aims of the present thesis. 

 As the present thesis incorporates a number of papers either accepted or 

submitted for publication (Chapters 2, 3 and 4), for ease of reading each paper will be 

individually presented as a stand-alone chapter and include the abstract and reference 

list for each paper throughout.   
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Introduction 

Child sex offenders are undoubtedly the most feared type of offender by the 

general public (Kernsmith, Comartin, & Kernsmith, 2016; Kernsmith, Craun, & Foster, 

2009). Many members of the public grapple with the idea that sex offenders live 

undetected amongst us in the community. A long-standing belief held by the public is 

that sex offenders will always reoffend and present as an ongoing risk to vulnerable 

members of the community (Kernsmith et al., 2009; Petrunik, Murphy, & Fedoroff, 

2008). It is the responsibility of policing agencies to detect and investigate any instances 

of child sexual abuse, and to also monitor and effectively manage these offenders upon 

their release back into the community (Nash, 2016; Petrunik et al., 2008; Vess, Day, 

Powell, & Graffam, 2014). While the task is a difficult and challenging one, it is 

nonetheless important. Community tensions are often heightened following a publicised 

incident of child sexual abuse. Fears of sexual offenders continue to be directed towards 

someone who is often a complete stranger, with the community remaining fearful once 

the person is released and living back in the community (Zgoba, Jennings, & Salerno, 

2018). As a response to concerns surrounding this type of offence, every state and 

territory within Australia have implemented a sex offender registration scheme in order 

to monitor convicted sex offenders living in the community.  

Sex offender registries are utilised as a means of reassuring the public that they 

are protected (Nash, 2012). The concept behind registries is that convicted sex offenders 

are placed on the register and therefore accounted for while living in the community. 

The register acts as a database containing personal information, such as address and 

date of birth, pertaining to the registered sex offender (Tewksbury & Jennings, 2010). In 

Australia, Western Australia is currently the only state that has a publicly accessible 

register, however this does come with limitations. Individuals have to make a specific 
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request for information about a possible offender; one cannot simply search for a 

neighbour or someone they work with to see what comes up (Taylor, 2017). The 

information contained in a register within Australia is otherwise private and limited to 

those who absolutely need to know this information (Vess et al., 2014), such as police 

officers working in the sex offender space or Corrective Services. While a register may 

act as a deterrent for some, it is not the only means of management utilised by police 

officers and other law enforcement agencies (Day, Carson, Boni, & Hobbs, 2014). The 

process of risk assessment is also a vital component in effectively managing convicted 

sex offenders in the community.  

The risk of reoffending is an important issue to contemplate when considering 

any type of offence. Given the response to sexual offences of both the community and 

media, a sexual offence involving a child victim is one of, if not the most, concerning 

crimes when considering the likelihood of the offence occurring again. Risk assessment 

tools are designed and used to gain a better understanding of how likely an offender is 

to reoffend (Helmus, 2018). This is vital to the management of offenders, as it allows 

police to have a better understanding of how many resources should go in to the 

monitoring of each offender, in addition to determining the priority level of case 

management required (Powell, Day, Benson, Vess, & Graffam, 2014a). Police resources 

are finite, so being able to utilise risk assessment in a way that allows for highest 

priority to be given to those at the highest risk of reoffending is fundamental in the 

management of convicted sex offenders. 

Police Perceptions 

Given the responsibility of applying registry laws is often delegated to law 

enforcement, it is important to determine how these individuals perceive sex offenders 
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and the laws that deal with them. The importance of this was highlighted by Mustaine, 

Tewksbury, Connor, and Payne (2015), who stated: 

The attitudes and beliefs about sex offenders held by officials at various points in 

the criminal justice system may influence how such offenders are treated and, 

ultimately, whether or not sex offenders desist from criminal behavior. At the same 

time, criminal justice officials’ perspectives regarding sex offender laws may be 

especially valuable to policymakers and the public, because of the direct 

experience these officials have with sex offenders and the implementation and 

enforcement of sex offender laws. (pp. 64). 

The attitudes and beliefs held by officers regarding sex offenders are rather 

powerful given the influence these play on how offenders are treated and ultimately 

whether or not sex offenders cease their offending behaviour (Mustaine et al., 2015). 

Commonly across this area of research findings have indicated that while law 

enforcement officials find value in registries and risk assessment, most are aware of 

limitations on how effective they are in offender management (McCarten, Hoggett, & 

O’Sullivan, 2018; Nash, 2016; Powell et al., 2014a). These limitations include limited 

reliability and validity of available risk assessment tools, limited resources within law 

enforcement, an absence in necessary expertise to assess for risk, a lack of focus on 

dynamic risk factors and overreliance on such tools (Day et al., 2014; Nash, 2016; 

Powell et al., 2014a). Police officer perceptions of sex offender registration is essential 

given the concerns of police in managing these offenders effectively, and owing to the 

fact there is less emotional involvement from officers compared to victims, offenders 

and even the general public (Gaines, 2006). Police are able to provide invaluable insight 

into registration policies given their direct experiences with these offenders and the 

legal implications that follow. 
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Given the substantial involvement between police officers and individuals on the 

sex offender register, those officers who work in the sexual offending space have the 

ability to form close, professional relationships with offenders in order to assess their 

ongoing risk and needs by means of building rapport with the offenders (Nash, 2016; 

Powell, Day, Benson, Vess, & Graffam, 2014b). Thus, it is important to discern the 

perspectives of those who are responsible for the administration of the register in order 

to have a greater understanding of how the registration laws are being applied, whether 

the laws are accomplishing what they intended to do, and how the system may be 

further developed to benefit those involved in the management of sex offender registries 

(Powell et al., 2014a). Given that risk assessments also play a pivotal role in offender 

management, it is valuable for officers to have input as to what they require of a risk 

assessment tool and how its use can impact on their ability to effectively manage 

registered offenders. 

Police officer perspectives of sex offender laws may offer special value given 

their direct experience with registered sex offenders and the implementation and 

enforcement of these laws on sex offenders (Mustaine et al., 2015). Officers are best 

placed to provide insights into the challenging task of monitoring and managing 

registered sex offenders. 

Literature Review 

Since the year 2000, all states and territories within Australia have implemented 

or revised specific legislation concerning the registration of convicted sex offenders 

living in the community (Vess, Langskaill, Day, Powell, & Graffam, 2011). This 

legislation was introduced based on the presumption that sex offenders present as an 

especially dangerous type of offender. This notion is determined by the combination of 

committing an act that causes severe harm to particularly vulnerable victims (i.e. 
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children), and there being an ongoing risk of committing further harmful offences 

should there be no constraints placed on the offender (Petrunik et al., 2008). This is 

despite previous research indicating that recidivism amongst sex offenders is low, with 

few going on to sexually reoffend (Bench & Allen, 2013; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 

2005; Sample & Bray, 2003, 2006). One study specifically looking at the impact of 

becoming a registered offender on recidivism found that registration did little to predict 

the likelihood of reoffending, and most of the sex offenders in the study (more than 375 

offenders out of 500) were considered to be low risk for reoffending (Tewksbury, 

Jennings, & Zgoba, 2012). However, assessing for absolute recidivism is challenging 

given that recidivism is characteristically assessed by means of reconviction data 

(Falshaw, Bates, Patel, Corbett, & Friendship, 2003; Hanson & Thornton, 2000) and as 

such should be treated cautiously. 

The use of risk assessment tools to establish the likelihood of reoffending is a 

common approach to managing convicted sex offenders by police and other law 

enforcement officials. One major advantage of risk assessment tools is that it allows for 

police to differentiate offenders based on their current risk level in order to 

appropriately allocate police resources (Tully, Chou, & Browne, 2013). Policing work is 

often undertaken with resources that are finite (Innes, 2010). Given the seriousness of 

child sexual abuse, those involved in the management of sex offenders living in the 

community are often required to assess the ongoing risk of further offences being 

committed by offenders (Beech, Fisher, & Thornton, 2003). The importance of 

obtaining an accurate risk assessment of these offenders is imperative; sex offender 

registries are costly to implement (Vess et al., 2014), and in some instances the costs 

may outweigh the benefits of these laws (Levenson, Grady, & Leibowitz, 2016). It is 
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important for risk assessments to compliment sex offender registries in order to achieve 

the most successful outcomes for offender management. 

Given that registries are the most commonly used method of managing sex 

offenders living in the community, both nationally and internationally (Vess et al., 

2014), it is important that offenders are managed effectively. Often, risk assessment 

tools are tied to ongoing offender management. This allows for officers to identify those 

offenders most at risk of reoffending once released back into the community and to 

prioritise those offenders who require closer monitoring. In order to beneficially utilise 

the limited number of policing resources, prioritisation needs to be given to those 

emerging at the highest level of risk. 

Sex Offender Registers 

Sex offender registers are a popular strategy to prevent crime by monitoring 

convicted sex offenders living in the community (Craun & Theriot, 2009). Legislation 

regarding the management of convicted sex offenders is based on the assumption that 

sex offenders not only present as an enduring risk to vulnerable members of the 

community, but are also believed to be exceedingly likely to reoffend (Vess et al., 

2011). Community members frequently believe in the notion that sex offenders are 

particularly dangerous (Levenson, Brannon, Fortney, & Baker, 2007; Petrunik et al., 

2008). Public perception that sexual offenders, in comparison to other offenders, are 

considered to pose a high risk for reoffending facilitated the legislative responses that 

are currently employed. These laws were a result of highly publicised sexual crimes 

against children by an offender who was known to law enforcement agencies for 

previous sex crimes (Vásquez, Maddan, & Walker, 2008). 

The register aims to record anyone who is convicted of a sex crime or an 

otherwise serious offence (such as the murder of a child). Not all individuals who 
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commit a sexual offence will automatically become registered in Australia. However, 

all states and territories do register those who commit their offences against a child. In 

fact, five out of the eight Acts detailing the legislation of registered sex offenders 

contain the word ‘child’ in their title (Vess et al., 2011). The premise for these laws is 

that registers are a necessary measure to protect the community from the enduring threat 

of convicted sex offenders living in the community (Lussier & Mathesius, 2019). 

Registers were legislated based on the belief that sex offenders, more so than any other 

type of offender, have a persisting disposition to sexually offend and should therefore 

have their privacy and freedom restricted in the interest of community safety. It is 

noteworthy that no such laws exist for any other crime, such as murder, drug dealing or 

robbery, despite how serious these offences can be (Petrunik et al., 2008).  

In terms of legislation, the purpose of requiring registered offenders to provide 

personal details to police is thought to be evident; registers provide a means of 

monitoring offenders living in the community in order to prevent further offending 

behaviour, and to enable the investigation and detection of future offences that are 

committed (Vess et al., 2011). However, in direct discussion with police officers 

working in the registry space within Australia, Powell and colleagues (2014a) found 

that officers were often unclear on the purpose of a register, and had mixed views as to 

its utility. It can be argued that if the purpose of such a measure is unclear to those that 

are tasked with managing it then the effectiveness may be limited. 

Most empirical research into the effectiveness of sex offender registries has 

indicated that the anticipated deterrent aspect of sex offender registration laws may not 

be as effective as hoped. Research has demonstrated that offender registration was not 

associated with a reduced risk of sex offender recidivism (Letourneau, Levenson, 

Bandyopadhyay, Sinha, & Armstrong, 2010a; Tewksbury & Jennings, 2010). However, 



	 9 

for instances where offenders were rearrested it was most often due to a subsequent 

non-sex crime rather than committing a new sexual offence (Zgoba & Levenson, 2012). 

Registry research in the United States may be different to Australia due to the 

community notification schemes prevalent in the U.S. which permits convicted sex 

offenders residing in the community to have their information such as name, address, 

photograph and conviction offences, be readily available to the public through an 

unrestricted listing of registered sex offenders (Whitting, Day, & Powell, 2014; 

Tewksbury & Jennings, 2010). 

Consistent with this, it is suggested that neither registration, nor notification 

laws, have an influence on the incidence rates of sexual offences (Vess et al., 2014), 

despite varying risk levels of recidivism for offenders (Letournea et al., 2010a). In 

contrast, a study conducted by Prescott and Rockoff (2011) found that registration laws 

appear to reduce the number of reported sexual reoffences by registered offenders 

owing to the availability of information to policing authorities. However, the 

researchers also reported no apparent impact of these laws on the incidence of sexual 

crimes committed by individuals with no previous history of sexual offending, bringing 

in to question the deterrent aspect of registration laws. Conversely, results from a study 

by Letournea, Levenson, Bandyopadhyay, Armstrong and Sinha (2010b) found that 

these laws provide a general deterrent effect on offenders, with a reduction of nearly 

11% in the monthly rate of first-time sex offences following the implementation of 

registration laws. However, it is argued these results are unable to conclusively show 

that this reduction was due to the introduction of community notification (Whitting et 

al., 2014). 

The requirement to register as a sex offender can also have disadvantageous 

impacts on the offender themselves, particularly in countries where the register is 



	 10 

publicly accessible. In a study of 121 registered offenders residing in Kentucky in the 

United States, Tewksbury (2005) found that a large number of offenders reported 

negative consequences as a result of their status as a registered offender. These 

consequences include losing a job, losing or being denied a place to live, rude treatment 

from others in the community, loss of friendships and harassment. These results have 

been found in similar studies, and further consequences have been identified such as 

increased levels of mental stress, feelings of loneliness, isolation, physical assaults, and 

property damage (Lasher & McGrath, 2012; Levenson, D’Amora, & Hern, 2007; 

Mercado, Alvarez, & Levenson, 2008; Mustaine & Tewksbury, 2011). The impact of 

registration has even been found to extend to those living near an offender, with 

housing prices decreasing when an owner tries to sell in the same area (Yeh, 2015). 

Registration may also impact on an offenders’ ability to travel, both interstate and 

nationally. Rolfe (2019) argues that registered offenders may feel hindered in their 

attempts to travel leading to limited opportunities to partake in pro-social opportunities, 

such as seeing family and friends or satisfying employment requirements. Even in 

Australia, registered offenders are required to get permission from a competent 

authority prior to any international travel (Department of Foreign Affairs (DFAT), 

2017).   

Previous research is inconsistent in determining whether registration laws are an 

effective method of deterrence, and there appears to be little tangible evidence that 

validates the use of registries in managing convicted sex offenders living in the 

community. Despite this, such laws have gained popularity among community members 

and is often driven by inaccurate perceptions of sexual offenders, in turn leading to fear 

without reason and greater acceptance of misinformation (Kernsmith et al., 2016; 

Kernsmith, Craun, et al., 2009; Rosselli & Jeglic, 2017). There is a substantial amount 
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of pressure from members of the community to impose strict laws on offenders in order 

to keep communities safe (Schiavone & Jeglic, 2009). Public objection and concern 

relating to sexual offenders continues to grow (Beshears, 2017), and frequently enforces 

new sex offender policies (Sample & Kadleck, 2008). While registries may be the most 

commonly used method for managing sex offenders in the community (Day et al., 

2014), there are a number of alternative policies concerned with public safety and 

effective offender management.    

Alternative Policies in Sex Offender Management 

Sex crimes are considered as one of the most serious types of criminal offences. 

As a result, policies aimed at the management of sex offenders living in the community 

have increased, particularly across the United States (Cohen & Jeglic, 2007). The 

United States is at the forefront of laws relating to sex offenders, where in 1990 the first 

community notification law was passed following a number of highly publicised sex 

crimes. The notification law required state officials to notify the public when a 

dangerous sex offender was released back into the community. The Jacob Wetterling 

Act was then passed in 1994, resulting in sex offenders becoming registered with local 

law enforcement once released back into the community, with community notification 

being at the discretion of law enforcement (Lasher & McGrath, 2012). After the murder 

of Megan Kanka in 1996 by a previously convicted child sex offender, Megan’s Law 

was added to the Wetterling Act, which requires law enforcement to have procedures in 

place to inform the public about sex offenders living in close proximity (Levenson & 

Cotter, 2005). 

Currently in Australia, Western Australia is the only state that has followed the 

lead of other countries and incorporated a public sex offender register that is accessed 

through the Community Protection Website (Taylor, 2017). There are three different 
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forms of disclosure available: information and photos are provided on the Internet of 

dangerous offenders; information is available about the suburbs or surrounding areas of 

residence in which ‘dangerous’ sexual offenders live; and enquiries from parents or 

guardians about adults who are having unsupervised contact with their children are 

responded to by the police (Day et al., 2014). While these particular laws appear to run 

on the back of public outcry due to highly publicised cases of sex offences against 

children (Levenson et al., 2016; Whitting, Day, & Powell, 2016), research has indicated 

that perhaps these laws are not an effective means of reducing recidivism in sexual 

offenders. 

The rationale behind implementing these laws is the belief that arming law 

enforcement agencies and community members with information regarding the location 

of where convicted sex offenders are living will enhance public safety, in addition to the 

intent of deterring registered sex offenders from committing further offences due to the 

ongoing threat of detection (Letourneau et al., 2010a). However, this is all based on the 

assumption that the community will display protective behaviours once made aware of a 

sex offender living in their neighbourhood (Whitting et al., 2014). Protective behaviours 

may include sharing the information with others, improving their home security, 

changes in daily routine or even moving out of the neighbourhood (Harris & Cudmore, 

2018). One study conducted by Simpson Beck and Travis (2004) found that when 

community members were notified of a sex offender living in their neighbourhood they 

were significantly more likely to engage in protective behaviours for both themselves 

and others to prevent victimisation. Similarly, a study considering the experiences of 

individuals who lived next to or within the same neighbourhood of a registered sex 

offender found that for most participants, living next to a sex offender created greater 

concern for safety especially in regard to children living in the same neighbourhood, 
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with nearly half of the participants taking extra precautions to ensure their safety and 

that of children (Beshears, 2017). 

In contrast, Anderson and Sample (2008) found in their survey of 1,821 

Nebraska residents that only 34.8% of participants had even accessed the registry 

despite most respondents having awareness that the register existed. Moreover, few 

participants took any preventative measures to ensure their safety following knowledge 

of a sex offender living in their neighbourhood. There is further evidence to suggest that 

community notification has little impact on changing self-protective behaviours of 

individuals once they are made aware of sex offenders living in their community 

(Bandy, 2011), with some community members believing that no sexual offenders lived 

in their neighbourhood even after viewing the registry (Kernsmith, Comartin, Craun, & 

Kernsmith, 2009). There are also suggestions that community notification could risk the 

safety of the public by emphasising common misperceptions around sexual offenders - 

such as constant monitoring and supervision - therefore creating a false sense of security 

(Freeman & Sandler, 2010; Maguire & Singer, 2011).   

To date, research examining the impact of community notification schemes on 

sexual recidivism has predominantly come from the United States. However, these 

studies still provide a valuable reference in determining whether these laws are having 

their desired effect. Results from a study conducted by Letourneau and colleagues 

(2010a) indicate that both sex offender registration and notification at the time of 

recidivism was not associated with a reduced risk of sexual recidivism occurring, or a 

reduction in the time to detect a new sexual offence. In addition, further research has 

found that while notification laws reduce the number of sex offences when the size of 

the registry is small, this benefit falls away as more offenders become subject to 

registration and public notification (Prescott & Rockoff, 2011). Prescott and Rockoff 
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(2011) argue that notification laws appear to deter nonregistered offenders and promote 

recidivism among registered offenders, perhaps as a result of the social and financial 

costs related to publically accessible details pertaining to personal and criminal 

information. 

While not currently implemented in Australia, residency restrictions are 

becoming increasingly popular internationally. These policies prohibit convicted sex 

offenders from living within close proximity to locations where children are likely to be 

present such as schools, parks, playgrounds and bus stops (Levenson, 2008) in an 

attempt to make it more difficult for offenders to have contact with children and commit 

further sex offences (Kang, 2017). While at face value these restrictions may be viewed 

as probable to succeed, research suggests that placing restrictions on sex offenders’ 

residential options appears to have no significant effect on reducing recidivism rates 

amongst registered sex offenders (Huebner et al., 2014; Kang, 2017; Nobles, Levenson, 

& Youstin, 2012; Socia, 2012). In fact, there have been studies which have found the 

opposite effect of the intentions of these laws whereby trends have indicated a slight 

increase in recidivism for sex offenders (Huebner et al., 2014) and even increasing the 

likelihood of other offences being committed (Kang, 2017).    

In addition, global positioning satellite (GPS) monitoring may also be used to 

track the location of offenders in the community, ensuring that those offenders do not 

enter any prohibited areas (Day et al., 2014). However, research into the effectiveness 

of this method of monitoring is limited. Research conducted by Gies, Gainey, and Healy 

(2016) found that GPS monitoring was associated with lower recidivism amongst sex 

offenders in regards to arrests, registration violations and convictions when integrated 

with a standard supervision approach to offender management. In contrast, Payne and 

DeMichele (2011) identified a number of concerns with GPS monitoring as an approach 
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to monitor sex offenders living in the community. The most concerning of these are a 

lack of empirical evidence supporting this method, and GPS offering a false sense of 

security to members of the community. It is argued that given the limited amount of 

supportive evidence, using GPS monitoring as a means of tracking offenders in the 

community should not be viewed as a stand-alone solution to reducing sexual 

recidivism but rather as another tool to use in conjunction with other methods to 

improve community supervision (Payne & DeMichele, 2011).      

It is difficult to ascertain an effective method of monitoring convicted sex 

offenders in the community that will be successful in reducing recidivism for an 

individual offender. It appears apparent that valuable approaches to community 

supervision should be targeted towards individual offender management, rather than 

looking at sex offenders as one homogenous group. In light of this, the role of risk 

assessment tools may be critical in offering an additional source of support in the 

management of convicted sex offenders living in the community. 

Sex Offender Risk Assessment 

Serious crimes, in particular sexual offences, often require a response that 

involves determining the risk of recidivism. Sex offenders are frequently subject to 

unique policies that attempt to improve community safety by means of managing sexual 

offenders to prevent further offences (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2009). Identifying 

the risks posed by sexual offenders and factors that are associated with the likelihood of 

recidivism are important in understanding appropriate and effective interventions that 

aim to prevent sexually abusive behaviour. As such, those who manage and work with 

registered sex offenders are often required to assess the risk of reoffending (Craig & 

Beech, 2010). 
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Alongside the management of sex offenders there has been an increase in the 

demand for risk assessment tools to assist in offender management (Hoggett, McCarten, 

& O’Sullivan, 2019). Consequently, greater focus has been given to developing 

empirically sound risk assessment tools that incorporate important risk factors to 

determine a level of risk for reoffending (Mercado & Ogloff, 2007). A risk assessment 

involves an evaluation of an offenders’ probability of reoffending (Helmus, 2018) and 

is generally used to determine the risk of further sexual offences, or the risk of further 

violent offences of any kind (Beech et al., 2003). Policy and legislation aimed at sexual 

offenders are often based on the belief that not all sex offenders are equal in their 

likelihood of reoffending (Hanson, Lunetta, Phenix, Neeley, & Epperson, 2014). The 

enforcement of such policies is likely to be costly and place a financial burden on 

communities. The costs associated with the initial detection and criminal investigation, 

subsequent imprisonment, potential treatment, and ongoing supervision and 

management of sex offenders post-release can amount to be an exorbitant exercise 

(Elliott & Beech, 2012). Should convicted sex offenders reoffend, recidivists will 

continue to add to the total cost of crime.  

One approach to reducing sexual recidivism is through providing treatment to 

offenders to encourage rehabilitation. It has been proposed that there are three general 

principles leading to effective offender rehabilitation. The principles include Risk, 

Need, and Responsivity (RNR) (Andrews & Bonta, 2010). The Risk Principle 

emphasises the need for involving treatment services in reference to the offender’s risk 

of reoffending, signifying that the most intensive treatments should lend themselves to 

the highest risk offenders. In addition, the Need Principle highlights the importance of 

any treatment focusing on dynamic risk factors that are related to an offenders’ risk of 
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reoffending. The Responsivity Principle shapes the treatment towards individual 

learning styles, capabilities, and limitations of offenders (van den Berg et al., 2018).      

In reference to the Risk Principle, the success of any treatment attempts aimed at 

reducing recidivism is dependent on the ability to accurately predict offenders’ 

likelihood of reoffending (van den Berg et al., 2018) and match the level of intervention 

to the level of need required for each individual offender (Martínez-Catena, Redondo, 

Frerich, & Beech, 2017). In exploring all three principles together, the basis is that 

treatment is most likely to be effective when aimed at offenders who are likely to 

reoffend (moderate or high risk), when there is a focus on characteristics that correlate 

with recidivism, and is matched to how the offenders’ approach learning and what they 

are capable of (Hanson, Bourgon, Helmus, & Hodgson, 2009). In order to potentially 

treat an offender effectively and reduce recidivism one must first be aware of the 

process to identify relevant risk factors congruent with offending behaviour.  

Risk assessment tools are often created on the basis of risk factors consistently 

found to relate to sexual recidivism. Most often, these tools are aimed at determining 

either the risk of further sexual offences or the risk of any type of violence (Craig, 

Beech, & Harkins, 2009). Beech et al. (2003) argue that three approaches are needed in 

order to provide a comprehensive assessment of risk: functional analysis, actuarial risk 

assessments, and dynamic risk assessments. Functional analyses relates to the necessity 

to investigate antecedents, behaviours and consequences of an offence, detailing the 

motives for and purpose of the offending behaviour. Actuarial assessments code easily 

identified risk factors to establish the presence (or non-presence) of said risk factors to 

reach a score that details their likelihood of reconviction for a subsequent sex offence - 

generally high, medium or low risk. Actuarial assessments also tend to rely on static, 

unchangeable factors associated with risk (Craig et al., 2009). Dynamic risk 
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assessments, on the other hand, concentrate on risk factors that are open to change 

(Beech et al., 2003), and on reduction of these factors, reduces the likelihood of 

recidivism (Hanson, 2005).          

Risk Assessment Tools 

Risk Matrix 2000. 

 The Risk Matrix 2000 (RM2000) was developed from British prison data 

(Thornton et al., 2003), and is regularly used to assess the likelihood of an offender to 

sexually reoffend (Helmus, Hanson, Babchishin, & Thornton, 2015). The RM2000 has 

separate indicators for risk of sexual recidivism, nonsexual violence, and overall 

violence. The first stage of this tool involves examining three static items: age at risk 

assessment, number of criminal sexual appearances in court, and total criminal 

appearances in court. Points are awarded for each item, and the offender is subsequently 

identified as either low, medium, high, or very high risk. The second stage examines 

four aggravating factors: male victim, stranger victim, noncontact sexual offences, and a 

lack of long term intimate relationships. If two of these factors are present, the offender 

moves up one risk category. If all four factors are present, the risk level will be raised 

by two categories (Beech et al., 2003). The RM2000 utilises historical information 

about an offender to place them into a category determining their likelihood of 

reoffending either sexually or violently (Barnett, Wakeling, & Howard, 2010; Grubin, 

2011). 

Current empirical research has shown the Risk Matrix 2000 to be a valid tool for 

predicting sexual and other recidivism (Barnett et al., 2010; Helmus, Babchishin, & 

Hanson, 2013; Helmus, et al., 2015; Kingston, Yates, Firestone, Babchishin, & 

Bradford, 2008). Thornton et al. (2003) reported large predictive validity for the 

RM2000 in predicting sexual recidivism, with an Area Under the Curve (AUC) value of 
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.77. AUC values range from 0 to 1 with .50 indicating a predicated level expected by 

chance. An AUC can also represent the validity of the tool to meaningfully differentiate 

between recidivists and nonrecidivists (Helmus et al., 2015). The closer to a score of 1, 

the better the predictive validity of the tool. Despite there having been a number of 

validation studies of the RM2000 (e.g., Barnett et al., 2010; Helmus et al., 2015; 

Kingston et al., 2008; Wakeling, Howard, & Barnett, 2011), to date no other study has 

been able to replicate the validity findings of the original developers of the RM2000, 

with most finding the RM2000 to have moderate predictive validity (Tully & Browne, 

2015). However, as the Risk Matrix 2000 is comprised of risk factors empirically 

proven to relate to recidivism (Thornton, 2010), it is not surprising to find that it 

predicts recidivism well. The tool uses factual and accessible historical information 

about sex offenders to determine their likelihood of reconviction (Helmus et al., 2015; 

Tully & Browne, 2015) and has a detailed scoring guide that assists in obtaining an 

accurate assessment (Thornton, 2010). The Risk Matrix 2000 is useful for assessing risk 

as it provides the user with a profile of an offender and how comparable he is to a group 

of sex offenders who have been reconvicted across varying time frames. 

However, the RM2000 is not without possible shortcomings. In Powell and 

colleagues’ study (2014a), police officers described numerous occasions in which they 

had not agreed with the outcome provided by the RM2000. This was often attributed to 

dynamic risk factors impacting on the offenders’ current environment, case 

management or social supports being discounted in the assessment. Prior research has 

suggested that the inclusion of dynamic factors in predicting sexual recidivism could 

improve the RM2000 by taking account of the way the offender is currently behaving 

(Helmus et al., 2015; Tully & Browne, 2015). The use of dynamic risk items could also 
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allow for effective planning of sex offender treatment and how an offender is 

progressing with treatment (Tully & Browne, 2015).  

Static-99. 

The Static-99 (Hanson & Thornton, 1999) is the most widely recognised risk 

assessment tool for adult sex offenders (Helmus, Thornton, Hanson, & Babchishin, 

2012). Combining two previous risk assessment tools together led to the development 

of the Static-99 (Hanson & Thornton, 1999). The Static-99 is a 10-item actuarial risk 

assessment tool that relies on historical, and therefore static, items to determine the level 

of risk an offender poses for sexual offending (Reeves, Ogloff, & Simmons, 2018). The 

items cover factors such as the number of prior offences, victim characteristics 

(unrelated, males, strangers), and the offender’s age, with the score of each item 

summed together to create a total score. Each risk item was selected as part of the 

assessment due to the empirical relationship with recidivism and because of the 

simplicity of scoring the item (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2009). 

Empirical research has shown consistent findings in regard to the validity of the 

Static-99, with moderate predictive validity being noted in a number of studies across 

many samples (e.g., Barbaree, Seto, Langton, & Peacock, 2001; de Vogel, de Ruiter, 

van Beek, & Mead, 2004; Ducro & Pham, 2006; Endrass, Urbaniok, Held, Vetter, & 

Rossegger, 2009; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2004; Rettenberger, Matthes, Boer, & 

Eher, 2010; Sjöstedt & Långström, 2001; Smallbone & Rallings, 2013) with AUC 

values typically ranging from .66 (Ducro & Pham, 2006) to .76 (Endrass et al., 2010; 

Sjöstedt & Långström, 2001). These results indicate good accuracy in predicting sexual 

recidivism (Endrass et al., 2010). An added bonus to the validity of the Static-99 is the 

ease with which it is scored by users through easily accessing information, making it a 
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popular tool among a number of distinct professionals (Helmus et al., 2012) given it is a 

quick way to assess for risk (Sreenivasan et al., 2007). 

The Static-99 does have its disadvantages, however. Often the level of risk is 

dependent on the base rate of sexual recidivism of the particular sample being studied 

(Screenivasan et al., 2007), which is a common shortcoming of all actuarial risk 

measures (Reeves et al., 2018). While risk items included in a static risk assessment tool 

often reflect empirical findings of their relationship with sexual recidivism, this does 

not necessarily correlate with minority subsets of sexual offenders, such as Child 

Exploitation Material (CEM) or adolescent offenders (Helmus et al., 2012). In addition, 

and perhaps most importantly, the Static-99 ignores dynamic risk factors (Reeves et al., 

2018). While the use of static risk scales is more advanced than using unstructured 

clinical assessment, actuarial tools do not consider all potentially relevant risk factors by 

simply focusing on the static and unchangeable risk factors (Helmus et al., 2012). This 

has been highlighted in previous research, with a number of studies finding that the 

inclusion of dynamic risk factors enhances the predictive validity of the Static-99 

(Allan, Grace, Rutherford, & Hudson, 2007; Beech, Friendship, Erikson, & Hanson, 

2002; Craig, Thornton, Beech, & Browne, 2007; Thornton, 2002). 

While risk assessments that assess dynamic factors do exist, police often cannot 

use them because they lack the background knowledge and qualifications needed to 

correctly administer these tools (Powell et al., 2014a), such as the Sexual Violence 

Risk-20 (SVR-20) (Boer, Hart, Kropp, & Webster, 1997) and the Risk for Sexual 

Violence Protocol (RSVP) (Hart et al., 2003), which rely on clinical judgment in 

deciding a risk level for the offender (Tully et al., 2013). As such, from a policing 

perspective there is clear demand for a risk assessment tool that encompasses dynamic 

risk factors while also being straightforward enough for officers to use it effectively.             
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The SHARP. 

The SHARP (Lopez & Boer, 2013) is currently incorporated as part of sex 

offender management in some Australian states. The SHARP is comprised of five 

factors that have reliably been found to be strong and robust predictors of sexual 

recidivism. The five factors aim to assist police in identifying and gathering information 

relevant to sexual reoffending. These factors include Sexual deviance, History of 

supervision violations, Antisocial orientation, Risky environment, and Protective 

features (hence the name SHARP). The SHARP was developed following recognition 

that sex offender registration schemes entail the long-term management of convicted 

sex offenders by law enforcement officials who are generally not familiar with the risk 

assessment process. In a policing context risk assessments are useful for case 

prioritisation aimed at monitoring offenders and managing risky environments. 

Similarly to the RM2000 and Static-99, the SHARP was purposely designed for law 

enforcement officers and therefore has no requirements of formal training or 

qualifications for its use (Lopez & Boer, 2013). 

Sexually deviant interests pertain to a persistent attraction to sexual acts that are 

illegal (e.g., sex with children) or highly unusual (e.g., fetishism) (Hanson & Morton-

Bourgon, 2005). The strongest predictor for sexual recidivism is sexual deviance, with a 

sexual attraction to children emerging as the single strongest predictor for sexual 

deviance (Hanson, 1998; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Olver & Wong, 2006). 

This would be particularly pertinent for those who sexually offend against children. 

Additional factors associated with sexual deviance, such as deviant sexual interests, 

prior sexual offences, and victim choice (such as boys or strangers) are also shown to be 

predictors of sexual recidivism (Hanson & Bussière, 1998). While not all individuals 

who offend against a child will have a sexual preference for children (Seto, 2018), a 
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proportion of the individuals who do sexually offend against children will have a sexual 

interest in them. Some will exclusively prefer children, whereas others will be sexually 

interested in both adults and children (Ciardha, 2011). Some individuals may sexually 

offend against children due to development factors (e.g., rejection, attachment 

problems), vulnerability factors (e.g., antisocial history, offence supportive cognitions, 

sexual self regulation problems), or triggering factors (e.g., victim access, relationship 

conflict, substance abuse) (Beech & Ward, 2004). Those with a sexual interest in 

children are, perhaps unsurprisingly, more likely to sexually reoffend against children 

(Bailey, Bernhard, & Hsu, 2016; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005).   

History of supervision violation relates to an inability to conform to formal 

sanctions, rules or remediation attempts and thus leads to an increased likelihood of 

reoffending (Lopez & Boer, 2017). A lack of cooperation with supervision requirements 

or the violation of rules has a connotation towards sexual recidivism due to the link with 

antisocial orientation (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). In the meta-analysis 

conducted by Hanson and Morton-Bourgon (2005), rule violation was significantly 

related to recidivism. Additionally, an Australian study looking at characteristics of sex 

offenders subject to post-sentence orders found that 76% of offenders were discovered 

to have breached their supervision order, indicating a commonality of supervision 

violations among these offenders (Doyle, Ogloff, & Thomas, 2011).     

Antisocial orientation has previously been identified as the strongest predictor of 

sexual recidivism, alongside sexual deviance (Hanson & Bussière, 1998; Hanson & 

Morton-Bourgon, 2005). Antisocial orientation refers to antisocial personality, such as 

psychopathy, and any antisocial traits identified in the individual. This factor is strongly 

linked with recidivism due to the fact it is often present in individuals who are either 

willing to hurt others, can convince themselves they are not hurting others, or are unable 
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to stop themselves (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). An offenders’ antisocial 

attitudes and characteristics would be expected to present through a range of behaviours 

displaying a willingness to violate rules and norms in addition to taking advantage of or 

hurting others (Lopez & Boer, 2017). A previous study by Roberts, Doren and Thornton 

(2002) identified that if someone is high on sexual deviancy, they are markedly more 

risky if they are also found to be antisocial.   

A risky environment necessitates interactions between an individual’s history, 

psychological problems, and current life circumstances. This factor may include factors 

(such as substance abuse and sexual arousal) and contextual risk factors (including 

unemployment and relationship problems) (Craig, Browne, & Beech, 2008). A risky 

environment is an important risk factor in capturing the situational aspects of an 

offender’s environment that may increase their risk of sexual recidivism. Risky 

environment covers three key components of an offender’s environment: hazardous 

conditions, lifestyle instability, and lack of supports (Lopez & Boer, 2017). Hazardous 

conditions are represented by situations that are criminogenic and advantageous to 

offending (e.g., access to a potential victim group). Lifestyle instability reflects 

difficulties for an offender to self-regulate and relates closely with recidivism, an 

increases the likelihood of reoffending through unstable employment, accommodation 

and relationships (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). A lack of pro-social supports is 

also considered when regarding a risky environment, as the influence of risk factors is 

likely to be more severe in the absence of suitable supervision and social support, either 

professionally (e.g., case manager, parole officer), or personally (e.g., family, friends) 

(Lopez, Boer, Kirby, & Davis, 2019). 

Protective factors concern characteristics of the offender and their environment 

that lowers their risk of committing further sexual offences (de Vries Robbé, Mann, 
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Maruna, & Thornton, 2015), and are not simply an absence of risk factors. In contrast to 

risk factors, protective factors highlight an offender’s personal strengths and mitigate 

the effect of static or dynamic risk factors, or independently influence antisocial and 

criminal behaviours (Miller, 2006). When protective factors are present, they are 

anticipated to make recidivism less likely to occur (Thornton, 2013). The majority of 

risk assessment tools tend to focus solely on risk factors and disregard the potential 

value that an offender’s strengths and constructive environment may have (de Vries 

Robbé, de Vogel, Koster, & Bogaerts, 2015). As a result, risk assessment tools that only 

measure static risk factors offer insufficient support for decision makers tasked with 

managing the risks of sex offenders living in the community (Miller, 2006). Without 

any consideration given to protective factors risk assessments may over-estimate the 

level of risk. This may prove costly both to the offender in regard to personal freedoms, 

but also to society in terms of economic costs placed on correctional facilities, police, 

and community supervision (Lopez et al., 2019). Arguably for fairness, offenders 

should be able to demonstrate they are of lower risk when they have made positive 

changes to their behaviour, environment and lifestyle.  

To date, only one study has been conducted detailing the validity of the SHARP 

sex offender risk assessment tool. The original creators of the SHARP undertook this 

research. Specifically, Lopez et al., (2019) examined 447 SHARP assessments 

conducted on male sex offenders living in Victoria, Australia. The researchers tested the 

predictive validity of the SHARP using the AUC statistic and the point-biserial 

correlation coefficient. Results from the study showed that the four SHARP risk factors 

(sexual deviance, history of supervision violation, antisocial orientation, and risky 

environment) were all positively related with sexual recidivism, with all factors aside 

from history of supervision violations reaching statistical significance. Correlation 
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coefficients were relatively low for all factors (sexual deviance r = .11, history of 

supervision violation r = .07, antisocial orientation r = .11, risky environment r = .18 

and protective factors r = -.09), however Lopez and colleagues (2019) argue that this 

was inevitable given the low rate of recidivism across the sample. The results also 

indicated that the SHARP was meaningfully able to differentiate between sexual 

recidivists and non-recidivists (AUC value = .76). The SHARP also performed well in 

predicting violent and general recidivism, with AUC values of .82 and .66 respectively. 

In combination, the results indicated a moderate-to-large predictive validity with 

regards to sexual recidivism when using the SHARP (Lopez et al., 2019). This result is 

comparable to other structured and actuarial risk assessment tools that require a 

qualified professional to administer. 

The Present Thesis 

 While there is an abundance of literature examining the effectiveness of sex 

offender registries and risk assessment (e.g., Cohen, 2018; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 

2009; Letourneau et al., 2010a, 2010b; Sample & Bray, 2006; Zgoba & Levenson, 

2012) there have been few studies that have conversed with those who manage the 

individuals placed on a sex offender register - the police. It is important to engage 

officers in this type of research as these are the people directly involved with 

maintaining the registers, providing important intelligence to other law enforcement 

agencies, and administering risk assessment tools to these offenders. Mustaine and 

colleagues (2015) highlighted this need by conveying the necessity to advance our 

understanding of how individuals working in the criminal justice system managing sex 

offenders perceive sex offender policies. 

 The present thesis aims to extend current knowledge of how police officers 

working in the field of sexual offending view legislation relating to the management of 



	 27 

offenders in the community and risk assessment tools used to predict the likelihood of 

reoffending among convicted sex offenders. The results will offer an opportunity to 

provide recommendations for decision makers on how a sex offender register can be 

improved as revealed by those operating the register. Each of the three major research 

studies comprised within this thesis make an original contribution to empirical 

knowledge. 

 The first of three studies reports on police perceptions of a sex offender 

registration scheme and risk assessment tools. Results of this study were obtained 

through interviews with 17 police personnel designated with the task of managing 

convicted sex offenders living in the community through a number of diverse roles, 

from investigators to intelligence officers to police inspectors. Officers were asked 

questions about their thoughts on both the register and risk assessment of sexual 

offenders. Questions relating directly to the register aimed to identify police officers’ 

thoughts on how well the register was working, and to identify potential areas of 

improvement based on officers’ experiences with the register. Risk assessment 

questions aimed to reveal the strengths and weaknesses of risk assessment tools 

currently used to assess the risk of registered sex offenders and how these tools could be 

improved.  

 The second study compared the predictive validity of a new dynamic risk 

assessment tool, the SHARP, with the Risk Matrix 2000 in assessing risk of future 

recidivism. It was highlighted in the first study that police officers were imploring to 

have a risk assessment tool that included the addition of dynamic risk and protective 

factors in order to enhance the accuracy of their assessments of risk. To meet this 

demand, the SHARP risk assessment tool was introduced in some Australian states as a 

more dynamic tool specifically designed for use by law enforcement. The study 
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included 103 registered sex offenders from an Australian state, with a somewhat equal 

split of recidivists (48 offenders) and non-recidivists (55 offenders) taken at random 

from all registered offenders. The dataset contained all SHARP and RM2000 risk 

assessments, in addition to offender demographics (gender, age), index charges and 

convictions, criminal history (type and number of prior convictions and charges) and 

post assessment offences (type and number of post convictions and charges). These 

factors were analysed to determine the validity of the SHARP in predicting reoffending 

among convicted sex offenders.  

 The final study gathered police officers’ thoughts and opinions on the sex 

offender register and SHARP risk assessment tool. Following on from study one in 

which officers expressed their perceptions of risk assessments, and study two which 

validated a new risk assessment tool (the SHARP) in response to the need for a dynamic 

risk assessment tool, the third study aimed to test the practicality of the SHARP among 

officers by gaining insights of their experiences using the SHARP and identifying what 

is needed to ensure that officers actually use the tool, in addition to uncovering any 

areas of improvement. Results were obtained from 10 police personnel who were 

familiar with the SHARP and highlight their perceptions of this dynamic tool.  

 The discussion of the present thesis aims to combine the knowledge gained from 

studies one, two and three, and offer guidance on improving the sex offender register 

and use of risk assessment tools among police officers. Recommendations can be made 

owing to the vital input of police officers working in this area. This thesis also offers the 

opportunity to suggest areas of improvement in the assessment and management of 

people on a sex offender register. In combination, all three studies are able to highlight 

specific areas for reform in order to achieve best practice and outcomes in the sex 

offending space.  
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Chapter 2: Police officers’ perceptions of a sex offender registration scheme: 

Identifying and responding to risk 

Chapter 2 presents a qualitative study examining police officers’ perceptions of 

a sex offender register whilst also gaining their insights into risk assessment tools. 

Given police officers’ direct experiences working with registered sex offenders, this 

study aimed to ascertain their thoughts and opinions on the current registration scheme, 

what they believe may be missing from the register, and perceptions of the current risk 

assessment tool while also uncovering potential areas of improvement for the sex 

offender register and risk assessment tools. A total of 17 police officers were 

interviewed for the study, with a range of different officer positions being included in 

order to capture the diversity of roles and experiences within the Police Agency. This 

study identified a number of themes commonly discussed across the interviews and was 

of particular importance to the current research. The study allowed for one of the first 

studies within Australia to gather officer insights first-hand as to how a sex offender 

register could be improved and how police would ideally like a registration scheme to 

look. It also provided a firm argument for the development of a new risk assessment 

tool for use within law enforcement.   
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Abstract 

This article reports on interviews with 17 participants responsible for managing sex 

offenders on a sex offender registration scheme. Semi-structured interviews were 

conducted that cover the topics of the participants’ policing experience and their 

thoughts on the register and risk assessment. Nine themes were identified as being 

particularly important: the purpose of the register; concerns about community 

perceptions; a lack of resources; recognition that risk assessment is essential but limited; 

a desire to tailor interventions to individual offenders; the need for more training despite 

staff competency; the inadequate sharing of information; concerns about how well the 

legislation captures the sex offending space; and confusion about how to interpret 

online offending. This research provides first-hand views on how the register can be 

improved and how police would like a register to look when executing the essential and 

challenging job of monitoring convicted sex offenders upon their release back into the 

community. 

 

Keywords: sex offender; sex offender registry; risk assessment; police perceptions. 
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Police officers’ perceptions of a sex offender registration scheme: Identifying and 

responding to risk 

Introduction 

The sexual abuse of children is a severe and ongoing problem. The potential 

effects that sexual victimisation during childhood can have are profound, and may 

include future psychotic symptomology, depression, anxiety, substance abuse, 

interpersonal issues and panic attacks (Booth & Kingston, 2016; Maniglio, 2009; 

O’Leary, Coohey, & Easton, 2010). In response, a number of jurisdictions have set up 

legislation for registries to manage sex offenders (Day, Carson, Boni, & Hobbs, 2014; 

Petrunik, Murphy, & Fedoroff, 2008). These registers are based on the belief that child 

sex offenders pose a continuing risk to society, and that there is also an increased 

likelihood of reoffending occurring in this population, especially against those who are 

vulnerable in the community (Vess, Langskaill, Day, Powell, & Graffam, 2011). They 

are based on the premise that sex offenders have a persisting disposition to offend 

sexually and therefore must be monitored in order to maintain public safety (Petrunik et 

al. 2008).  

Research indicates that most sex offenders do not reoffend (Bench & Allen, 

2013; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Sample & Bray, 2003, 2006). However, for 

those who do, the seriousness of their offending means that they need to be identified in 

order to protect the vulnerable (Petrunik et al, 2008). As such, those involved in the 

management of sex offenders are required to assess the risk that the people on the 

register will commit further sexual offences (Beech, Fisher, & Thornton, 2003). It is 

therefore imperative to obtain an accurate risk assessment of these offenders, in order to 

discriminate between those who are likely to reoffend and those who are not.  
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The responsibility for managing sex offenders in the community through a 

register scheme falls to the police in most jurisdictions (Nash, 2016; Petrunik et al., 

2008; Vess, Day, Powell, & Graffam, 2014). Thus, it is important to discern the 

perspectives of those in policing who are responsible for the administration of the 

register in order to have a greater understanding of how the system may enhanced. 

Previous research has consistently shown that police officers say that having a sex 

offender registry of some kind is far better than having no register at all in terms of 

keeping the public safe (Day, Carson, Newton, & Hobbs, 2014; Powell, Day, Benson, 

Vess, & Graffam, 2014b). To date, only one study has been conducted that details 

police perceptions towards sex offender registries. Specifically, Powell et al. (2014b) 

consider the issues that impact the effectiveness of a register, as told first-hand by those 

administering it, in order to provide an overview of the challenges of applying the legal 

requirements of the registry and make suggestions for improving the register. The 

participants include police personnel involved in the management of sex offender 

registries across Australia, taking part in small focus groups in which they were 

requested to provide their thoughts on different aspects of sex offender registries and 

their processes. The overwhelming conclusion from this research is that the legislation 

alone is not considered satisfactory for guiding best police practice. The police officers 

report that there is no clear guideline to follow, and that consequently each policing 

jurisdiction had implemented its own responses to the legislation (Powell et al., 2014b). 

Additionally, carrying out risk assessment of sex offenders on a register has 

been identified as being a major area of concern for police officers working in this area. 

Specifically, they have expressed that when working with a register, the purpose is not 

necessarily to investigate new crimes but rather to assess the ongoing risk of sexual 

offenders committing another crime (Nash, 2016). Officers have expressed that there is 
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an overdependence on risk assessment (Keyzer & McSherry, 2013), particularly given 

their feeling that they are restricted in their access to professionals who have, to a large 

extent, much more expertise in conducting risk assessments than the police (Powell et 

al., 2014b). Indeed, compared with correctional research on risk assessment (Hanson, 

1998; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2009), there is very little research in the field of 

policing. It is also possible that police officers can sometimes identify additional risk 

factors that are not recognised in the correctional literature, because they directly see the 

dynamic and acute factors that are present when an offender commits a crime, which 

may not be apparent later on - for instance, if an offender has become drug-free whilst 

in custody.  Furthermore, because so few sex crimes result in convictions (Lonsway & 

Archambault, 2012), officers may have further insight into sex crimes because they are 

involved in all the alleged sex crimes that are reported to them, including those that do 

not result in charges or convictions. 

The importance of risk assessment is apparent: accurate risk assessment is 

necessary to ensure that offenders who are at higher risk of reoffending are monitored 

more frequently than those who are at lower risk of reoffending (Powell, Day, Beonson, 

Vess, & Graffam, 2014a). In the study conducted by Powell et al. (2014b), the police 

officers were found to regard risk assessment as an essential component of managing 

released sex offenders, especially given the assistance that it provides to the 

prioritisation of limited resources. The police management of a register often relies on 

the availability of resources; consequently, officers often felt unprepared and under-

resourced when endeavouring to assess and manage the risk of sex offenders in a way 

they deemed appropriate (Powell et al., 2014b). 

Among police officers there is an overall dissatisfaction with the current risk 

assessment tools. Common complaints include the tools being too narrow in scope, 
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ineffective for women, young and online offenders (Nash, 2016), limited in their 

reliability and validity, neglectful of dynamic risk factors and limited in the access they 

provide to those professionals who are more capable of assessing risk (Powell et al., 

2014b). Despite these shortcomings, it is argued that unstructured professional 

judgments are less accurate in determining risk compared to structured risk assessment 

tools (Bengtson & Långström, 2007), and as such that risk assessment tools are 

necessary for differentiating between offenders according to their level of risk (Hanson 

& Morton-Bourgon, 2009). 

While risk assessment is viewed as an essential component of offender case 

management, the validity and reliability of risk assessment tools often come into 

question, and there are occasions when officers disagree with the assessment given 

(Powell et al., 2014b). While officers may not be adequately trained in the intricate 

workings of risk assessment tools, most often the front-line management of offenders 

falls to the police (Belfrage et al., 2012). Therefore, it is important for officers to have 

the ability to utilise a risk assessment tool that benefits their work and contributes to the 

effective management of offenders. Sex offenders display a wide range of risks for 

sexual recidivism. Given this, allocating a considerable amount of policing resources to 

the offenders who are perceived as being at high risk for reoffending better serves the 

public interest (Zgoba et al., 2016). However, when the risk assessment is inaccurate, 

enforcing unreasonably high levels of treatment and supervision on sex offenders who 

have been incorrectly assessed is not cost-effective, and may result in outcomes that 

undermine the safety of both offenders and the community (Levenson, Fortney, & 

Baker, 2010; Schiavone & Jeglic, 2009). Thus, it is important to determine the 

predictive validity of the various risk assessment tools in order to increase community 

safety and effectively distribute resources (Zgoba et al. 2016). 
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The role of resource allocation plays a pivotal role in effective policing (Nash, 

2016), with a lack of resources being one of the most common complaints among police 

(Day, Carson, Newton, & Hobbs, 2014; Whitting, Day, & Powell, 2016). Given that the 

cost of implementing a sex offender register in the community is high (Powell et al., 

2014b), a system that relies on compliance from offenders may overstrain an already 

challenged resource pool, bringing into question its effectiveness and cost-efficiency 

(Nash, 2016). As explained by Nash (2012), ‘despite the huge media and political 

attention that accompanies sexual offending (and any failures in the system), the role in 

practice appears to be more of a public reassurance exercise’. As such, the registration 

scheme is considered to be under-resourced and ill-equipped to manage sex offenders in 

the community (Powell et al., 2014b; Nash, 2016; Whitting et al., 2016), despite an 

ongoing perception that registries act as a protective measure for members of the 

community by increasing public safety (Kernsmith, Craun, & Foster, 2009). 

The ongoing development of sex offender registration laws has been enabled by 

the popularity of these laws with the general public (Kernsmith et al., 2009). In fact, 

there is a continued push for information surrounding sex offenders be made public 

(Schiavone & Jeglic, 2008; Taylor, 2017; Whitting, Day, & Powell, 2014), with studies 

suggesting that public access to information about offenders on a register is generally 

accepted by members of the community (Levenson, Brannon, Fortney, & Baker, 2007; 

Schiavone & Jeglic, 2009). 

The Current Study 

The current study provides a new opportunity to develop the capabilities of a sex 

offender register, as it is one of the first studies of its kind to speak to those directly 

involved with a sex offender registration scheme. The aim is to get first-hand views on 

how a register should be used, how it could be improved and how the police would like 
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it to look in terms of monitoring sex offenders upon their release back into the 

community. It is important to engage the police officers in these conversations, given 

that they are the ones who are directly involved with the registers and thus are best 

positioned to provide compelling insights that can inform research and policymakers. 

Method 

Participants  

The participants consist of 17 police personnel (76.5% male; n = 13) working in 

a variety of roles, including the management of the sex offender registration scheme, 

sex crime investigation and as intelligence officers attached to the register. The official 

ranks of the policing staff were diverse, from senior constable to commissioned officers 

(inspector and above). Most of the participants were sworn police officers, but there 

were also a number of unsworn civilian staff members. The participants were 

experienced, with years of service ranging from 5 to 30 years (M = 22.24 years, SD = 

7.31). The participants were initially invited to participate in the study by a member of 

the Sexual Crimes Investigation Unit prior to the authors making formal contact. All 

police members contacted agreed to partake in an interview and were required to give 

their informed consent prior to participation.    

Procedure 

Ethical approval from the university’s Human Research Ethics Committee and 

the Police Agency Research Committee was obtained prior to any interviews being 

held. An initial pilot interview was held with a member of the Sexual Crimes 

Investigation Unit to evaluate the suitability of the interview protocol and ascertain who 

should be approached to participate. Minor adjustments were made to the introductory 

statement of the protocol following this, while all questions pertaining to the register 

and risk assessment remained unchanged. Key stakeholders were identified for 
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invitation to participate in a one-on-one interview, with the first author conducting all 

interviews. The duration of the interviews ranged from 17 to 59 minutes (M = 33.93), 

all of which were held in the participant’s workplace or an office in a university. For 

those participants located regionally, a telephone interview was conducted. Interviews 

were held over a period of five months between July and December 2016. Once 

saturation had occurred, no further interviews were scheduled. Saturation occurs when 

there are no further issues or insights emerging from participants (Hennik, Kaiser, & 

Marconi, 2017). 

Participants were asked 25 questions in total about their background with the 

police agency and their thoughts on both the register and risk assessment of sexual 

offenders. In terms of gaining an understanding of participants’ policing history, the 

officers were asked to provide details about their background with the Police Agency, in 

addition to detailing what their involvement with the register is and how long they had 

been involved in this role. Questions relating specifically to the register aimed to 

identify particpants’ thoughts on how well the register works, and to determine any 

potential areas for improvement. Example questions include: ‘What do you see as the 

main purpose of the register?’: ‘How has the sex offender registration scheme been 

useful to the police?’; and ‘What do you think is missing from the register?’. Risk 

assessment questions were used to uncover the strengths and weaknesses of current risk 

assessment tools, how these tools could be improved and how participants’ ideal risk 

assessment tool would be. These questions included; ‘Do you think there is any benefit 

in doing risk assessment for people on the register?’; ‘What are some of the skills 

prominent in police that are useful in assessing risk?’; and ‘What are some obstacles 

you face in providing an accurate assessment of risk?’. 
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This research is designed to be exploratory in nature, and as such an open-ended, 

semi-structured interview approach was reasoned as being the most valuable approach, 

as well as being in line with prior research. While a number of questions were set out by 

the researchers, each interview was almost entirely directed by the participant and his or 

her responses. The researchers left all responses open to the participant in order to allow 

themes to emerge naturally throughout the interviews. The interview protocol contained 

three areas of interest to guide the interview process: questions regarding the 

occupational background of the participant, sex offender register questions and 

questions concerning the risk assessment of sexual offenders. Each interview was audio 

recorded and transcribed using Dragon software, and transcripts were read multiple 

times to obtain familiarity. The accuracy of the transcriptions was then checked prior to 

identifying the key themes of this research. 

This study is based on an Australian jurisdiction, with the legislation relating to 

sex offenders being implemented with the intention of keeping communities safer. The 

primary purposes of the sex offender register scheme, as stated by law, are to reduce the 

likelihood that an offender will reoffend and to assist police in any new investigations 

and prosecutions of future offences that they may commit. Broadly speaking, offenders 

on the register in this instance are people who have committed serious sexual offences 

against children.   

Results 

General Overview  

Overall, the participants were of the view that while the register is by no means 

perfect, having a register is better than not having one at all. They also recognised the 

deterrent effect of having a register: 
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I do think it [the register] acts as a deterrent to some of them. They’ve always got 

that thought hanging over them, for however many years they’re on the register, 

that someone could pop in at any time. (P16) 

However, there were differences of opinion on this point; a number of 

participants suggested that the register does little in terms of protecting children and the 

community: 

We know there’s a lot of offenders out there that we’ve got no idea about in terms 

of what their risk is and most offences, or lots of offences that are being committed 

aren’t by the offenders on registries, these are new offenders that are coming on. 

(P7) 

Does it [the register] stop people offending? No. Does it keep children safer, the 

Register itself I mean? No. What keeps people safe or the community safe is what 

work the police are doing around those people. (P8) 

Nine themes were identified as being particularly prominent in the 

administration of the register: purpose, community perception, resources, risk 

management, offender management, staff, information-sharing, legislation and online 

offending. Each of these issues is discussed in further detail below.  

Purpose 

The participants had mixed views on the purpose of the register. Overall, they 

saw it as a means of enhancing future investigations, enforcing the law for those on the 

register, assisting in identifying suspects in future offences and gathering general 

intelligence for the police. For some participants, the purpose of the register was quite 

clear: 

It’s twofold; one is to look at providing an assessment which gives the police an 

indication of what resources should be allocated to each offender, and the second 

part is to identify those dynamic factors which may be affecting the reportable 

offender to comply with their requirements on the register. (P11) 
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Firstly, to reduce the likelihood of offenders reoffending in the first instance, and 

secondly, for any current investigations that are going on, to provide intelligence to 

assist with those particular investigations. (P2) 

In contrast, some officers highlighted the fact that the purpose of the register 

was unclear and often ambiguous. This is especially apparent in terms of what the 

officers believed their overall role was in terms of managing sex offenders in the 

community: 

What’s missing is a clear direction in what we as the investigators are supposed to 

do, and whether our focus is to be on compliance and prosecution, or whether our 

focus is truly on child protection. (P14) 

My understanding is it [the register] was set up to help try and manage people who 

have been convicted of a relevant offence in the community, so that once they get 

back out into the community they can have some management applied to them[…]. 

If that was the stated goal then they’ve missed the mark, quite massively. (P9) 

The most common topic of debate was whether the register was there as a 

compliancy check or was actually intended to prevent reoffending and protect the 

vulnerable members of the community.  

Community Perception 

Community expectations around how the register works was a considerable 

worry for the participants. There is an enduring belief that community members have 

high expectations of the register, and a number of officers conveyed that in reality the 

police are unlikely to be meeting these expectations. Particularly, officers were of the 

impression that the community has preconceived ideas around the monitoring of 

reportable sex offenders, and may be feeling a misguided sense of security. Often, 

members of the community are not aware of the complexities of managing sex 

offenders: 
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One of the big obstacles is the perception about what the register does. I think the 

general community think if someone’s on a register then the community’s safe 

from that person, but that’s not the case. I think there’s a belief that being on a 

register sort of makes you monitored 24/7 because you’re a reportable offender, 

and that’s not the case. (P8) 

A weakness is that whilst people know it’s there, they don’t really understand the 

difficulties of trying to deal with that number of offenders on that scale in the detail 

in which I think the community expectation believes we are. (P15) 

A number of officers identified the opportunity to modify the community’s 

perceptions through education. If the community had a greater understanding and 

awareness of the sex offender register, their expectations may be more realistic: 

We don’t really sell what the register’s about, and I think registers are only one 

small part. I think if you’re looking at sex offenders in general there’s a whole 

range of things that we should be educating the public about, educating police 

about […]. So I think the big weakness is just not having the information out there 

around what it [the register] is and what it’s meant to achieve. (P7) 

In order to change these perceptions, a number of officers identified the need for 

ongoing education about sex offenders and the register more specifically so as to inform 

the public and perhaps alleviate some of the pressure felt by police.  

Resources 

The availability of resources was a major concern to the participants, with 

policing capabilities often dependent on the accessibility of limited resources. A number 

of participants mentioned how resources were limited for those working in the sex 

offending area of police work: 

We don’t necessarily always get it right, but it [the register] allows us to know 

where they are, where they’re living, who they’re having contact with, and to have 

some method of control over people living in the community who pose a higher 

risk to children than others, and that’s part of the challenge of the register is how 
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do we get that right in terms of who are our greatest risks and why […] how we 

could do that better given the resources are limited and finite, there are no extra 

police, there won’t be any extra police. (P4) 

Risk assessment that put someone at a high risk, you’re better able to apply the 

limited resources of the government. I mean at the end of the day the government 

might be big, but it’s not endless, and it’s your taxpayer dollars and mine, so I 

would like them to be spent better. (P9) 

With access to resources restricted, those participants working in the area of sex 

offending against children expressed that resources had to be used to guide their 

policing. A number of police recognised that the lack of resources placed a strain on 

their ability to do their work to a high standard, and as such resources needed to be 

targeted towards those that pose the greatest risk: 

We’re never going to have enough resources to go around to do things as well as 

we would like, and I think the common sense position is that you should be 

targeting your resources towards those offenders who represent the greatest danger 

to the community. (P2) 

Additionally, participants expressed concerns that the register may be diverting 

resources away from more important issues, suggesting that child protection requires a 

multi-agency approach, and as such over-reliance upon one system - such as the sex 

offender registry - may be less effective in achieving overall safety for members of the 

community: 

Because you’re devoting so many resources to the register, what’s happening is 

we’re probably actually taking some of that away from child protection work, 

which may be just as effective. So I think what’s really interesting is the actual 

obstacle itself having the register in terms of what else could we be putting 

resources into that may actually be more cost-effective than having the register 

itself. (P7) 
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Ultimately, the participants expressed that they’re required to conduct their 

policework with limited resources. While this can at times be problematic, most 

participants identified that their limited access to resources necessitates their need to 

priorities their resources by focusing on those offenders who are at highest risk of 

reoffending.  

Risk Management 

All participants interviewed identified the importance of managing risk for 

offenders on the register. A number of participants discussed the notion that all 

offenders, regardless of their determined risk level, need to be appropriately managed in 

order to reduce the prospect of reoffending: 

If you have a sexual interest in children you’re probably always going to have that 

sexual interest in children. If you take that into account, the chances of them 

reoffending, it’s not like drugs, it’s not like property crime, it’s not like those other 

crime types where there’s a lot of socioeconomic factors that heavily influence 

offending. Realistically, it’s a medical problem […]. (P9) 

We all know as coppers that basically a lot of these sex offenders, especially the 

contacts, once a sex offenders always a sex offender. (P6) 

Participants stated that there is a substantial amount of monitoring and proactive 

targeting of those offenders on the register. In particular, they voiced their views on 

prioritising offenders deemed to be at higher risk of reoffending: 

We really need to start targeting who we’re looking at […] a young adult who’s 20 

had sex with a 14-year-old can go on the register. Okay that’s one thing, but a 40-

year-old man who has sex with a prepubescent child also goes on the register. We 

need to be targeting the 40-year-old man because the sad thing is if you’re 

motivated by having sex with prepubescent children that will never change. (P1) 

There’s always a risk inherent with any sex offender, but identifying those who are 

most at risk of doing the most harm is critical because that’s what you want to 
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focus your resources on, and how do you do that if you don’t have an effective risk 

assessment process? (P17) 

All officers agreed that there was benefit in carrying out risk assessment for 

people on the register; without it, the ability to successfully manage the risk of 

offenders would be lost. For most participants, an effective assessment of risk allows 

for the effective management of offenders and drives this entire process. Additionally, 

risk assessment provides a detailed overview of risk factors pertinent to reoffending. 

Risk assessment also drives resources, as it provides insight into which of the offenders 

should be targeted and offers a starting point to work from: 

I think it [risk assessment] gives you a more detailed overview of that offender to 

start with, both what they’ve done in the past and those factors which are currently 

influencing them as well. And as a result of that, by doing an assessment you can 

assess a level of resources which should be allocated to that offender, so they’re 

getting the appropriate response according to their risk level. If you don’t have that, 

then you’re really guessing as to what you should be doing with that offender. 

(P11) 

I think definitely a risk assessment is useful so we actually know the risk that this 

person is of reoffending so that they can be managed accordingly. If someone is of 

a higher risk then I think that they need to be closely monitored and have other 

restrictions or conditions placed upon them. (P3) 

[The strength of risk assessment is] effective utilisation of resources and to better 

protect the community […]. For example, if we were criticised, a reportable 

offender commits this offence, yet our resources are focused over here, at least we 

can argue that basically we’ve conducted the risk assessments, we’ve only got so 

many resources, yep we’re sorry that old mate did that but he didn’t tick the boxes 

at the time. We’re putting the rationality behind what we’re doing. (P6) 

While conducting risk assessments are an important part of the risk management 

process, a number of participants expressed doubt regarding the limitations and 
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accuracy of risk assessment for sexual offenders. Most notably, participants discussed 

the need to move away from static risk factors and utilise more dynamic risk factors in 

order to determine an appropriate level of risk. Additionally, the categorisation of 

offenders was viewed as problematic, as there is potential for offenders to go under the 

radar simply because they are deemed as low risk when this may not actually be the 

case. There was a strong call for police to understand the limitations of risk assessment, 

and to not overly rely on the tools themselves: 

I wouldn’t say you get tunnel vision, but you can see the risk assessment as a single 

solution as opposed to being part of the risk management. You’ve got to be able to 

tie your risk assessment into an ongoing risk management process, but you often 

see people do a risk assessment by itself and leave it at that. (P11) 

I think just the weakness [of risk assessment] would be that you categorise 

someone as a low category and therefore disregard their potential to offend […] 

because we pigeon hole something, and then in the mind it’s almost like okay well 

they’re low, don’t worry about that. (P5) 

A number of participants believed that risk assessment tools were as accurate as 

they can be, while others were critical of their accuracy: 

It’s looking at risk of reconviction and to me it actually makes a bit of sense 

because the ones that sort of scale very high usually are the ones that come with 

lots of criminal history. So I mean to me it’s almost pointing out the obvious. (P16) 

The participants identified a number of potential benefits from risk assessments 

falling to the police, such as using them to develop a rapport with offenders on the 

register, identifying and assessing the risk of other crimes being committed, assisting in 

resource management and increasing the skill set of those conducting the risk 

assessments. While the risk assessment process was viewed as a necessary and 

important component of risk management, participants felt that it does come with its 
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drawbacks, including the time it takes to administer risk assessment tools and the 

inability to assess risk face to face with the offender. Despite these obstacles, 

participants felt that risk assessment forms a vital component of risk management and in 

turn offender management. 

Offender Management 

In addition to managing the risk of sex offenders on the register, participants felt 

that it is also important to effectively manage offenders at an individual level, so as best 

to ensure their successful integration into the community. A number of participants 

identified the importance of managing the risks pertinent to each individual, rather than 

overseeing all offenders in the same manner. These risk factors are those dynamic 

factors that are central to the onset of offending for each offender, which the 

participants said must be targeted for effective management. They also discussed the 

need to focus on providing a holistic approach to management, rather than simply 

following a compliance framework: 

I’ve come into an area that is very compliance targeting, whereas we’re trying to 

transition that into more of an offender management framework where we’d start 

looking at things like dynamic risk factors, and looking at those triggers, and 

intervening early to cut off that offending cycle. (P8) 

I think that in some ways it’d be good if it [the register] was based on an 

assessment of risk, and it’s kind of like a ‘one size fits all’ model for the offenders, 

and managing risk is quite individual to the offenders’ needs. (P17) 

A number of participants also highlighted the need to provide ongoing external 

support for sex offenders. Despite the identified importance of providing continuing 

support and possible treatment for these offenders, most participants felt that the 

services offered to sex offenders on the register were very limited, with a number even 

stating that there was nothing on offer at all: 
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Mental health, as it links to people on the register, there is no correlation. There’s 

no support framework; although generally across policing there is a referral 

pathway, there’s nothing specific to the registry, and I just think because of the 

history of the registry as a compliance framework, my belief is that most police 

don’t even consider that their job is to offer any support or assistance to people on 

the register because they see being on the register as something they need to police, 

not help. (P8) 

The role of offender management within the register assists police in identifying 

key risk factors for each offender that may start the cycle of offending. The importance 

of identifying dynamic risk factors, for example substance abuse or negative peer 

influences, in addition to static factors such as offence history was evident to those 

participants interviewed. A number of the participants identified the need to provide 

support to those on the register, as they recognise that issues such as drugs, alcohol and 

mental health problems may be precursors to sexual offending for some offenders. As 

such, there is a huge demand for support networks for these offenders, which many 

participants said were lacking in this area.  

Staff 

The staff involved in overseeing the sex offender registration scheme was 

viewed as a central component to getting the management of sex offenders right. 

Admiration for other staff members was evident among those interviewed, and the 

staffing factor came across as a real strength: 

One of the major strengths that I think that we have within the registry is the staff 

[…]. I learned very quickly that the investigators on the ground were very 

receptive to the idea that we’ve got scarce resources, we need to identify who are 

your most risky, and that we need to be targeting the most dangerous, the most 

risky people. So the staff on the ground are very receptive to improving their own 

knowledge and their own skills around sex offenders. (P2) 
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If you’ve got a go-to group of police who know how to handle it, who can be 

trained in that, I can have some sense of comfort that we’ve invested wisely, and 

it’s a proper use of resources, and proper use of public money, because for those 

police they’re like gold - some of the things those registry people pick up before 

we have something happen […] it’s invaluable. (P4) 

A number of participants highlighted the need for ongoing training and 

education so as to advance their skills in this area: 

I think if you’re looking at sex offenders in general there’s a whole range of things 

that we should be educating the public about, educating police about. I think even 

internally we would have police that would not know what the register’s about and 

what it’s meant to achieve and why we have it. (P7) 

Further training in relation to risk assessment was highlighted by a number of 

participants. Some discussed feeling unprepared and unqualified to be conducting risk 

assessments, believing that risk assessments of sex offenders on the register should fall 

to psychologists, or at the very least to police who have been specifically trained in 

using the risk assessment tool. There was also concern about how consistent the risk 

assessments are among the staff that is tasked with completing them, given the lack of 

formal training and the gaining of experience through on-the-job duties: 

There’s not a lot of formal training on risk assessment. Police are trained to be 

inquisitive, they’re trained to be investigators […] so the police get it wrong 

because, again, they’re not trained in assessing risk. (P8) 

Within our intelligence unit ourselves the way that we conduct risk assessments or 

the way we interpret parts of risk assessments varies just within our unit. So if you 

extrapolate that out across all the district investigators and all the rest of it, there 

can be problems where people interpret tools and parts of tools in different ways, 

and therefore you get a lack of consistency in the outcome as well. (P17) 
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A number of officers expressed that training in the use of risk assessment tools is 

necessary in order to effectively assess risk and manage offenders on the register. 

Alongside limited training, access to information was also discussed as one of the 

obstacles of working within the sex offender registry space, further limiting the work of 

staff.  

Information Sharing 

Access to important and valuable information is vital to appropriately assessing 

risk and managing sex offenders in the community, and was discussed as a major issue 

for participants - particularly in relation to understanding individual histories. A number 

of participants discussed frustration in attempting to retrieve this information, 

particularly given that other governmental departments, such as Corrective Services, 

often have this on hand: 

The act wasn’t set up so that there was an automatic flow of information from 

Corrective Services into police. So we’ve got a problem, and I think that’s one of 

the major issues with the register […] so somebody could have been in custody for 

12, 18 months, 2 years or whatever it may be or even longer, and Corrective 

Services […] have very comprehensive information about these offenders, which 

aren’t pushed onto police to assist in our management. (P2) 

I think there’s a real problem with many of this stuff when you’re siloing 

information. I think that when it comes to child protection, agencies need to be 

sharing as much information as possible to best prevent harm to children. (P17)  

Officers felt that the flow of information from both government and non-

government departments and organisations should be made smoother, given how this 

could improve their management of offenders: 

I look at it like a pie, like everyone contributes a little bit to the pie: Probation and 

Parole, Corrective Services, us [Police Agency], other members of the community, 
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NGOs [non-governmental organisations], all that sort of stuff, and then you get a 

bigger, better picture. (P16) 

The accuracy of the information that the police have also came into question. 

Given that the main source of information comes from the registered sex offenders 

themselves, a number of participants discussed concerns about the reliability of the 

information they are given. Additionally, participants said that they were limited in their 

capacity to verify the information they receive: 

The weaknesses [of the register] is that that information is totally dependent on 

how compliant the offenders are. (P12) 

The biggest thing is that the data contained within it [the register] comes from self-

reporting of a convicted child sex offender, and I’m sorry but they lie. (P3) 

Without access to further and more reliable information, police may not become 

privy to important intelligence about offenders, and thus will be unable to effectively 

manage these offenders in the community.  

Legislation 

A number of participants expressed concern over privacy and confidentiality 

laws, and how these relate to the register. While no participants believed that the 

register should be made public, a number did suggest that making the register more 

open to those within the police would be helpful. There were some who felt that the 

confidentiality and privacy of the register was too restrictive, as it means that certain 

information cannot be shared with other police officers or with the parents of vulnerable 

children due to the nature of these laws: 

It should just be a statewide memorandum of understanding that if it is for the 

safety of children in the community in general that this information should be able 
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to be released freely. Police are the best people to release the information, yet 

under the Act itself there’s a confidentiality clause. (P16) 

In some ways the protection of kids outweighs the rights of that person once 

they’ve been convicted of those type of offences. The rights of those should be 

lower than the rights of a child to be safe, and a parent of a child can’t make sure 

that child’s safe if they aren’t aware of things. (P12) 

Additional issues with legislation that were consistently discussed in the 

interviews involved prohibition orders. A number of participants discussed how helpful 

these are in assisting with controlling certain types of concerning behaviour: 

As a result of the register, we can prohibit certain behaviours if there was 

something of a concern, they’re always visiting the same playground park [for 

example], so you can prohibit them from going there if that’s a concern, and we 

can introduce extra reporting’s that they actually have to come see us more often. 

(P10) 

However, other participants highlighted the fact that sometimes this legislation 

does not go far enough: 

I was reading through the legislation […] and the current legislations talks about 

social media accounts - what does that mean? It doesn’t seem to me that the people 

who have made up that list have any great grasp of the ways in which these people 

offend. (P9) 

Different sets of legislation and how they relate to the register was a key 

discussion point throughout the interviews, with a number of participants feeling that 

the link between key pieces of legislation was not clear. While the legislation regulates 

what the police can and cannot do in terms of management of sex offenders in the 

community, it is important for police to feel as though the legislation supports and 

advances their work, so as to ensure effective management.  
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Online Offending 

The emergence of technology has created further problems for those officers 

who are tasked with managing sex offenders in the community. Online sex offending, 

particularly through Child Exploitation Material (CEM), is becoming more 

predominant. However, with this brings uncertainty on how best to manage these 

offenders, especially those who are only convicted of online offences. Of the 

participants interviewed, a number discussed concerns about how well risk assessment 

can work for those offenders who only have online offence convictions: 

The gaps that are out there at the moment in terms of contact offending versus 

online offending, there’s big gaps around that and most of our offenders that we 

see coming onto the register - well not most, but a huge proportion now - are online 

offenders downloading child exploitation material, so what does that mean? How 

do we risk assess those people that are coming on? (P7) 

Some of the participants held the opinion that all online offenders are also 

contact offenders, or will become contact offenders, whereas others felt that online 

offending should be considered separately, thus creating uncertainty in regard to how 

online offending relates to contact offending for those placed onto the register: 

You can’t treat them all the same - online offenders, contact offenders, they’re 

different kettles of fish. (P3) 

I think the register isn’t tailored to the offending […] it doesn’t matter what 

offences you commit, whether it’s a contact child sex offence like an indecent deal, 

or whether it’s a possession of CEM type of offence […] at the end of the day if 

you’re a person who’s been going online and viewing CEM, that the characteristics 

of your offending are different to the person who has actually engaged in child sex 

offences. (P9) 
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The online sphere is an increasing concern for officers working with sex 

offenders, and gives rise to an additional risk factor to consider when determining the 

best way forward in managing offenders: 

I think the online world is a massive risk, because I think it just desensitises 

people; easily accessible, heightens their need for some sort of sexual contact with 

children because they’re seeing it constantly. (P8) 

Access to [the] Internet I think is a big risk factor, because we’ve got no idea in 

terms of what that impact could be with having such an available market of 

children, adults talking to other offenders online that you wouldn’t even know 

about, and it doesn’t take much to be savvy around having anonymous profiles, 

anonymous Internet, anonymous everything that we can’t infiltrate. (P7) 

Of those participants interviewed, the crossover between contact and online 

offending was a key discussion point, and determining how the two interrelate was a 

key concern. 

Discussion 

All of the participants interviewed for this research were of the opinion that 

having a register for convicted child sex offenders is a better option than having no 

register at all. The risk management of sex offenders is aided by the ability to retrieve 

up-to-date information on convicted offenders contained within a register. The 

information held by the register itself is useful in assisting police in investigating new 

offences, in addition to providing a specific deterrent for future sex offending to known 

and unknown offenders. However, officers recognise that the register may in fact offer 

little in terms of protection for children and the community. The issue of effectiveness 

has been the focus of previous research, with the results offering mixed assessments of 

whether or not a register is an effective means of managing sex offenders in the 

community. This is consistent with Mercado, Alvarez, and Levenson (2008), who found 



	 72 

that being on a publicly available sex offender registry makes it more difficult for 

offenders to reintegrate into the community. Additionally, a recent review of the 

literature on sex offender registries suggests that there are gaps in the knowledge 

regarding whether or not registries reduce reoffending (Vess et al., 2014). A number of 

participants noted that the purpose of the register is unclear; while the police aim to 

protect the children in the community, the register may perhaps lend itself to a more 

punitive approach through ensuring compliance and responding to breaches, thus 

blurring the line between protection and punishment. 

While no participants believed that the register should be made open to the 

public, a large number suggested that making it more accessible to those within the 

police service would be particularly beneficial. A number of participants felt that the 

legislation restricted their ability to manage sex offenders effectively, especially when 

they are required by law to withhold potentially vital information from police officers or 

parents of at-risk children in the community. The relation between key pieces of 

legislation is at times unclear, and some participants felt that these laws have been 

created by people with little to no understanding of the sex offender space, thus 

diminishing the abilities of police officers. Policymakers should consider the 

experiences of those operating within the area of the law that they are creating 

legislation for so as to best ensure that the legislation is able to support and advance the 

work of the police in the management of sex offenders in the community. 

The expectations held among the community were a major concern for the 

participants. People are concerned about having convicted sex offenders in their 

community, and about their propensity to reoffend (Kernsmith, Comartin, & Kernsmith, 

2016 ). Throughout the interviews a number of participants suggested that the police 

were unlikely to be meeting the expectations of the community in delivering effective 
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management of sex offenders. They felt that the community believes that more is 

happening around the management of these offenders than what is perhaps occurring in 

reality; they were concerned that the public thinks that the police are constantly 

monitoring offenders around the clock, despite there being inadequate resources for this 

to occur. As such, participants recognised the need for the public to know more about 

sex offending, in addition to providing greater detail surrounding the register. The 

public needs to be better informed about the workings of the register so that members of 

the community have more realistic expectations of the police. 

The availability of resources was a major concern for the participants, with 

police often having to rely on limited resources when attempting to fulfil their policing 

duties. As described by Innes (2010), police often have to undertake their work whilst 

facing austerity, given the restrictions on funding. In the context of the limited 

availability of resources, participants expressed that the accessibility of resources must 

guide their policing work, and that the registered offenders who are perceived to be 

most at risk of reoffending must be the greater focus. While this can at times be 

problematic, participants identified that their limited access to resources necessitates it. 

While increases in funding may not be possible, officers need guidance on how best to 

use their resources, which may be offered by risk assessment tools. 

Research indicates that effective risk assessment is vital in successfully 

managing sex offenders in the community (Powell et al., 2014b). The process of risk 

assessment was a key focus of the interviews, with every officer identifying the need to 

get the risk assessment right for those on the register. However, while risk assessment is 

helpful in assessing potential recidivism and driving resources, police officers have 

previously identified issues with the risk assessment tools currently being utilised 

(Nash, 2016; Powell et al., 2014b), indicating that while these tools are valuable in the 
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domain of managing sex offenders they are not without their faults. As such, officers 

need to be aware of the limitations of risk assessment, and not rely too heavily on the 

tools alone. Participants were particularly interested in factors that are dynamic (Ward 

& Beech, 2015) because they need to know if offending is imminent in order to focus 

their limited resources. 

To further improve the risk assessment of registered sexual offenders, police 

need access to detailed information about them. Obtaining this information has proven 

to be a major issue for officers, and is especially frustrating given that other government 

departments, such as Corrections and Health, often have this information contained 

within their own information-holding systems. Participants discussed needing the flow 

of information between government departments to be made smoother, given how 

valuable this information would be when assessing risk and determining an appropriate 

offender management plan. The ability to fact-check the information received from 

registered offenders was also deemed problematic, as officers have little legislative 

power to confirm the information with which they are provided. As such, it may be 

appropriate to provide fewer limitations on what the police are able to do in relation to 

verifying information, so as to ensure that they have the most accurate information 

possible. Additionally, opening up the channels of communication between government 

and non-government departments and organisations would also be beneficial, given the 

potential work that officers could do with this information. Risk assessment is 

undoubtedly an important facet in managing sex offenders, and presents as an area of 

opportunity for further improvements. 

Related to risk assessment, the issue of effective offender management was a 

prominent discussion point among participants, with many recognising the importance 

of managing risk at an individual level rather than having a collective method of 
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management for all offenders. This idea is consistent with previous research, which 

suggests that offender management plans need to be individualised given the 

heterogeneity of sexual offenders (Grossi, 2017). The role of managing registered sex 

offenders in the community is a complex and challenging one, and a number of 

participants expressed uncertainty as to what their responsibilities are. The management 

of offenders is further made difficult by the potential for registration to lead to social 

isolation, unemployment, lack of social supports and limited treatment options (Lasher 

& McGrath, 2012; Levenson & Cotter, 2005). In response to this, there is a major 

demand for support networks and a multi-agency approach to managing these offenders. 

Given the apparent risk that registered offenders pose to the community, there is an 

ongoing need to offer them external support, in addition to simply putting them on a 

register. 

While the participants expressed appreciation for their colleagues, a number of 

them expressed feeling that they are not adequately qualified to be in their current role. 

This was especially true for those responsible for conducting risk assessments, and was 

due to the need for further training and education so as to advance their skills in this 

area. A request for general training in the domain of sex offending was frequently 

stated. While the workload of these officers is demanding, they were very receptive to 

the possibility of receiving further training in order to develop their understanding and 

knowledge of this area of policing. Additional training would be beneficial to these 

officers’ ability to manage sex offenders in the community effectively. 

The advancement of technology has widened the potential for offenders to 

commit sex offences against children. Online sex offending, particularly through the 

possession of CEM, is becoming more prevalent among sex offenders, creating 

uncertainty about how best to manage this category of offenders. Participants expressed 
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concern about the suitability of applying traditional risk assessment and offender 

management to online-only offenders. Some participants were of the opinion that all 

online offenders are either already or will eventually become contact offenders, while 

others felt that online offending should be considered separately. Research conducted 

by Seto, Hanson, and Babchishin (2011) found that one in eight online offenders has a 

known contact sexual offence in official records. When a self-report method was used, 

almost half of online offenders admitted to committing a contact offence. However, the 

results do indicate that there is a subset of offenders whose sexual crimes only consist 

of online offences. Thus, while there is an apparent overlap between contact and non-

contact offending, in moving forward the police may need to tailor offender 

management differently for those convicted of online offences until research is able to 

establish the degree to which risk factors found in offline offenders apply to online 

offenders (Seto et al., 2011). 

In conclusion, the police officers who work with a sex offender register have a 

strong need for effective risk assessment in order to identify where they should apply 

their scarce resources. Ideally they need to know who is very likely to reoffend, when 

and against whom. This is a challenging task, especially with the recent advances in 

technology and the existence of registered offenders who may be at high risk of 

reoffending, but not obviously so. The consequences for victims and the expectations of 

the community mean that we must try to enhance this capability, difficult though it is. 

In speaking to police officers directly, this research provides first-hand views on how 

the police would like a register to look in regard to the essential and challenging job of 

monitoring sex offenders upon their release back into the community. 
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Chapter 3: Can police use risk assessments to predict the future sex offending of 

people on a sex offender register? A comparison of the Risk Matrix 2000 and a 

new risk assessment tool for police: The ‘SHARP’ 

 The following chapter presents the five-year follow-up recidivism outcomes for 

103 registered sex offenders in an Australian jurisdiction. A new dynamic risk 

assessment tool, the ‘SHARP’, was used to compared the offenders’ scores on the 

SHARP tool with scores on the Risk Matrix 2000 in order to establish the validity of the 

tools in predicting the risk of recidivism. The SHARP is a tool comprised of four risk 

factors and one protective factor and was developed for the use of law enforcement 

officials. Study one, as discussed in Chapter 2, outlined a need of police officers to have 

a dynamic risk assessment tool in their repertoire that required no clinical background 

so as to ensure user friendliness amongst officers. While the SHARP certainly meets 

this demand, it is also important for the tool to do as intended - that is, accurately and 

effectively assess for risk of recidivism. This study offers the first validation study 

outside of the original developers of the SHARP.     
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Abstract 

The SHARP (Sexual deviance, History of supervision violations, Antisocial orientation, 

Risky environment, and Protective features) is a dynamic risk assessment tool used to 

predict recidivism among sex offenders. The current study examined the five-year 

follow-up recidivism of 103 registered sex offenders in an Australian jurisdiction by 

comparing scores on the SHARP with scores on the Risk Matrix 2000 (RM2000) to 

ascertain the predictive validity of the tools in assessing risk of future offending. The 

results indicate that police can use risk assessments to predict risk. The SHARP has 

medium predictive validity for sexual recidivism (AUC = .68), and large predictive 

validity for both violent (AUC = .80) and general recidivism (AUC= .84). The RM2000 

also performed well across all offence domains. The SHARP is useful in directing 

policing resources and also highlights what is needed for an offender to reduce their risk 

of future offending. 

 

Key words: sexual offender, risk assessment, sexual recidivism, sex offender registry, 

dynamic risk factors  
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Can police use risk assessments to predict the future sex offending of people on a 

sex offender register? A comparison of the Risk Matrix 2000 and a new risk 

assessment tool for police: The ‘SHARP’ 

Introduction 

The management of registered sex offenders is a major concern for police. Not 

only does the responsibility of supervising registered sex offenders in the community 

often fall to police but they also have to deal with the added pressure of community 

expectations that sex offenders are effectively and appropriately managed in the 

community (Kernsmith, Craun, & Foster, 2009; Levenson, Brannon, Fortney, & Baker, 

2007). Further, sex offenders are habitually believed to be the least likely to change 

their behaviour compared to other offenders, with policy makers (Meloy, Curtis & 

Boatwright, 2013) and the public alike expecting sex offenders to be an enduring risk to 

the community (Levenson et al., 2007). 

Though these notions held by the public may be misconceived, the importance 

of getting the management of registered sex offenders right is critical. While police may 

manage thousands of registered offenders effectively, it only takes one instance for an 

offender to ‘slip through the cracks’ to spark community concern and pressure to 

impose ever-stricter laws on offenders intended to keep communities ‘safe’ (Schiavone 

& Jeglic, 2009). Given this, and the fact that the number of registered sex offenders is 

rising in many jurisdictions (Day, Darwinkel, & Vess, 2016), effective risk assessment 

is required in order to effectively manage offenders and to reduce offending by directing 

police resources towards those offenders who pose the highest risk. Indeed, a recent 

study of police officers’ perceptions of the policing of a sex offender register in 

Australia found that a common concern among officers was that registries and risk 
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assessments were not as effective as the community believed (Masters & Kebbell, 

2019).  

Risk assessment is an important component of effectively managing convicted 

sex offenders. Firstly, by distinguishing offenders based on their level of risk (and 

subsequently their level of need), law enforcement agencies and decision makers are 

able to allocate resources to where they are needed most. In terms of assigning 

supervision to registered offenders living in the community, those offenders deemed 

higher risk will require further monitoring and management in comparison to those 

considered low risk (Tully, Chou, & Browne, 2013). This is consistent with the Risk-

Needs-Responsivity (RNR) principles (Andrews & Bonta, 2010), which has shown 

evidence as a framework to what will reduce recidivism among sex offenders (Hanson, 

Bourgon, Helmus, & Hodgson, 2009; Smid, Kamphuis, Wever, & Van Beek, 2016) and 

the effective management of offenders (Ogloff & Davis, 2004). The fundamental basis 

of the RNR approach is that resources and treatment services are matched with the risk 

level of the offender (‘risk principle’). Following this, attention should then be directed 

towards the offender’s criminogenic needs that can be targeted to reduce their risk of 

reoffending (‘needs principle’). Thirdly, the ‘responsivity principle’ refers to offering 

treatment programs in a way that is most likely to work for the individual offender 

based on their learning style, capabilities, and limitations (Andrews & Bonta, 2010).  

The use of risk assessment tools in predicting recidivism among sexual 

offenders has consistently been found to be a more accurate (by way of successfully 

predicting future offending) assessment of risk than using clinical judgment (Bengtson 

& Långström, 2007; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2009), both for the management and 

treatment of sex offenders (Smid, Kamphuis, Wever, & Van Beek, 2013). It has been 

reasoned that using actuarial risk assessment tools is a more objective approach 
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compared to clinical judgment, which may be considered more subjective as it can be 

manipulated by the individuals’ own feelings and beliefs (Craig & Beech, 2010). While 

risk assessment tools no doubt have their benefits, those tasked with assessing the risk 

of convicted sex offenders may not always be conscious of these advantages. 

In a study by Powell, Day, Benson, Vess and Graffam, (2014), police officers 

were asked to provide their views on the current workings of their sex offender registry. 

One challenge was connected to limitations in risk assessment. While risk assessment 

was viewed as an essential component of offender case management, the validity and 

reliability of risk assessment tools often came in to question, and there were occasions 

where officers disagreed with the assessment given (Powell et al., 2014). Masters and 

Kebbell (2019) found similar results, with a number of police officers in their study 

expressing doubt around the accuracy of risk assessments, especially those that focus on 

static risk factors rather than concentrating on dynamic factors and the aspects they can 

change through management. However, actuarial tools can be valuable and cost-

effective when assessing for risk, particularly when making initial decisions around 

possible management of an offender such as to the intensity of monitoring and 

supervision or potential treatment (Craig & Beech, 2009). 

A majority of sex offender risk assessment tools concentrate on factors 

increasing the level of risk an offender poses, and often discount the significance 

protective factors may have for those who have sexually offended (de Vries Robbé, 

Mann, Maruna, & Thornton, 2015). Protective factors in relation to sex offender risk 

assessment are those factors that reduce the probability of reoffending (Heffernan & 

Ward, 2015). By disregarding the strengths and positive environmental factors 

pertaining to an individual, the opportunity for effective treatment and management 

may be missed. However, the Structured Assessment of Protective Factors (SAPROF) 
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was developed as a risk assessment tool that focuses solely on protective factors. The 

SAPROF is comprised of 17 protective factors divided into three subscales: internal 

items, motivational items, and external items. The main goal of the assessment in 

focusing on protective factors is to complement existing risk assessment in order to 

offer a more balanced and possibly more accurate assessment of risk (de Vogel, de 

Vries Robbé, de Ruiter, & Bouman, 2011). The SAPROF was intended to be applicable 

for both violent and sexually violent offenders (de Vries Robbé, de Vogel, Koster, & 

Bogaerts, 2015). 

Protective factors are not simply the absence of particular risk factors; rather, by 

exhibiting personal, social or situational strengths the offender has a safeguard against 

risk factors that are present in the environment and lower the risk of recidivism (de 

Vries Robbé, de Vogel, Wever, Douglas, & Nijman, 2016). Protective factors are 

important to consider when determining the psychological and environmental resources 

needed to prevent reoffending and successfully integrate back into society (Heffernan & 

Ward, 2015). While there is some debate as to whether protective factors are measuring 

something new or simply reverse framing common risk factors, protective factors may 

offer a more balanced assessment of risk and strengths of an offender should be 

incorporated within risk assessment tools (Helmus, 2018).  

Sex offenders are a heterogeneous population that have varying degrees of risk; 

no two offenders are identical. As such, management must be tailored to the individual 

in order to best reflect the risk factors and needs for each offender (Levenson, 2018). 

Management of convicted sex offenders living in the community has changed along 

with the environment in which offenders offend. For example, Internet access has 

increased immensely since it first became available, and with it has come a rise in Child 

Exploitation Material (CEM) available to potential offenders (Henshaw, Ogloff, & 
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Clough, 2018). In light of this, risk management of sex offenders has also changed, with 

an increase in the number of laws targeting sex offenders and an implementation of sex 

offender registries aimed at managing the risk of sex offenders living in the community 

(Day et al., 2016).   

Most frequently, the concept of a risk level is determined by the completion of a 

risk assessment tool (Kewley, 2017). Risk assessment is considered as a calculation of 

an offender’s likelihood of reoffending (Helmus, 2018). Professionals working with sex 

offenders, such as through a registry scheme, are often required to risk assess registered 

offenders in order to determine their risk (Beech, Fisher, & Thornton, 2003). The need 

to effectively assess for risk is necessary for many decisions, including in the 

management of a sex offender register. Currently, the Risk Matrix 2000 (RM2000; 

Thorton et al., 2003) is one of the most widely used risk assessment tools for police 

(Tully & Browne, 2015). 

Risk Matrix 2000 

The Risk Matrix 2000 was developed as an extension to a prior risk assessment 

tool (Thornton et al., 2003), and is regularly used to assess how likely an offender is to 

sexually reoffend (Helmus, Hanson, Babchishin, & Thornton, 2015). The RM2000 has 

separate indicators for risk of sexual recidivism, nonsexual violence, and overall 

violence. The first stage of this tool involves examining three readily available static 

items: age at risk assessment, number of criminal sexual appearances in court, and total 

criminal appearances in court. Points are awarded for each item, and the offender is 

subsequently identified as either low, medium, high, or very high risk. Stage two 

examines four aggravating factors that are not as easily assessable: male victim, stranger 

victim, noncontact sexual offences, and a lack of long term intimate relationships. If 

two of these factors are present, the offender moves up one risk category, and the risk 
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will be raised by two levels if all four factors are present (Thornton, 2010). The 

RM2000 uses historical information about an offender to place them into a category that 

determines their likelihood of reoffending either sexually or violently (Barnett, 

Wakeling, & Howard, 2010; Grubin, 2011). 

Current empirical research has shown the Risk Matrix 2000 to be a valid tool for 

predicting sexual and other recidivism (Barnett et al., 2010; Helmus, Babchishin, & 

Hanson, 2013; Helmus, Hanson, et al., 2015; Kingston, Yates, Firestone, Babchishin, & 

Bradford, 2008). Given the Risk Matrix 2000 is comprised of risk factors that have 

empirically been shown to relate to recidivism (Thornton, 2010), it is not surprising to 

find that it predicts recidivism so well. The tool uses factual, readily available historical 

information about sex offenders to determine their likelihood of reconviction (Helmus, 

Hanson, et al., 2015; Tully & Browne, 2015) and has a detailed scoring guide that 

assists in obtaining an accurate assessment (Thornton, 2010). The Risk Matrix 2000 is 

useful for assessing risk as it provides the user with a profile of an offender and how 

comparable he is to a group of sex offenders who have been reconvicted across varying 

time frames. 

However, the Risk Matrix 2000 is not without possible criticism by those who 

utilise the tool. In Powell et al.’s 2014 study, police officers described numerous 

occasions in which they had not agreed with the outcome provided. This was often due 

to dynamic risk factors impacting the offenders’ current environment, case management 

or social support not being considered. Prior research has suggested that the inclusion of 

dynamic factors in predicting sexual recidivism could improve the tool by taking note 

of the current way the offender is behaving (Helmus, Hanson, et al., 2015; Tully & 

Browne, 2015). The use of dynamic risk items could also allow for effective planning of 

sex offender treatment and the assessment of how an offender is progressing with their 
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treatment (Tully & Browne, 2015). However, research on dynamic factors has not yet 

occurred to the same extent as that on static factors, which may justify the absence of 

dynamic factors in risk assessment tools.  

While risk assessments that assess dynamic factors exist, police often cannot use 

them because they lack the background knowledge and qualifications needed to 

administer these tools (Masters & Kebbell, 2019; Powell et al., 2014), such as the 

Sexual Violence Risk-20 (SVR-20) (Boer, Hart, Kropp, & Webster, 1997) and the Risk 

for Sexual Violence Protocol (RSVP) (Hart et al., 2003), which rely on clinical 

judgment to determine a risk level for the offender (Tully et al., 2013). As such, from a 

policing perspective, there is clear demand for a risk assessment tool that encompasses 

dynamic risk factors while also being straightforward enough for officers to use it 

effectively.  

The ‘SHARP’ Risk Assessment Tool 

The SHARP (Lopez & Boer, 2013) is currently incorporated as part of sex 

offender management in some Australian States. The SHARP comprises five factors 

that have consistently been found to be strong and robust predictors of sexual 

recidivism. The five factors are intended to assist police in identifying and gathering 

information relevant to sexual recidivism. These factors include Sexual deviance, 

History of supervision violations, Antisocial orientation, Risky environment, and 

Protective features (hence the name SHARP). The SHARP was developed as a result of 

recognising that sex offender registration schemes require long-term management of 

convicted sex offenders by law enforcement officials who are not normally familiar 

with the risk assessment process. In a policing context, risk assessment is used for case 

prioritisation for the purposes of monitoring and environmental risk management. The 
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SHARP was also designed specifically for law enforcement officers, and thus requires 

no formal or specific qualifications to use the SHARP (Lopez & Boer, 2013). 

Sexually deviant sexual interests concern persistent attractions to sexual acts that 

are illegal (e.g., sex with children) or highly unusual (e.g., fetishism) (Hanson & 

Morton-Bourgon, 2005). Having a sexual interest in children has emerged as the single 

strongest predictor for sexual recidivism (Hanson, 1998; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 

2005; Olver & Wong, 2006). In addition, factors associated with sexual deviance, such 

as deviant sexual interests, prior sexual offences, and victim choices (such as boys or 

strangers) were shown to be predictors of sexual recidivism (Hanson & Bussière, 1998). 

While not all individuals who offend against children have a sexual preference for 

children (Seto, 2018), a proportion of the individuals who do sexually offend against 

children will have a sexual interest in them. Some will exclusively prefer children, 

whereas others will be sexually interested in both adults and children (Ciardha, 2011). 

Those with a sexual interest in children are, perhaps unsurprisingly, more likely to 

sexually reoffend against children (Bailey, Bernhard, & Hsu, 2016; Hanson & Morton-

Bourgon, 2005).   

History of supervision violation indicates an inability to conform to formal 

sanctions, rules or remediation attempts and thus leads to an increased likelihood of 

reoffending (Lopez & Boer, 2017). A lack of cooperation with supervision requirements 

or rule violations has an association towards recidivism due to the link to antisocial 

orientation (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). In the meta-analysis conducted by 

Hanson and Morton-Bourgon (2005), rule violation was significantly related to 

recidivism. Additionally, in an Australian study looking at characteristics of sex 

offenders subject to post-sentence orders, 76% of offenders were found to have 
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breached their supervision order, indicating supervision violation is common amongst 

these offenders (Doyle, Ogloff, & Thomas, 2011).     

Antisocial orientation has previously been shown to be a strong predictor of 

sexual recidivism, alongside sexual deviance (Hanson & Bussière, 1998; Hanson & 

Morton-Bourgon, 2005). Antisocial orientation refers to antisocial personality, 

antisocial traits and a pattern of rule violation. This factor is strongly linked with 

recidivism, as it is often present in individuals who are impulsive, willing to hurt others, 

can convince themselves they are not harming others, or are unable to stop themselves 

(Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). An offender’s attitudes and antisocial 

characteristics would be expected through a range of behaviours with a perceptible 

willingness to violate rules and norms in addition to taking advantage of or hurting 

others (Lopez & Boer, 2017). A previous study by Roberts, Doren and Thornton (2002) 

found that if someone is high on sexual deviance, they are markedly more risky if they 

are also found to be antisocial.   

A risky environment entails interactions between an individual’s history, 

psychological problems, and current life circumstances. This factor may include factors 

(such as substance abuse and sexual arousal) and contextual risk factors (including 

unemployment and relationship problems) (Craig, Browne, & Beech, 2008). This factor 

is important in capturing the situational aspects of an offender’s environment that can 

increase their risk for reoffending. Risky environment covers three key components of 

an offender’s environment: hazardous conditions, lifestyle instability, and lack of 

supports (Lopez & Boer, 2017). Hazardous conditions are represented by situations that 

are criminogenic and favorable to offending (e.g., access to a potential victim group). 

Lifestyle instability reflects difficulties for the offender to self-regulate and links closely 

with the likelihood of recidivism that is increased by unstable employment, 
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accommodation and relationships (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). A lack of pro-

social supports is also considered when regarding a risky environment, as the bearing of 

any risk factors is likely to be more severe in the absence of suitable supervision and 

social support, either professionally (e.g., case manager, parole officer), or personally 

(e.g., family, friends) (Lopez, Boer, Kirby, & Davis, 2019). 

Protective factors concern features of the offender and their environment that 

lower the risk of further sexual offences (de Vries Robbé, Mann, et al., 2015), and are 

not simply an absence of other risk factors. In contrast to risk factors, protective factors 

highlight an offender’s personal strengths, and mitigate the effect of static or dynamic 

risk factors or independently influence antisocial and criminal behaviour (Miller, 2006). 

When protective factors are present, they are expected to make recidivism less likely to 

occur (Thornton, 2013). A number of risk assessment tools tend to focus solely on risk 

factors and disregard the potential value that an offender’s strengths and positive 

environmental factors may have (de Vries Robbé et al., 2015). As a result, risk 

assessment tools that only measure static risk factors offer little assistance for decision 

makers tasked with managing the changing risks of sex offenders living in the 

community (Miller, 2006). Without any consideration given to protective factors, risk 

assessments may over-estimate the level of risk. This may prove costly both to the 

offender in regard to personal liberties, but also to society in terms of economic costs 

placed on correctional facilities, police, and community supervision (Lopez et al., 

2019).  

To date, only one study has been conducted detailing the validity of the SHARP 

sex offender risk assessment tool. The original creators of the SHARP sexual risk 

protocol undertook this research. Specifically, Lopez et al., (2019) examined 447 

SHARP assessments conducted on male sex offenders in Victoria, Australia. The 
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researchers tested the predictive validity of the SHARP using an Area Under the Curve 

(AUC) statistic and the point-biserial correlation coefficient. Results from the study 

showed that the four SHARP risk factors (sexual deviance, history of supervision 

violation, antisocial orientation, and risky environment) were all positively related with 

sexual recidivism, with all reaching statistical significance except the H factor. The P 

factor was negatively related with sexual recidivism, with statistical significance 

reached. In addition, the results also indicated that the SHARP was meaningfully able to 

differentiate between sexual recidivists and non-recidivists (AUC value = .76). The 

SHARP also stood up well in predicting violent and general recidivists, with AUC 

values of .82 and .66 respectively. In combination, the results indicated that the SHARP 

has moderate-to-large predictive validity with regards to sexual recidivism, and this 

result is comparable to other structured and actuarial risk assessment tools that require a 

qualified profession to administer (Lopez et al., 2019).  

The Present Study 

The purpose of the present study was to compare the predictive validity of the 

SHARP dynamic risk assessment tool with the Risk Matrix 2000 for assessing risk of 

future offending. It is hypothesized that the risk and protective factors from the SHARP 

will offer an accurate assessment of risk and have the potential to be used in 

determining which offenders are most at risk of reoffending and need the greatest 

offender management and resource allocation. 

Method 

Sample 

The sample was 103 convicted sex offenders (100% male) placed on to a sex 

offender register in an Australia state. To warrant registration the offender had to have 

been convicted of a sexual, or particular other serious, offence against a child. The 
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sample was selected from the total number of statewide registered offenders with the 

intention of a relatively even split to ensure a similar number of sexual recidivists 

versus non-recidivists were included in the study. Forty-eight sexual offence recidivists 

were selected at random from all sexual recidivists on the Register. Sexual recidivism 

for the purpose of this analysis includes charges and convictions for any sex offence. 

Fifty-five non-recidivists were taken at random from all the non-sexual non-recidivists 

on the Register. The entire sample was assessed by police using the SHARP and the 

RM2000 and formed the final dataset provided to the researchers.  

The age of offenders at the time of registration varied, ranging from 17 to 85 

years old (M = 39.74, SD = 15.46). In terms of the offences committed to warrant 

registration, 74% of offenders were convicted of one sexual offence, 19% had two 

sexual convictions, and 7% were convicted of three or more sexual offences at the time 

of registration. Most of the offenders were convicted of a physical contact offence 

(65%), while 19% had an online offence conviction, and 16% were mixed (both online 

and contact offences). While the most frequent number of total victims was one (43%), 

the range for number of victims was large, spanning from no contact victims (this is 

noted for online-only offenders although online-only offending is not without victims) 

to 19. A majority of the registered offenders offended against female victims (67%), 

with male victims accounting for 11% of victims compared to 7% of offences involving 

both female and male victims (15% were either unknown or CEM victims). Most of the 

offenders committed sexual offences against children under the age of 12 years old 

(41%), while 31% of victim’s involved 12 – 15-year-old children. 11% of offenders 

offended against multiple age groups.          

Measures and Coding 
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Risk Matrix 2000/S. The RM2000/S was coded in accordance with the 

guidelines established by Thornton (2010) to determine sexual recidivism. The 

RM2000/S consists of seven items used to statistically derive a level of risk for males 

aged at least 18 that have been convicted of a sexual offence. These items include: (1) 

age at commencement of risk; (2) sexual appearances; (3) criminal appearances; (4) 

sexual offences against a male; (5) sexual offences against a stranger; (6) single; and (7) 

non-contact sex offence. Each item was included in the total sample, with no missing 

data. In the total sample, the average score on the RM2000/S was 2.09 (SD = .88). 

Risk Matrix 2000/V. The RM2000/V was coded in accordance with the 

guidelines established by Thornton (2010) to determine violent recidivism. The 

RM2000/V consists of three items used to statistically derive a level of risk for males 

aged at least 18 that have been convicted of a sexual offence. These items include: (1) 

age at commencement of risk; (2) violent appearances; and (3) burglary. Each item was 

included in the total sample, with no missing data. In the total sample, the average score 

on the RM2000/V was 1.86 (SD = .86). 

Risk Matrix 2000/C. The RM2000/C was coded in accordance with the 

guidelines established by Thornton (2010) to determine general recidivism. The 

RM2000/C consists of combining the RM2000/S and RM2000/V scores. Each 

participant was assigned a RM2000/C score, with no missing data. In the total sample, 

the average score on the RM2000/C was 4.61 (SD = 2.72). 

SHARP. SHARP items were coded in accordance with the guidelines 

established by Lopez and Boer (2017). Each SHARP risk factor (sexual deviance, 

history of supervision violation, antisocial orientation, risky environment) is coded as 

present, partially present, or absent. Each result was then allocated a corresponding 

number (2 = present, 1 = partially present, 0 = absent). Protective factors are endorsed, 
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partially endorsed, or not present based on the number of indicators present. The 

SHARP total score was derivative of a summation of all scores for the S, H, A, R risk 

factors and then subtracting the protective score on the P item from the SHAR scores. 

The higher the number of risk factors present or partially present, the higher the SHARP 

rating. Analyses were conducted on a combination of all five factors (signifying total 

SHARP score), and each individual factor alone. Each item was included in the total 

sample, with no missing data. 

Procedure 

Due to privacy and confidentiality laws, all data were coded by three members 

of a Policing Agency within Australia and provided to the researchers via an encrypted 

USB drive. Material was coded from a number of official policing resources, including 

a Statewide database, the National Child Offender System, offender criminal histories, 

victim statements, witness statements, intelligence holdings and arrest data.  

The time taken to code each case differed greatly and was largely dependent on 

the amount of information that could be accessed. Each case took between two and 

eight hours to code dependent on the accessibility of information. The areas of interest 

for this study included offender demographics (gender, age), initial charges and 

convictions, criminal history (type and number of prior convictions and charges), 

RM2000 risk factors, SHARP factors, and post SHARP assessment offences (type and 

number of post convictions and charges). Ethical approval for this research was 

obtained from the Police Agency Research Committee and the university’s Human 

Research Ethics Committee prior to data collection and distribution to the researchers. 

Follow-up Time and Recidivism Coding 

Follow-up time began from the registration start date (post release from 

incarceration, if applicable) and ended five years later, allowing for any recidivism 
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within this time frame. Beginning the follow-up time from the start of registration 

allowed for the data to capture any offences committed whilst released into the 

community. Any new offences committed within the five years were coded. Follow-up 

periods have been used in similar previous research, as it often comes with a reduction 

in random variation amongst data (Eke, Helmus, & Seto, 2018; Hanson & Morton-

Bourgon, 2009). Recidivism data was coded by the Police Agency and provided to the 

researchers as a complete data set. 

Analysis examined three different recidivism outcomes following registration as 

a sex offender within five years. The recidivism data was coded retrospectively with 

recidivism outcome being known at the time of sampling and coding, however the 

coders were blind to recidivism outcome prior to coding the RM2000 and SHARP. The 

entire sample was coded on the RM2000 and SHARP based on their presentation at 

time of being registered. The first outcome examined was sexual recidivism, which 

involved all new charges or convictions for a sexual offence. Secondly, violent 

recidivism was considered, which details any new violent charge or conviction that was 

not sexually motivated. General recidivism refers to any other charge or conviction that 

was not sexually or violently motivated.  

Inter-rater Reliability 

Inter-rater reliability is useful in assessing the reliability of sex offender risk 

assessment tools. Inter-rater reliability offers a measure of agreement between two 

independent raters examining the same cases with the same amount of information 

(Tully & Browne, 2015). We examined inter-rater reliability by randomly selecting 10 

cases (9.71% of the sample) to be coded by two members of the Policing Agency. This 

process included a coder blind to the original coding of the other Police Agency 

member. To check that the SHARP risk assessment tool could be scored correctly, 
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Intraclass Correlation Coefficients (ICC) were calculated using a two-way random 

effects model with absolute agreements across each of the individual SHARP factor 

scores and total SHARP score. The results were very strong for all factors: sexual 

deviance (average ICC = .88), history of supervision violation (average ICC = .78), 

antisocial orientation (average ICC = .91), risky environment (average ICC = .80), and 

protective factors (average ICC = .98). The total SHARP score also had strong results 

(average ICC = .98). 

Overview of Analysis 

All analyses were conducted using five-year rates of recidivism. Relative 

predictive accuracy of the Risk Matrix 2000/S, Risk Matrix 2000/V, Risk Matrix 

2000/C, SHARP items and total scores were assessed by using AUC from Receiver 

Operating Characteristic (ROC) analysis. AUC analysis is the most common statistic 

used for highlighting predictive accuracy (e.g., Duwe, 2019; Eke et al., 2018; Helmus, 

Hanson, Thornton, Babchishin, & Harris, 2012). AUC values range from 0 to 1, 

representing the validity of the SHARP to meaningfully differentiate between sexual 

recidivists and non-recidivists. The closer to a score of 1, the better predictive validity 

of the tool. AUCs of .56 are considered small predictive validity, .64 medium predictive 

validity, and .71 large predictive validity, which roughly parallel to Cohen’s d values of 

.20, .50, and .80 (Rice & Harris, 2005). All analyses were calculated through the use of 

the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences (SPSS; version 25).   

Results 

The mean total SHARP score, out of a possible eight, was 3.96 (SD = 1.89, 

range = 0-8). The distribution of SHARP scores across the registered offenders was 

relatively equal, as can be seen in Table 1. 40% of offenders rated as low priority, 40% 

medium priority, and 20% high priority. Each possible total score for the SHARP was 
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reached. The most frequent score across the sample was 5, indicating medium priority 

needed across a law enforcement setting. 

 

 

Table 1 

Total SHARP Scores 

Total SHARP Score Priority Frequency % 

0 Low 5 5 

1 Low 4 4 

2 Low 16 15 

3 Low 16 15 

4 Medium 18 18 

5 Medium 23 22 

6 High 13 13 

7 High 5 5 

8 High 3 3 

 

 

Table 2 shows the sexual, violent and general recidivism rates for a five-year 

follow-up period post-registration for the total sample, as well as displaying those who 

had no recorded convictions post-registration. As observed in Table 2, over two-thirds 

of the sample had some type of reconviction, sexual or otherwise. Of the sexual 

reoffenders, 31% had online reoffences, 46% contact reoffences, and 23% of offenders 

had both online and contact offence convictions. All instances of violent recidivism 

involved assault convictions. More than one quarter of all reoffenders (27%) had 
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multiple charges and convictions. Of the general offending, 81% of reoffenders were 

charged with supervision violation offences. Drug related offences were the next 

highest general recidivism offence (18%), followed by public order offences (15%). 

Property and burglary offences each accounted for 9% and 8% of general recidivism, 

respectively, and any other uncategorised recidivism accounted for 22%. 

 

	
Table 2 

Five-Year Recidivism Rates for the 103 offenders in the sample 

Sexual Violent General None 

n  % n  %  n  %  n %  

48 47 8 8 78 76 25 24 

Note. Sexual refers to any sexual charge or conviction; Violent refers to any violent, non-sexual 

charge or conviction; General refers to any other non-sexual, non-violent charge or conviction; None 

refers to no recorded charges or convictions of any crimes post-registration. 

 

 

Table 3 shows the sexual, violent and general recidivism rates for a five-year 

follow-up period post-registration for the total sample broken down by the offenders’ 

total SHARP score, as well as displaying those offenders who had no recorded 

convictions post-registration. Observation of Table 3 indicates that at least one third of 

the sample with a SHARP score of 3 or more had sexually recidivated within five years 

following registration on to a sex offender registration scheme. In addition, all offenders 

in the sample with a score of 6 and above on the SHARP had reoffended, whether that 

be sexually, violently, or generally. Table 3 also indicates that those offenders in the 

sample who scored 0 or 1 on the SHARP had no new sexual reconvictions during the 
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five-year follow-up, with only one offender out of a total of nine who scored either a 0 

or 1 reoffending generally (the reoffence was in regard to two supervision violation 

convictions). 

 

 

Table 3 

Five-Year Recidivism Rates based on SHARP Total Scores for the 103 offenders in the 

sample 

 Sexual Violent General None 

Total SHARP 

Score (n) 

n  % n  %  n  %  n %  

0 (5) 0 0 0 0 0 0 5 100 

1 (4) 0 0 0 0 1 25 3 75 

2 (16) 5 31 0 0 10 62 6 37 

3 (16) 6 37 0 0 9 56 7 44 

4 (18) 10 56 1 6 15 83 3 17 

5 (23) 14 61 2 9 22 96 1 4 

6 (13) 8 61 1 8 13 100 0 0 

7 (5) 3 60 3 60 5 100 0 0 

8 (3) 2 67 1 33 3 100 0 0 

 

 

Table 4 highlights the predictive accuracy of SHARP items and total scores for 

all sexual recidivism across the total sample. In addition, Table 4 also demonstrates the 
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predictive accuracy of the RM2000/S on the same sample in regard to all sexual 

recidivism.  

	
	
Table 4 

Relationship of SHARP items, SHARP Total Scores and Risk Matrix 2000/S Score with 

Sexual Recidivism 

Item/Score AUC AUC 95% CI 

S .71 .61 - .81 

H .57 .46 - .70 

A .60 .49 - .71 

R .59 .48 - .70 

P .52 .41 - .63 

SHARP .68 .60 - .78 

RM2000/S .65 .55 - .76 

 

 

As demonstrated in Table 4 all of the individual factors of the SHARP, 

excluding protective factors, achieved at least small predictive validity, with sexual 

deviance being the best stand-alone predictive factor for sexual recidivism. The SHARP 

total score demonstrated medium predictive validity, with combining all risk factors 

achieving the best result outside of looking at sexual deviance alone. The RM2000 

achieved a similar result, signifying medium predictive validity. However, the S factor 

and total SHARP score were the only results to reach significance. The AUC value 

indicates that the SHARP, and most of its items, is meaningfully able to differentiate 
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between recidivists and non-recidivists. That is, 68% of the time a random recidivist 

would have a higher score on the SHARP than a random non-recidivist. 

Given the results observed in Table 4 which highlight the importance of sexual 

deviance, the sexual deviance risk factor from the SHARP and the RM2000/S was 

combined to test the predictive accuracy of two components of these risk tools together. 

The result of this analysis indicated that the combined S and RM2000/S score was 

meaningfully able to differentiate between sexual recidivists and non-recidivists (AUC 

value = .72), with this finding reaching statistical significant (AUC 95% CI = .62 - .82).    

Table 5 displays how well the SHARP items, SHARP total scores and the 

RM2000/V relate with violent recidivism. 

 

 

Table 5 

Relationship of SHARP items, SHARP Total Scores and Risk Matrix 2000/V Score with 

Violent Recidivism 

Item/Score AUC AUC 95% CI 

S .39 .21 - .56 

H .81 .70 - .92 

A .86 .75 - .98 

R .77 .61 - .94 

P .60 .41 - .80 

SHARP .80 .66 - .93 

RM2000/V .88 .76 - .99 
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Table 5 has demonstrated that again, all of the individual factors of the SHARP, 

excluding sexual deviance, displayed at least small predictive validity with H, A and R 

demonstrating strong predictive validity, with antisocial orientation being the best 

stand-alone predictor for violent recidivism out of all SHARP factors. Both the SHARP 

and RM2000/V displayed strong predictive validity. The H, A and R factors, total 

SHARP score and RM2000/V all reached statistical significance. Similarly to sexual 

recidivism, the SHARP total score performed well as an overall predictor for violent 

recidivism.  

With regards to general recidivism, Table 6 again shows how effective the 

SHARP is in predicting reoffending. 

 

 

Table 6 

Relationship of SHARP items, SHARP Total Scores and Risk Matrix 2000/C Score with 

General Recidivism 

Item/Score AUC AUC 95% CI 

S .68 .55 - .80 

H .75 .65 - .85 

A .78 .68 - .88 

R .66 .54 - .77 

P .53 .40 - .66 

SHARP .84 .75 - .93 

RM2000/C .80 .72 - .89 
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As observed in Table 6 all factors, aside from protective factors, demonstrate 

medium to large predictive validity for general recidivism, as did the RM2000. History 

of rule violation and antisocial orientation were the best individual predictors, with a 

combination of all four risk factors of the SHARP showing the best predictive validity. 

The H, A, total SHARP score and RM2000 all reached statistical significance. 

As another way of analyzing these data that accounts for the different selection 

methods used to extract the two groups (offenders verse non-offenders), t-tests with 

bootstrapping was used to compare the SHARP and the RM2000 scores for sex 

offending, violent offending and general offending based on a bootstrap sample of 

1000. Table 7 shows the results of this analysis. In each instance the SHARP and the 

RM2000 score was higher (p < .05) for the offender group versus the non-offenders 

across every recidivism outcome. 

 

 

Table 7 

Independent Samples t-test Results Comparing the SHARP and Risk Matrix 2000 on 

Offence Type 

  SHARP     Risk Matrix 2000   

 t df p pb  t df p pb 

Sexual Offence 3.37 101 .001 .001  2.75 101 .007 .009 

Violent Offence 3.01 101 .003 .002  4.91 101 .000 .001 

General Offence 6.02 101 .000 .001  5.45 101 .000 .001 

Note. pb refers to bootstrap significance. 

 

 



	 109 

Table 8 displays the correlations between sexual recidivism, total SHARP and 

RM2000 score, and each of the individual SHARP factor scores. Inspection of Table 8 

indicates that all of the risk factors associated with the SHARP, in addition to the total 

SHARP score and the RM2000, have positive relationships with sexual recidivism. The 

total SHARP score, RM2000 score, and sexual deviance score were the only 

statistically significant scores associated with sexual recidivism. In reference to the 

SHARP, sexual deviance was shown to be the most closely related to sexual recidivism 

as a stand-alone factor, with a combination of all five factors also appearing to be 

moderately related to sexual recidivism. That is, as the total SHARP score increases, so 

to does sexual recidivism. The importance of the sexual deviance factor is discussed 

further below. The total SHARP score also had moderate to strong, positive correlations 

with each of its individual factors aside from protective factors, which showed a slight 

negative correlation. 
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Table 8 

Pearson’s r Correlations between Sexual Reconviction, SHARP Score, Sexual Deviance Score, History of Supervision Violations Score, 

Antisocial Orientation Score, Risky Environments Score, Protective Factors Endorsed, and Risk Matrix 2000/S Score  

 Sexual 

Reconviction 

SHARP 

Score 

S Score H Score A Score R Score P Endorsed RM2000/S 

Score 

Sexual Reconviction 1 - - - - - - - 

SHARP Score .34** 1 - - - - - - 

S Score .39** .46** 1 - - - - - 

H Score .13 .73** -.02 1 - - - - 

A Score .18 .70** .04 .45** 1 - - - 

R Score .18 .68** .19 .35** .32** 1 - - 

P Endorsed .04 -.02 .07 -.12 .16 -.15 1 - 

RM2000 Score/S .26** .59** .27** .46** .45** .33** -.12 1 

Note. - Repeated information. 

** p < .01
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Discussion 

Police can assess risk of sexual recidivism when provided with the right tools. 

Police were able to calculate risk scores for sex offenders with both the SHARP and the 

Risk Matrix 2000, with the two tools showing validity in predicting future sex 

offending. The results of the current study show that at least one third of offenders 

within the sample who had a SHARP score of three or above (low to medium case 

priority for law enforcement) had sexually recidivated within five years post-

registration, while there was little sexual recidivism seen amongst those offenders who 

rated less than two on the SHARP (20% recidivism across all who scored 0-2). 

Additionally, all offenders within the sample with a SHARP score of six and above had 

a new charge or conviction within five years of becoming a registered sex offender, 

whether that is a sexual, violent or general reoffence.  

These are important findings, as lack of policing resources are often a common 

complaint among law enforcement officials tasked with managing sexual offenders 

living in the community (Masters & Kebbell, 2019; Powell et al., 2014; Whitting, Day, 

& Powell, 2016). Prior research highlights the perceptions of police that some offenders 

are such low risk that they funnel resources away from where it is most needed (Day, 

Carson, Newton, & Hobbs, 2014) - the high-risk offenders. While low risk does not 

necessarily equate to no risk, given the burden of managing a large number of registered 

offenders in the community with few resources, this finding emphasises the importance 

of targeting the most at-risk offenders given that research has shown a considerable 

proportion of high risk offenders will reoffend quickly and frequently (within two years 

of being released) compared to those deemed low risk for reoffending (Tewksbury, 

Jennings, & Zgoba, 2012). 
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The Risk Matrix 2000 is widely used across a number of settings, such as police 

and probation and parole (Helmus, Hanson, et al., 2015), and is straightforward in terms 

of scoring to determine a level of risk as it is based on information already contained in 

offender files (Lehmann, Thornton, Helmus, & Hanson, 2016). While this is of benefit 

to police officers tasked with assessing risk, the RM2000 may discount important 

elements of an offender’s lifestyle and environment simply because it is not present in 

the file on hand. A benefit of complementing the RM2000 with the SHARP is that 

while the SHARP reads like a psychological risk assessment, it can be completed 

without any formal psychological training. Although the SHARP does not require the 

user to have a clinical background, as is required by other tools such as the SVR-20 

(Boer et al., 1997) or RSVP (Hart et al., 2003), it is still comparable to these tools in 

regard to the capability to accurately predict risk of sexual offenders (de Vogel, de 

Ruiter, van Beek, & Mead, 2004; Rettenberger, Boer, & Eher, 2011).   

Sexual Deviance 

The results of this study show how critical sexual deviance is in the assessment 

of risk for convicted sex offenders. Importantly, police using the SHARP were able to 

accurately code this factor, allowing for it to be identified in terms of need for offender 

management. The use of a simple coding scheme focusing on important indicators of 

sexual deviance allows for the assessor to be objective in their assessment, and to code 

the factor easily. 

The SHARP has a number of indicators of sexual deviance. These include: 

deviant sexual interests identified/diagnosed in a previous psychological assessment; 

self-reports arousal to children/sexual offending; diagnosed with/self-reports other 

paraphilias; accessed CEM; more than one sex offence reoffence; reports distorted 

beliefs about sex/children; reports sexual preoccupation; range of sex offence victims 
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(e.g., male/female, children/adults, known/stranger) and; mixed sexual offending 

(contact/non-contact) (Lopez & Boer, 2017). In addition, this particular risk factor also 

utilises a ready-made scale, the Screening Scale for Pedophilic Interests (SSPI; Seto & 

Lalumière, 2001), which was designed to quickly measure the pedophilic sexual 

interests among men who have committed at least one sexual offence against a child 

(under 14 years of age). Specifically, the SSPI scores offenders based on four factors. 

These are any male victims, more than one child victim, any victims under 12 years of 

age, and any unrelated victims. The SSPI specifies that a score of 3-5 indicates a high 

likelihood of pedophilic interest (Seto & Lalumière, 2001). The SSPI has been utilised 

in predicting sexual recidivism among adult male sex offenders with child victims, and 

can explain differences in sexual offending that is not explained by a phallometric test. 

Similarly to the SHARP, it has also proven useful in predicting violent and general 

recidivism (Helmus, Ciardha, & Seto, 2015; Seto, Harris, Rice, & Barbaree, 2004).  

This research also highlights the need to reduce sexual deviance amongst 

offenders in order for their risk of reoffending to be reduced. A common approach to 

treating sex offenders is based on the RNR method, with the primary aim of treatment 

to manage potential risk and avoid further harm to the community (Andrews & Bonta, 

2010). In addition, Ward and Stewart (2003) have proposed treating sex offenders based 

on their human needs and level of wellbeing as an alternative approach to treatment. 

Specifically, by focusing on enhancing offenders’ capabilities in order to improve the 

quality of their life, you are able to reduce the likelihood of another offence when the 

offender re-enters the community. Sexual deviance is likely to be more effectively 

addressed in a one-on-one setting rather than group-based therapy, given that sexual 

interests are particular to the person and could be directly targeted in an individual 

treatment setting. 
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A number of meta-analyses examining treatment programs for sex offenders 

have indicated some level of success for these programs (Hanson et al., 2002; Lösel & 

Schmucker, 2005; Schmucker & Lösel, 2015; Gannon, Olver, Mallion, & James, 2019). 

Hanson and others (2002) examined 43 studies that included 9,454 offenders, and found 

that the average recidivism rate among offenders across all studies was lower for the 

treatment group (12.3%) than the comparison group (16.8%). Similar findings were 

highlighted in general recidivism rates, with specialised treatment programs producing 

the greatest effect. 

In similar findings, one meta-analysis examining 69 treatments for 22,181 sex 

offenders based on biological and psychological treatments found significant reductions 

in sexual recidivism for treated individuals (11.1%) compared to untreated individuals 

(17.5%), with biological treatments and those directly targeting sexual offences 

generating the best results (Lösel & Schmucker, 2005). A later update to this meta-

analysis again found significant treatments effects for sexual recidivism (10.1% for 

treated versus 13.7% for untreated), however the effects were smaller and only 

community programs (rather than prison programs) were found to be effective in 

reducing sexual recidivism (Schmucker & Lösel, 2015). 

A more recent meta-analysis reviewed 70 studies and over 55,000 offenders to 

examine sexual offending, domestic violence, and general violence treatment programs 

(Gannon et al., 2019). The study focused on offence-specific treatment programs, and 

found that sexual recidivism was 9.5% for treated individuals and 14.1% for untreated 

individuals, with all programs also being found to significantly decrease recidivism 

across offences that were not specific to the targeted offence of the program. 

Given that risk factors relating to general offending often correspond with the 

risk factors for sex offending, treatment approaches used to respond to general 
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offending may be useful for sexual offenders (Hanson & Yates, 2013). A meta-analysis 

found that general and sexual recidivism rates for treated sex offenders were lower than 

those not formally treated, and programs with the most success in treating offenders 

were based on the principles of the RNR model - risk, need, and responsivity (Hanson 

et al., 2009). Similarly, in research detecting the effectiveness of community-based sex 

offender treatment for sex offenders it was found that a significantly smaller proportion 

of people who had responded to treatment had recidivated, compared to those who had 

not responded to the treatment (Beech, Mandeville-Norden, & Goodwill, 2012). 

The results of the current study indicate that sexual deviance is the most 

predictive risk factor for future offending. Sexual deviance is coded based on offence 

descriptions and court records, in addition to any psychological, treatment or 

correctional reports available to police. The developers of the SHARP (Lopez & Boer, 

2017) have created a reliable and codable risk factor in determining the risk of further 

sexual offending. Combining the risk factor of sexual deviance (Lopez & Boer, 2017) 

with the Risk Matrix 2000 (Thornton, 2010) may offer a faster alternative to completing 

the entire SHARP risk assessment tool given how predictive sexual deviance is on its 

own, with this combination also demonstrating strong predictive validity in predicting 

sexual recidivism within this sample.  

Is the SHARP really dynamic? 

Whilst sexual deviance is important, further dynamic factors also add to the 

predictive validity of the SHARP. This is most obvious with the risky environment and 

protective factors. Thus, an offender’s level of risk can be modified such that an 

offender who has genuinely changed for the better can demonstrate this and have his 

risk score modified accordingly. This has two positives. First, it releases police 

resources to manage higher risk offenders. Second, it is fairer to the offender because 
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the changes they have made are recognised and result in greater freedom. Dynamic 

factors are also included in the H and A factors because more points are awarded to 

those who have recently offended. If someone has not offended in a year, his risk level 

will decrease to reflect this. Indeed, the longer an offender is able to remain offence-free 

in the community, the lower their risk of further offending in the community (Hanson, 

2018; Hanson, Harris, Helmus, & Thornton, 2014; Thornton, Hanson, Kelley, & Mundt, 

2019).  

Moreover, history of supervision violation, antisocial orientation and risky 

environment demonstrate the importance of giving these factors consideration when 

predicting both violent and general recidivism amongst convicted sex offenders. This 

highlights the significant effect that focusing on these risk factors could have on 

predicting recidivism amongst sex offenders, particularly in terms of treatment and 

offender management (van der Put, van Vugt, Stams, Deković, & van der Laan, 2012). 

For example, identifying antisocial traits in a sex offender may guide law enforcement 

officials to direct this offender to appropriate treatment services to reduce the likelihood 

of this risk factor impacting on the potential to reoffend. 

General Offending 

The five-year recidivism rates indicated that most reconvictions for registered 

sex offenders within the sample came in the form of general recidivism, with the most 

common offence being violations of supervision requirements. This finding is 

consistent with prior research indicating that sex offenders show a regular pattern of 

general criminal behaviour in the long term following initial sexual offence convictions, 

especially for those who offend sexually against children (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 

2005; Langevin & Curnoe, 2012; Langevin et al., 2004; Tewksbury et al., 2012). 

However, there have also been studies suggesting that males do desist from sexual 
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offending (Harris, 2016), with the longer an offender remains offence-free in the 

community, the lower the risk of reoffending (Thornton et al., 2019). 

Limitations 

One limitation of this study was the authors not having direct access to the data. 

Due to privacy laws around sex offender registers in Australia, the authors were not able 

to access and code the data themselves, thus requiring all data to be coded by an outside 

source (in this instance, a State Policing Agency). The information required to 

accurately code an offender on the SHARP was also not easily available to the coders. 

In order to appropriately assess risk and manage convicted sex offenders living in the 

community, having access to information that adds value to the risk assessment is 

fundamental. Often invaluable information on an offender sits with another 

governmental department, such as Corrective Services, or with treatment providers, and 

there is not an automatic flow-on of information from one source to another. This may 

limit the accuracy of the SHARP tool, in turn hindering the suitable use of policing 

resources and permitting offenders to be managed at a level that is not congruent with 

their risk of reoffending. 

Another limitation is that generally speaking, it is difficult to ascertain if people 

are reoffending or are living entirely offence-free in the community. Recidivism is often 

determined based on rates of reconviction, but even with the inclusion of charges there 

is no guarantee that every reoffender will be caught and every new offence discovered. 

While basing recidivism rates on both charges and subsequent convictions advances the 

estimation of recidivism, this method is still unlikely to capture every person who 

reoffends, be it sexually or otherwise. Perhaps widening recidivism to include 

allegations of sexual offending may further establish how many people are reoffending 

once released back into the community.  
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Conclusion 

The SHARP performed well in predicting sexual recidivism for registered sex 

offenders. Future research should explore the potential of the SHARP to predict 

recidivism in samples of men not convicted of sexual offences, given the results of the 

current indicating it also performs well in predicting reoffending for violent and general 

recidivism among convicted sex offenders. Sexual deviance was the best and most 

significant predictor of sexual recidivism, achieving statistical significance. History of 

supervision violation, antisocial orientation, and risky environment all displayed some 

level of prediction, however these results were not statistically significant. Greater 

results for these three risk factors were shown when predicting general recidivism. The 

H, A and P factors of the SHARP were also significant predictors of violent recidivism. 

In a five-year follow-up, the SHARP significantly predicted sexual recidivism within 

our sample, as well as violent and general recidivism for registered sex offenders. 

  The current work has demonstrated how useful the SHARP risk assessment tool 

can be in a law enforcement setting. The SHARP is a reasonably short and easy to use 

tool, involving four risk factors and a protective item, which can be scored from official 

police data and offers a moderate-to-high level of predictive validity. The findings of 

this validation study have shown that the SHARP’s capability in distinguishing between 

recidivists and non-recidivists is equal to that of other risk assessment tools that are 

more complex and created for clinical use. The tool is useful in directing policing 

resources to those offenders that require more focused management in the community, 

and also highlights what is needed for an offender to reduce their risk. 
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Chapter 4: Police officer perceptions of a dynamic sex offender risk assessment 

tool (the ‘SHARP’) and registered sex offenders 

Chapter 4 reports on survey results from 10 police officers tasked with assessing 

the risk of recidivism among registered sex offenders. This study continues from study 

two, as outlined in Chapter 3, to determine the effectiveness of the SHARP risk 

assessment tool among officers who currently incorporate the SHARP into their 

ongoing assessment of risk. This study aimed to gather the insights of police officers in 

relation to their use of the SHARP by means of quantitative and qualitative responses. 

Participants highlighted a number of positives around the use of the SHARP. Some 

areas for improvement are also discussed. This study adds to the empirical literature by 

means of providing direct recognition of police perceptions of the SHARP risk 

assessment tool while also furthering the insights of the sex offender register as first 

detailed in study one of this research. The following study also adds to the results of 

study two by providing a form of face validity.      
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Abstract 

The current study reports on survey results of 10 participants responsible for assessing 

the risk of recidivism of sex offenders on a police sex offender register. The survey 

aimed to gather the insights of police officers currently utilising a dynamic risk 

assessment tool, the ‘SHARP’. The SHARP includes four risk factors and one 

protective factor frequently associated with sexual recidivism: Sexual deviance, History 

of supervision violation, Antisocial orientation, Risky environment, and Protective 

factors. The research combined quantitative and qualitative responses to ascertain police 

officers’ perceptions of a sex offender register and the SHARP. Participants were 

satisfied with the use of the SHARP, including their ability to code factors such as 

sexual deviance. Qualitative results revealed favourable attitudes towards the SHARP, 

especially around the SHARP’s usefulness as improved by the inclusion of dynamic 

risk factors. This research provides direct insights into police perceptions of the register 

and SHARP risk assessment tool. 

 

Key words: sex offender, sex offender registry, risk assessment, police perceptions 
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Police officers’ perceptions of a dynamic sex offender risk assessment tool (the 

‘SHARP’) and registered sex offenders 

Introduction 

Police officers are tasked with a number of complexities in fulfilling their job; 

managing and monitoring registered sex offenders living in the community is arguably 

one of the most challenging. There are not many crimes that receive the public concern 

and outrage as that of a convicted sex offender reoffending (Kernsmith, Craun, & 

Foster, 2009; Levenson, Brannon, Fortney, & Baker, 2007). While these types of 

offences rarely reach conviction (Daly & Bouhours, 2010; Lonsway & Archambault, 

2012), this does not prevent the public concern and protest that occurs following this 

type of offence. This creates greater pressure to impose ever-stricter laws on offenders 

with the intention of keeping communities ‘safer’ (Schiavone & Jeglic, 2009). This 

pressure has been going on for quite some time, resulting in a range of policies being 

implemented in the 1990s to increase public awareness of sexual offenders (Kernsmith 

et al., 2009) with sex offender registries emerging to be one of the most commonly 

legislated responses to managing convicted sex offenders (Day, Carson, Boni, & Hobbs, 

2014; Petrunik, Murphy, & Fedoroff, 2008). With convicted child sex offenders 

requiring registration following their release back into the community the question of 

how the police manage and monitor these offenders is critical. 

The task of managing convicted sex offenders living in the community who are 

placed on a sex offender register falls to the police in many jurisdictions (Nash, 2016; 

Petrunik et al., 2008; Vess, Day, Powell, & Graffam, 2014). Sex offender registries 

provide assistance to police in the monitoring and investigation of sex offenders living 

back in the community (Taylor, 2017). Registration laws are based on the belief that sex 

offenders pose a continued risk to society and there is a high likelihood of recidivism 
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among these offenders (Vess, Langskaill, Day, Powell, & Graffam, 2011). In reality 

among known (i.e. caught) sex offenders the rates of sexual recidivism is relatively low, 

with estimates of recidivism rates typically being between 10% to 15% after five years 

(Hanson & Bussière, 1998; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Helmus, Thornton, 

Hanson, & Babchishin, 2012) and beyond five years (Bench & Allen, 2013). In fact, it 

is argued that the longer an offender remains offence-free in the community the lower 

their risk of recidivism, so much so that after 10 to 15 years most people with a history 

of sexual offences are no more likely to commit a new sexual offence than those with a 

criminal history that does not include a sexual offence (Hanson, Harris, Letourneau, 

Helmus, & Thornton, 2018). 

Sexual offenders are one of the few types of offenders, depending on the 

jurisdiction, who are required to register their personal information within a policing 

database. This is grounded on the premise of reducing recidivism and assisting police in 

investigations and prosecution of new offences (Simmons, 2019). The majority of 

research into the effectiveness of sex offender registries has been conducted outside of 

Australia and New Zealand, with results providing limited empirical evidence in favour 

of registration laws decreasing sexual recidivism (Bouffard & Askew, 2019; 

Letourneau, Levenson, Bandyopadhyay, Sinha, & Armstrong, 2010a; Tewksbury, 

Jennings, & Zgoba, 2012; see Terry, 2015, for further review). Within Australia, there is 

little research that suggests the implementation of registration laws reduces recidivism. 

A recent evaluation of the Victorian sex offender registration legislation indicates that 

the Register is likely to prevent only a small number of sexual crimes (Simmons, 2019). 

Similarly, Vess and colleagues (2011) question whether the Australian registry laws 

offer an effective mechanism to manage offending behaviour given the extensive 

variety of offences covered by legislation. Worryingly, registered offenders living in 
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Sydney, Australia, felt that being a registered sex offender may actually increase their 

risk of reoffending owing to challenges in employment, stable accommodation, 

education and ability to retain pro-social supports (Seidler, 2010).      

Registry research may be misinterpreted from an Australian and New Zealand 

perspective because a majority of the research is based in the United States where 

community notification laws stipulate that convicted sex offenders residing in the 

community have their information, such as name, address, photograph and conviction 

offences, readily available to the public (Whitting, Day, & Powell, 2014; Tewksbury & 

Jennings, 2010). Within Australia and New Zealand, Western Australia is currently the 

only place in which legislation dictates that information about convicted sex offenders 

be made readily available to the public through the use of a website (Whitting et al., 

2014). All other states and territories in Australia have sex offender registries but do not 

allow public access to this information (Vess et al., 2014). Despite these differences in 

legislation, the empirical research suggests that neither registration nor notification laws 

seem to have an influence on the incidence rates of sexual offences (Vess et al., 2014). 

Even on occasions where offenders have recidivated and are consequently re-arrested, it 

is more often due to a subsequent non-sexual offence than for a new sexual offence 

(Craig, Beech, & Browne, 2006; Zgoba & Levenson, 2012), with sex offenders showing 

a regular pattern of general criminal behaviour in the long-term following initial sexual 

offence convictions (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Langevin & Curnoe, 2012; 

Langevin et al., 2004; Tewksbury et al., 2012). 

While previous research has been inconsistent in determining whether 

registration laws are an effective method of reducing sexual recidivism, it is clear that 

these laws are popular with the public (Kernsmith et al., 2009). Community concern 

relating to sexual offenders continues to grow (Beshears, 2017), and frequently this 
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means new sex offender policies are created (Sample & Kadleck, 2008). In fact, there is 

a continued push for information surrounding sex offenders are made public in 

Australia (Taylor, 2017; Whitting et al., 2014). Studies suggest that public access to 

information about offenders on a register is generally well accepted by members of the 

community (Levenson et al, 2007; Schiavone & Jeglic, 2009). 

Police have expressed the feeling that people often have high expectations of the 

safety and security that having a register brings to their community (Masters & Kebbell, 

2019; Powell, Day, Benson, Vess, & Graffam, 2014). However, police officers 

uniformly express that having a sex offender register of some description is far better 

than having no register at all in trying to keeping the public safe (Day, Carson, Newton, 

& Hobbs, 2014; Masters & Kebbell, 2019; Powell et al., 2014). Police have found value 

in registers, expressing that it can help deter people from reoffending, provides a 

reminder to those registered that they are being monitored and also assists offenders by 

means of proactively case managing them in terms of dynamic risks (Day, Carson, 

Newton et al., 2014; Masters & Kebbell, 2019; Powell et al., 2014). Nevertheless, 

resources are limited and in order to alleviate some of the community pressure police 

make use of risk assessment tools to distinguish those offenders who are more likely to 

reoffend and will require additional monitoring and supervision. 

Risk Assessment 

Identifying potential risks posed by sex offenders and the factors related to their 

recidivism are vital in effective management to prevent further sexual offending (Craig 

& Beech, 2010). The effectiveness of risk management is dependent on police officers’ 

ability to predict who is the most at risk of reoffending once released back into the 

community (van den Berg et al., 2018). As described by Helmus (2018), “risk 

assessment is an evaluation of an offender’s likelihood of reoffending” (p.1), and forms 
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an important component of supervision of registered sex offenders. It has been 

emphasised in previous research the importance police officers place on using risk 

assessment tools to guide their management of offenders (Masters & Kebbell, 2019; 

Nash, 2016; Powell et al., 2014), with the demand for effective risk assessment tools 

matching the need for effective offender management (Hoggett, McCartan, & 

O’Sullivan, 2019). 

Structured or unstructured risk assessments guide police in virtually all decisions 

made about an offender (Helmus, 2018; Latessa & Lovins, 2010). Structured tools are 

grounded on statistical relationships between a variety risk factors and the likelihood of 

offending (Davis & Ogloff, 2008), whereas unstructured risk assessments are based on 

the decision maker collecting and processing information without following well-

defined rules (Bengtson & Långström, 2007) and using their own judgement, 

experience and skills to make their decision (Latessa & Lovins, 2010). The use of risk 

assessment tools in predicting recidivism among sexual offenders has consistently 

shown to be a more accurate assessment of risk compared to a clinician using their own 

professional judgment (Bengtson & Långström, 2007; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 

2009). This is the case for both the management and the treatment of sex offenders 

(Smid, Kamphuis, Wever, & Van Beek, 2013). It is important for police to be provided 

with the right kind of tools so as to offer guidance on which offenders they need to 

target and direct their management and supervision strategies towards. 

The capability for a tool to measure risk factors that are likely to rise or lower 

the risk of reoffending for an individual is central to the task of reducing recidivism 

(Beech, Wakeling, Szumski, & Freemantle, 2016). Risk assessments are relied upon to 

identify and monitor high-risk offenders re-entering the community (Lussier, Gress, 

Deslauriers-Varin, & Amirault, 2014). Two main types of factors are depended on to 
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determine risk: static risk factors and dynamic risk factors (Andrews & Bonta, 2010). 

Static risk factors are those factors that are unchangeable, such as previous criminal 

history, age, and an absence of long-term relationships (Beech, Fisher, & Thornton, 

2003). While static factors are useful in assessing long-term risk, the factors considered 

are historical in nature and thus cannot be used in determining changes in perceived risk 

over time (Craig & Beech, 2010). Dynamic factors, on the other hand, are those factors 

associated with the likelihood of offending that can be changed through intervention, 

such as substance abuse and sexual deviancy (Craig & Beech, 2010). A change in these 

dynamic risk factors is associated with an increase or reduction in recidivism (Hanson 

& Morton-Bourgon, 2009).    

Police have identified the need for more dynamic risk assessment tools (Masters 

& Kebbell, 2019; Powell et al., 2014). Risk assessments that include both static and 

dynamic factors are more likely to be useful for police managing convicted sex 

offenders, as it allows for officers to be aware of those static factors which offer a 

projection of long-term risk, and also what factors they can target with intervention to 

lower an offender’s risk of recidivism (Craig & Beech, 2010). By concentrating on 

implementing a risk assessment tool that encompasses dynamic factors police are better 

placed to manage offenders effectively as they will be mindful of what to target to 

reduce recidivism, but also being mindful of what may increase an offender’s risk 

(Beech et al., 2003). 

There is also a need for risk assessment tools to be useable by police, given that 

officers often lack the background knowledge and psychological training as so often 

required of some risk assessment tools (Masters & Kebbell, 2019) such as the Sexual 

Violence Risk-20 (SVR-20) (Boer, Hart, Kropp, & Webster, 1997) and the Risk for 

Sexual Violence Protocol (RSVP) (Hart et al., 2003), which rely on clinical judgment to 
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determine a level of risk (Tully, Chou, & Browne, 2013). In addition, officers have also 

expressed that workloads are so demanding they do not have the time needed to 

sufficiently administer a risk assessment tool (Latessa & Lovins, 2010). Accordingly, it 

is important to provide a tool that incorporates dynamic risk factors and is also 

relatively simple to use and not overly time consuming to implement; these 

considerations prompted the development of the ‘SHARP’.      

The ‘SHARP’ Risk Assessment Tool 

 The SHARP (Lopez & Boer, 2013) is currently utilised as part of sex offender 

management in some Australian states. Five factors that have consistently been found to 

be strong and robust predictors of sexual recidivism are incorporated into the SHARP 

risk assessment tool (Lopez & Boer, 2013). The five factors are intended to assist police 

in identifying and gathering information relevant to sexual recidivism. These factors are 

Sexual deviance, History of supervision violations, Antisocial orientation, Risky 

environment, and Protective features (hence the name SHARP is a mnemonic to 

remember them). The SHARP was designed specifically for law enforcement officers, 

and therefore requires no formal or specific qualifications (Lopez & Boer, 2013). 

Sexual deviance concerns persistent attractions to sexual acts that are illegal 

(e.g., sex with children) or highly unusual (e.g., fetishism) (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 

2005). Having a sexual interest in children has emerged as the single strongest predictor 

for sexual recidivism (Hanson, 1998; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Olver & 

Wong, 2006). Factors associated with sexual deviance, such as deviant sexual interests, 

prior sexual offences, and victim choice (such as boys or strangers) have also been 

shown to be predictors of sexual recidivism (Hanson & Bussière, 1998). 

History of supervision violation suggests an inability to conform to formal 

sanctions, rules or remediation attempts and consequently leads to an increased 
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likelihood of reoffending (Lopez & Boer, 2017). A lack of cooperation with supervision 

requirements or rule violations is related with recidivism due to the link to antisocial 

orientation (Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). In the meta-analysis conducted by 

Hanson and Morton-Bourgon (2005), rule violation was significantly related to 

recidivism. In addition, an Australian study looking at characteristics of sex offenders 

subject to post-sentence orders found that 76% of offenders had breached their 

supervision orders (Doyle, Ogloff, & Thomas, 2011).     

Antisocial orientation has previously been shown to be a strong predictor of 

sexual recidivism, alongside sexual deviance (Hanson & Bussière, 1998; Hanson & 

Morton-Bourgon, 2005). Antisocial orientation refers to antisocial personality, 

antisocial traits and a pattern of rule violation. This factor is strongly linked with 

recidivism due to its presence in individuals who are either willing to hurt others, can 

convince themselves they are not harming others, or are unable to stop themselves 

(Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005). Attitudes and antisocial characteristics are 

displayed through a range of behaviours showing a perceptible willingness to violate 

rules and norms in addition to taking advantage of or hurting others (Lopez & Boer, 

2017). If someone is high on sexual deviancy, they are markedly more risky if they are 

also found to be antisocial (Roberts, Doren, &Thornton, 2002).   

A risky environment includes interactions between an individual’s history, 

psychological problems, and current life circumstances. This factor may include factors 

such as substance abuse, sexual arousal, unemployment, and relationship problems 

(Craig, Browne, & Beech, 2008) and is important in capturing the situational aspects of 

an offender’s current environment that increases their risk of reoffending. Risky 

environment covers three key components of an offender’s environment: hazardous 

conditions, lifestyle instability, and lack of supports (Lopez & Boer, 2017). Hazardous 
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conditions refer to environments that are criminogenic and favourable to offending 

(e.g., access to a potential victim group). Lifestyle instability reflects difficulties for the 

offender to self-regulate and increases the likelihood of recidivism (Hanson & Morton-

Bourgon, 2005). A lack of pro-social supports is also a component of a risky 

environment due to the influence of risk factors being more severe in the absence of 

suitable supervision and social support, either professionally (e.g., case manager, parole 

officer), or personally (e.g., family, friends) (Lopez, Boer, Kirby, & Davis, 2019). 

Protective factors concern features of the offender and their environment that 

lower the risk of further sexual offences (de Vries Robbé, Mann, Maruna, & Thornton, 

2015), and are not simply an absence of other risk factors. In contrast to risk factors, 

protective factors focus on an offender’s personal strengths and mitigate the effect of 

static or dynamic risk factors (Miller, 2006). When protective factors are present, they 

are expected to make recidivism less likely to occur (Thornton, 2013). A majority of 

risk assessment tools focus exclusively on risk factors and disregard the potential that 

an offender’s strengths and positive environmental factors may have on reducing 

recidivism (de Vries Robbé, de Vogel, Koster, & Bogaerts, 2015). 

As discussed, the SHARP is a dynamic risk assessment tool that was designed to 

assist in the prioritisation of sex offenders living in the community. Decisions are based 

on the identification of key risk-relevant factors that are current for the offender. 

Subsequent management of offenders will depend on identifying the factors that 

currently mitigate identified risks (i.e., are protective) or increase future risk. By 

identifying current dynamic risks, the SHARP provides a guide for offender 

management and the overall rating (prioritisation) denotes the level of effort warranted 

to mitigate the risk currently posed (Lopez & Boer, 2017). The use of a validated risk 

assessment tool is critical to implementing best evidence-based practices and to also 
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provide officers with an assessment tool that performs well in predicting recidivism 

(Duwe, 2019). 

Gaining perceptions directly from police allows for those officers to have a 

voice and also for researchers to recognise their opinions on the implementation of 

policies made by others (Hoggett et al, 2019). Asking officers their thoughts on the 

SHARP will also allow for some face validity of the tool to be identified. Face validity 

details whether the tool appears to be credible and measures what the tool intended 

(Beech et al., 2016). By officers detailing that the SHARP is an effective tool in doing 

as intended (i.e., successfully predicting sexual recidivism among convicted sex 

offenders) this will aid in proving its validity and usefulness as a dynamic risk 

assessment tool.  

The Present Study 

 The purpose of the present study was to gather police officers’ thoughts and 

opinions on the sex offender register and SHARP risk assessment tool. Few studies in 

Australia have directly explored police officers’ views of registration schemes, with the 

aim of this research to provide further insights into this area. Additionally, this study 

offers the first findings of police officers’ perceptions of the SHARP risk assessment 

tool. The study aims to test the practicality of the SHARP among officers by gaining 

insights of their experiences using the SHARP and identifying what is required so that 

officers actually use the tool in addition to uncovering any potential areas of 

improvement. The findings of this study will be of interest to other jurisdictions 

considering introducing similar risk assessment tools and may usefully inform the 

development of effective public policy in the area of registration schemes. 

Method 

Participants 
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The participants were 10 police personnel (66.7% female, n = 6; one respondent 

did not indicate their gender) who have experience with using the SHARP as a risk 

assessment tool for registered sexual offenders. The age of participants ranged from 23 

to 51 years of age (M = 39.56, SD = 10.11; one respondent did not indicate their age), 

and most (88.9%; one respondent did not indicate their full or part-time employment 

status) were employed full-time in their current role. The participants were experienced, 

with years of service ranging from 18 months to 32 years (M = 16.39 years, SD = 12.76; 

one respondent did not indicate their years of service). Time spent working with 

registered sex offenders was also lengthy, typically ranging from 10 months to 15.5 

years (M = 6.09 years, SD = 5.08; one respondent did not indicate how long they had 

worked with registered sex offenders). Most participants had completed a University 

undergraduate degree (55.6%, n = 5; one respondent did not indicate their highest level 

of education achieved), with three having completed a postgraduate University degree 

(33.3%). 

The SHARP is currently being used in only a few Australian states and there are 

few staff in each policing unit who risk assess the registered sex offenders so the total 

number of respondents is small. In addition, this type of work is very challenging and 

may require officers to take leave due to the stresses of the job or move on to other roles 

and departments, which has further contributed to a lower number of respondents. 

However, as mentioned, those who were able to participate are experienced in this field 

and as such should have been able to provide well-informed responses.  

Procedure 

Ethical approval from the University’s Human Research Ethics Committee and 

the Police Agency Research Committee was obtained prior to any surveys being 

administered. The research team for this study developed the survey after discussing 



	 144 

with police what the critical issues are and with reference to the literature. An officer 

from the Sexual Crimes Investigation Unit was invited to review the survey and provide 

feedback and suggestions. Refinements were made to the survey based on this feedback. 

The survey was then administered electronically via email to a member of the Sexual 

Crimes Investigation Unit in each Australian state where the SHARP is being utilised as 

part of their risk management for registered sex offenders. The survey was then 

disseminated amongst staff that had familiarity with the SHARP tool (i.e., used this to 

risk assess offenders). All completed surveys were sent back to the first author 

electronically via email.     

Instrumentation 

The survey was comprised of nine sections with a mix of Likert-scale questions, 

open-ended questions, and demographic questions. Section one included 15 statements 

about the participants’ opinions relating to the sex offender registration scheme in their 

state with possible responses on a five-point scale from ‘Strongly Agree’ to ‘Strongly 

Disagree’. Example questions include: ‘The Register is an effective way to manage sex 

offenders’; and ‘The community would be comfortable knowing how the Register 

actually operates’. Section two included 26 statements about the participants’ opinions 

relating to the SHARP risk assessment tool with possible responses on a five-point scale 

from ‘Strongly Agree’ to ‘Strongly Disagree’. Example questions include: ‘The SHARP 

takes too long to administer’; ‘I feel other important risk factors are missing from the 

SHARP’; and ‘I think the SHARP is an effective risk assessment tool’. 

Sections three to seven included four statements about the participants’ opinions 

relating to each individual factor of the SHARP risk assessment tool (sexual deviance, 

history of supervision violation, antisocial orientation, risky environment, and 

protective factors) with possible responses on a five-point scale from ‘Strongly Agree’ 
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to ‘Strongly Disagree’ and one open-ended question about any additional comments. 

Section eight included 11 open-ended questions about the participants’ views and 

opinions of the SHARP risk assessment tool. Example questions include: ‘How do you 

think the SHARP could be improved?’; ‘Are there any risk factors you think are 

missing from the SHARP that are important in assessing for risk?’; and ‘Do you think 

the SHARP would be useful in predicting recidivism for other crimes e.g., violent 

offending, domestic violence, robbery, etc.?’. Finally, section nine of the survey asked 

the participants eight demographic questions about their background with the police, 

education level, current role, and experience in working with registered sex offenders. 

Overview of Analysis 

 Quantitative data were analysed through the use of the Statistical Package for 

the Social Sciences (SPSS; version 26). Prior to analysis, data were visually observed 

for outliers; no cases were eliminated. No data were deleted or modified before analysis 

and all survey responses were included in the final data set. Descriptive statistics were 

undertaken to summarise the data. Each of the open-ended question responses was read 

multiple times for familiarity and to identify the key themes of participants’ responses. 

Results 

 The results are broken down into two sections: quantitative and qualitative. The 

qualitative analysis is further divided into four different themes: (1) dynamic risk 

factors; (2) information gathering; (3) online offenders; and (4) improvements to the 

SHARP. 

Quantitative Results 

Perceptions of the Register. 

 Table 1 displays participants’ opinions in relation to the sex offender Register in 

their state.  
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Table 1 

Participants’ Opinions about the Sex Offender Register 

 Mean 
(SD) 

Strongly 
Agree 

(n) 

Agree 
(n) 

Undecided 
(n) 

Disagree 
(n) 

Strongly 
Disagree 

(n) 
The Register is an 

effective way to 
manage sex offenders 

2.60 
(1.17) 

1 5 2 1 1 

The Register uses 
up too many 
resources 

4.00 
(0.82) 

0 1 0 7 2 

The purpose of the 
Register is clear and 
well defined 

2.80 
(0.92 

0 5 2 3 0 

I think the 
community have 
accurate perceptions 
in regard to how well 
the Register works 

4.50 
(0.71) 

0 0 1 3 6 

The Register 
operations and risk 
assessment go 
together hand in hand 

2.50 
(1.18) 

1 6 1 1 1 

Police resources 
would be better used 
some other way than 
within the Register 

4.20 
(0.63) 

0 0 1 6 3 

The Register does 
not effectively 
incorporate online 
offenders 

3.20 
(1.14) 

0 4 1 4 1 

Registry staff 
need additional 
training in how to 
successfully utilise 
databases for 
investigations 
involving Registered 
Offenders 

2.78 
(1.20) 

1 4 0 4 0 
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 Mean 
(SD) 

Strongly 
Agree 

(n) 

Agree 
(n) 

Undecided 
(n) 

Disagree 
(n) 

Strongly 
Disagree 

(n) 
The Register is 

not the only solution 
for effective 
Registered Offender 
management 

2.00 
(0.50) 

1 7 1 0 0 

The current 
Register supports the 
goal of reducing 
recidivism amongst 
Registered Offenders 

2.67 
(0.87) 

0 5 2 2 0 

The community 
would be 
comfortable knowing 
how the Register 
actually operates 

3.67 
(1.12) 

1 0 1 6 1 

There is strong 
merit in risk 
assessing Registered 
Offenders 

1.11 
(0.33) 

8 1 0 0 0 

Important details 
about Registered 
Offenders are easily 
shared between 
Government and 
non-Government 
agencies 

4.33 
(0.87) 

0 0 2 2 5 

Online-only 
offenders should not 
be included on the 
Register 

4.67 
(0.50) 

0 0 0 3 6 

 

Overall, most of the participants were of the view that a sex offender Register is 

an effective way to manage sex offenders with six participants (60%) agreeing with the 

statement ‘The Register is an effective way to manage sex offenders’. Twenty percent 

of participants expressed negative views of the Register being an effective management 

tool. Participants also felt that the Register was a good use of police resources, with 
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90% disagreeing that the Register uses up too many resources. Similarly, no 

participants felt that resources would be better used some other way than within the 

registry domain. Most participants (90%) felt that the community does not accurately 

perceive how well the Register works, with 70% expressing that the community would 

not be comfortable knowing how the Register actually operates. 

While all participants agreed they are easily able to access information within 

their internal databases, 70% of participants had negative views when it comes to 

sharing and retrieving information from other agencies. Opinions around whether the 

Register incorporates online-only offenders effectively were mixed, with only 40% 

feeling that online offenders were well placed within the Register and 50% disagreeing 

with this. Participants felt that there is strong merit in risk assessing offenders on the 

Register (90%), with 70% of participants of the opinion that the Register and risk 

assessment go together hand in hand. In terms of the Register supporting the goal of 

reducing recidivism, half (50%) of participants felt this was the case, with 20% 

disagreeing with this and 20% undecided. 

Perceptions of the SHARP. 

 All participants had positive views of the SHARP overall, with all feeling 

satisfied with using the SHARP. Ninety percent of participants felt the SHARP was 

easy to administer, with a further 80% saying that the SHARP does not take too long to 

administer. Participants also conveyed that the SHARP had clear instructions (60%), 

with 90% stating the scoring of the SHARP is not too complicated for it to work 

effectively. Participants felt that the SHARP was useful in guiding their resources 

(90%) and was not a misuse of the limited resources of the Police Service (90%). 

Participants also stated that use of the SHARP was in-line with the goals of registry 

legislation, with 90% feeling that the SHARP was compatible with legislation. Seventy 
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percent also felt that the SHARP assisted offender management in a way that is 

consistent with legislation, with only 10% of participants disagreeing with this (20% 

were undecided).   

 Participants indicated the ratings for each risk factor given on the SHARP 

accurately reflected the level of case prioritisation needed (e.g., rating of 6-8 = high 

priority), with 90% stating this was the case. However, the responses given to the 

question of whether other important risk factors are missing from the SHARP were 

mixed, with 20% agreeing there were some risk factors missing from the SHARP while 

30% disagreed with this (40% were undecided). Despite this, 90% of participants still 

felt the SHARP incorporates important risk factors relevant to sexual recidivism.  

  Most participants had the opinion that the SHARP assists in effectively 

managing offenders living back in the community (90%). Ninety percent of participants 

also felt that the SHARP is an effective risk assessment tool. When it came to opinions 

on whether the SHARP is a better predictor of recidivism compared to another risk 

assessment tool the Police Agency had used (either Risk Matrix 2000 or Static-99), 50% 

had positive views of this, while 30% were undecided and 10% felt the other risk 

assessment tool was superior to the SHARP. Opinions on whether the SHARP worked 

for all sex offenders was also mixed, with 40% feeling this was the case compared to 

40% stating this was not (10% were undecided). Participants appeared uncertain as to 

whether the SHARP was an effective risk assessment tool for online-only offenders, 

with 50% being undecided on this matter (40% agreed while 10% disagreed). However, 

most participants (60%) did feel that the SHARP is useful for predicting reoffending. 

 A number of participants indicated they were easily able to gather the 

information required to administer the SHARP effectively (70%), while 30% felt they 

were not able to access the information needed. Just half of participants (50%) 
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expressed that they felt police had the necessary skillset required to correctly administer 

the SHARP, while 10% disagreed. Despite this, 90% of participants stated they had 

received adequate training on the SHARP, and 80% had a sound understanding of the 

SHARP. Participants also felt that police officers working outside the sex offending 

space would be able to understand the SHARP, with 50% indicating this was the case 

while 20% disagreed. 

 Participants felt the community would approve of the use of the SHARP in 

managing sex offenders, with 80% indicating positive opinions towards this idea while 

10% held negative views. All participants agreed that using the SHARP was a better 

predictor of sexual reoffending compared to using their own personal judgment. In 

addition, most participants (80%) stated the SHARP achieves what the tool intended 

(i.e., predicts risk of reoffending).     

Qualitative Results 

General overview. 

Overall, the participants expressed positive views of the SHARP risk assessment 

tool. While recognising that risk assessment tools are never 100% accurate, participants 

could see the benefit in using the SHARP to assess their registered sex offenders. For 

example, comments included: 

It includes the major empirically derived risk factors used to predict sexual 

recidivism and puts it in a relatively simple user-friendly framework that can be 

used with minimal training - perfect for police. (P2) 

It is a good tool for helping police prioritise resources IF the SHARP is 

administered on a regular (minimum annual) basis and it has professional 

judgment/oversight. (P7) 
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Participants also highlighted how it can be useful for offenders themselves, as it 

allows for an opportunity to develop a rapport with the offender which may help staff 

gather further information and identify when an offenders risk has changed: 

For me I think it’s most useful as the questions, apart from the category of sexual 

deviancy, aren’t viewed by the offender as being judgmental or labeling them as 

the ‘dirty filthy paedophile’ (their words not mine). In my experience I explain to 

them that these are questions I need to know to assist in their management […]. 

(P6) 

While it is clear there is obvious value in conducting risk assessments of 

registered offenders with the SHARP, there were still some concerns raised by 

participants as to its ability to effectively predict sexual recidivism: 

[The SHARP is] effective in predicting reconviction, not necessarily reoffending. 

(P5) 

[The] SHARP isn’t properly proven to me and I don’t feel 100% confident in 

scoring it and relying on the results. (P10) 

The SHARP is a new risk assessment tool being utilised in some Australian 

states and as such does not have the history of research and validation as other risk 

assessment tools, such as the Risk Matrix 2000 (RM2000) and Static-99. Some 

participants suggested a way to counteract this unavoidable shortcoming by using the 

tool alongside another risk assessment tool: 

I think both [SHARP and Static-99] are needed as together they paint a better 

picture of where the registered sex offender was at and where they are at now. (P8) 

I think they [SHARP and RM2000] go hand in hand, however the SHARP does 

account for changing risk factors […]. (P1) 
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Ultimately, participants expressed endorsement of using the SHARP tool to 

assess the level of risk for sexual recidivism. Four themes were identified as being 

particularly prominent in discussions around using the SHARP for assessing risk: 

dynamic risk factors, information gathering, online offenders and improvements of the 

SHARP. Each of these is discussed in further detail below. 

Dynamic risk factors. 

 All participants identified the importance of having dynamic risk factors 

included in a risk assessment tool. The inclusion of dynamic risk factors in the SHARP 

and the need to move away from static risk items was highlighted by a number of 

participants: 

[The] SHARP has provided clarity and guidance around validated dynamic factors 

for sex offender recidivism. It has made our assessments more robust. (P7) 

The SHARP is looking specifically at the offender, what makes them ‘tick’ as 

such, their personal thoughts, comments and values, what their lifestyle is like, 

who they associate with, contributing factors that led them to offend in the first 

place or which keeps them offending. (P6) 

Incorporation of dynamic risk factors, such as risky environment, has greatly 

improved the accuracy in assessing risk of sexual recidivism. (P5) 

I think too much focus on the aspects of their offending that can’t be changed is 

redundant. (P9) 

 In addition, it was expressed that the inclusion of dynamic risk factors in the 

SHARP assists in effective management of the offender, given the possible variability 

in dynamic factors: 

The dynamic aspect can be useful, as risk increases or decreases over time, 

therefore providing offender management priorities. (P1) 
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Participants were asked which factor covered by the SHARP they thought was 

the best predictor of sexual recidivism. Notably, every participant highlighted the 

importance sexual deviance plays in sexual recidivism, alongside some of the other 

pertinent dynamic factors: 

Sexual deviance [is the best predictor of sexual recidivism]. I think sexual urges 

are very powerful and more obviously linked to sexual recidivism. (P9) 

[Risky environment] might be the most important section of the SHARP in terms 

of providing police with information that guides their management of offenders 

[…] Hazardous conditions is the most commonly outlined heading in our risk 

assessments, and I believe the most relevant one to further offending. (P7) 

While participants have emphasised the importance of dynamic risk factors, one 

of the challenges commonly highlighted throughout the survey is that of obtaining the 

necessary information, both in terms of amount and relevance, to accurately assess for 

risk. 

Information gathering. 

 Accessing important and valuable information is an important component in 

being able to accurately assess for risk and manage sex offenders in the community. 

Gathering the necessary information was raised as a major issue for participants, 

especially in terms of endeavoring to retrieve this information from other agencies that 

readily have this available, such as Corrective Services: 

 Communication between [Police Agency] and Department of Corrective Services 

could be improved to provide a full history of a registered offenders’ rule 

violations whilst in custody. (P3) 

Automatic access to psychological reports from Corrective Services or other 

service providers would be useful in coding sexual deviance. (P2) 
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To make better use of the SHARP we need access to more information about the 

sex offender i.e., psychology reports and Correction records. (P1) 

 Participants highlighted the difficulty in gathering enough information to 

accurately assess an offender on a particular risk factor: 

 Sexual deviance is a difficult risk factor to gather police intelligence for 

sometimes. Stronger relationships with other agencies who have factual, clinical 

judgments about deviance would make me feel more comfortable scoring this item. 

(P7) 

Information from other jurisdictions regarding rule violations is often hard to 

obtain and unless a clear ‘fail to comply’ offence, nil other rule violation 

information is passed. Registered offenders moving frequently between states with 

a pattern of life and rule violations can easily be missed. (P3) 

  It was also raised that the time taken to retrieve information needed to conduct 

an accurate risk assessment could potentially reduce the SHARP’s ability to effectively 

assess for risk, as it takes away from other important areas: 

 [You] can sometimes get bogged down in digging up criminal history when it’s 

very long and draws attention away from sexual recidivism. (P9) 

 If police are not privy to important intelligence about offenders through having 

access to additional and reliable information, officers may have greater difficulty in 

being able to effectively manage these offenders in the community. 

Online offenders. 

 With the emergence of new technology has come an added challenge for those 

officers who are tasked with managing sex offenders in the community. Online sex 

offending, particularly through child exploitation material (CEM), is becoming more 

prevalent. While research is well defined in relation to contact sexual offences, there is 

an air of uncertainty on how best to manage an offender who has been convicted of an 
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online offence and no other sex offences. A number of participants alluded to concerns 

as to whether the SHARP is capable of risk assessing online-only offenders: 

 I think like anything as more results from research comes to light in regards to sex 

offenders and offending then the SHARP can be modified to accommodate this. 

For example at this time we probably don’t know too much about CEM offenders 

versus contact offenders - is there something that we could incorporate into the 

SHARP that might assist us with this? (P6) 

Validation with CEM offenders, which may mean some modifications, [could 

improve the SHARP]. (P2) 

It was highlighted that online offences may require further consideration when 

completing the SHARP: 

 […] possession of CEM should be higher weighted as an indicator of paedophilia 

and therefore sexual deviancy. (P5) 

In contrast, a number of participants felt the SHARP had incorporated online-

only offenders well, and that this was an added advantage to using the SHARP as a risk 

assessment tool: 

 That it is predictive for online offenders provides a lot of comfort, as the lack of 

assessment prior to this was concerning. (P7) 

[The SHARP is most useful for assessing risk in] child porn offenders - [it] gives 

us a framework where there was none previously. (P10) 

The emergence of online offending has raised some questions as to how these 

offenders can be effectively assessed for their risk of recidivism and appropriately 

managed in the community. Online offending has created a space for further exploration 

in regard to sexual offending and continues to be a key concern for police tasked with 

offender management. 
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Improvements of the SHARP. 

Training. 

 The need for continuous training was discussed a number of times throughout 

the participants’ responses to survey questions. It was highlighted that the training 

received on the SHARP was well accepted and provided a good foundation to begin 

using the tool in officers’ work. However, it was raised that training should be 

continued as new research comes to light and to continually improve the skills of 

officers conducting risk assessments. When asked how the SHARP could be improved, 

participants responded with the below: 

 More training. Within that training using examples of previous offenders so that 

we can apply our knowledge to it and discuss our assessments as a group […] I 

think as we move more into the assessment of offenders then the [Police Agency] 

has to acknowledge that most of us don’t have tertiary education in the field of 

psychology or sociology, we are just ‘coppers with street knowledge and years of 

experience’ but we do need more specific training in this field, mainly so that we 

can explain our decisions better […]. (P6) 

Continue with updates for training; feedback on completed works; [improvements] 

not on the actual SHARP just the implementation. (P3) 

It seems important for officers to feel confident and capable in their ability to 

accurately risk assess offenders on the register given how important it is in regard to not 

only effectively managing offenders but also to assist in resource allocation. 

Coding and weighting of indicators. 

 A number of improvements to the SHARP were offered by participants, such as 

specific case examples attached to the SHARP manual, a mobile application for use in 

the field by officers and changes to make the manual more similar to other risk 

assessment manuals and provide further detail to users. However, a frequent suggestion 
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made by participants was in relation to the indicators used to code risk factors. A 

number of participants expressed that some of the indicators used in the SHARP were 

perhaps not relevant to sexual recidivism, and may even magnify the level of risk for an 

offender: 

 I think the fact that someone who has driving offences 10 years ago can score the 

same as someone who bashed up their partner 12 months ago seems a bit unfair 

sometimes. (P9) 

We count things like driving offences - not sure these sorts of convictions should 

be included. Is it in the spirit of the intended risk assessment? […] Occupation and 

a relationship are two items that often aren’t relevant for our sex offenders as they 

had both of these things at the time offences were committed. (P7) 

Furthermore, participants also expressed the weighting given to some of the risk 

factors was disproportionate to how pertinent it was to the overall risk of recidivism: 

Sexual deviancy should be weighted higher. This tool is good, but still weights anti 

sociality disproportionately higher than sexual deviancy. (P5) 

Too much weight is put on this [history of supervision violation]. I don’t think 

breaching bail in the past 12 months means a registered sex offender is much more 

likely to sexually reoffend. This over-inflates risk of particularly antisocial sex 

offenders. (P10) 

 These opinions highlight some improvements that could potentially be made to 

the SHARP in order to make the tool even more appropriate to use in the domain of risk 

assessing sexual offenders. While participants expressed positive views overall of the 

SHARP no risk assessment tool is perfect, and it is important to continue to modify and 

adapt tools as more information and research is learned. 
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Discussion 

 This study analysed law enforcement views about sex offender registration and a 

new risk assessment tool, the SHARP. The results, gathered through a survey of Police 

Agencies, captured the perspectives of a number of officers working in different aspects 

of sex offender assessment, management and enforcement within the Registries. The 

analyses investigated participants’ perceptions of the sex offender register and SHARP 

risk assessment tool in addition to exploring themes in several areas related to the 

SHARP, including dynamic risk factors, information gathering, online offenders and 

areas of improvement.  

The Register 

Participants highlighted the sex offender Register as being an effective 

management resource. While research has been mixed in terms of whether registration 

schemes are useful (Letourneau, Levenson, Bandyopadhyay, Armstrong, & Sinha, 

2010b; Prescott & Rockoff, 2011) or not (Bouffard & Askew, 2019; Tewksbury et al., 

2012; Zgoba, Jennings, & Salerno, 2018), the finding that those officers who work in 

this area consider it useful is important given the publicity provided to these laws 

(Kernsmith et al., 2009) and the amount of money and effort that is spent on 

maintaining a sex offender register (Bierie, 2016; Vess et al., 2014). Participants also 

expressed that the Register is a good use of policing resources and resources are well 

spent on the Register rather than using the money elsewhere. Despite the fact police 

resources play an important role in managing offenders, resources are often limited 

(Innes, 2010) and are in demand throughout policing not just with regards to sex 

offenders (e.g., Gannon & Doig, 2010; Machin & Marie, 2011). Thus, whilst the 

participants might be biased, it is a positive finding that participants feel that registers 

do not expend too many resources. 
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A majority of participants were of the view that the community does not 

accurately perceive how the Register works. This is consistent with prior research, 

which has shown the general public often hold misconceptions and a general lack of 

knowledge around sexual offending (Craun & Theriot, 2009; Levenson et al., 2007; 

Taylor, 2017), so much so that increased fear in sex offenders precedes increased 

support of registration schemes (Kernsmith et al., 2009). Participants also felt the 

community would be uncomfortable in knowing how the Register actually operates, 

which has been raised as a concern in previous research (Masters & Kebbell, 2019). 

This finding contradicts the participants themselves stating that the Register is an 

effective management tool. To offset this difference in perceptions the public might 

require further information about the capabilities of law enforcement to effectively 

manage the number of offenders on a register, to educate communities around the 

complexities of convicted sex offenders and ensure expectations are realistic. 

The SHARP 

All of the participants surveyed for this research were of the opinion that the 

SHARP is a useful and effective tool in the practice of risk assessing registered sex 

offenders. This is an important finding, as it demonstrates credibility of the tool to do as 

intended based on the appraisal of those who use it. As such, police officers are well 

placed to test the face validity of the SHARP. It is promising to find that officers 

consider the tool so positively given past complaints of risk assessment tools in law 

enforcement settings (Masters & Kebbell, 2019; Nash, 2016; Powell et al., 2014). The 

SHARP allows for officers to focus much more on observable behaviour that they can 

change through intervention, rather than clinical information and judgments (Lopez & 

Boer, 2013). 
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The SHARP has shown to be a workable and valuable risk assessment tool for 

police officers working in the domain of sex offenders (Lopez et al., 2019). The tool 

appears on face value to be very user friendly and geared towards police officers. The 

SHARP is able to aid case prioritisation for law enforcement officers while 

simultaneously avoiding objections often cited by courts questioning the expertise of 

police. The SHARP diverges from clinical judgment and instead enables professional 

judgment by those officers’ experienced in working with sex offenders (Lopez & Boer, 

2013). The SHARP was designed specifically for use by law enforcement, so it is an 

important finding that officers who have used this tool consider it favourably. The 

addition of a greater focus on dynamic risk factors has also proven to be beneficial for 

officers, as it allows for individual management that can be tailored specific to the 

offender. This is an important distinction given that sexual offenders tend to be a 

heterogeneous group of individuals and as such require management that is best tailored 

to counteract any risk factors associated with an increased likelihood of recidivism 

(Grossi, 2017; Zgoba & Levenson, 2012). 

In response to questions pertaining to the effectiveness and use of the SHARP, 

quantitative analysis suggested that perceptions of this were generally positive. There 

was agreement among participants that the SHARP was an easy tool to administer and 

that it did not take excessive amounts of time to complete. Most often, the more 

comprehensive a risk assessment tool the longer it takes to administer (Latessa & 

Lovins, 2010), therefore it is beneficial to police that the SHARP is able to be 

administered quickly and efficiently. The process of administering a risk assessment 

tool can be costly as considerations need to be given to things such as the cost of the 

tool, costs to train staff, and time taken to administer (Latessa & Lovins, 2010). This 
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research has identified that officers using the SHARP have found it to be useful in both 

guiding and applying resources.  

Another significant finding of this study is that of the importance of 

incorporating dynamic risk factors into tools used to assess the risk of convicted sex 

offenders. Quantitative analyses revealed that all but one participant felt the SHARP 

was an effective risk assessment tool for sex offenders and is effective in managing 

offenders living in the community. The inclusion of dynamic risk factors in the SHARP 

is important, as it allows for the tool to evaluate risk factors which are empirically found 

to relate to sexual recidivism and responsive to treatment (van den Berg et al., 2018) 

which is vital to offender management and lowering the risk of reoffending. This 

distinction was also highlighted in participants’ responses through qualitative analyses, 

with all officers identifying the importance of assessing risk using dynamic factors. 

Views of how easily officers are able to gather the information needed to 

complete the SHARP were mixed across the quantitative and qualitative analyses. 

Quantitatively there was agreement among most participants that they were able to 

gather the information necessary to complete their assessment effectively, however 

when participants were asked to expresses their views qualitatively a number 

communicated that this was quite a challenge. This is particularly apparent when 

officers attempt to retrieve this information from other agencies and stakeholders such 

as Corrective Services or psychologists. Limited access to this kind of information 

hinders the ability of an officer to accurately assess the risk of an offender. When risk 

assessments are completed incorrectly, results of the tool represent a combination of 

caution, bias and error rather than being an objective assessment of risk that identifies 

possible intervention points for sex offenders. This may lead to greater financial costs to 

the criminal justice system and reduce the ability for officers to provide appropriate 
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management to offenders (Lanterman, Boyle, & Ragusa-Salerno, 2014). To further 

improve the scoring of the SHARP police require access to detailed information about 

an offender from a number of different sources in order to implement the SHARP 

effectively. 

Technology has expanded the potential for sex offenders to commit offences 

against children. An increase in CEM offenders within the criminal justice system 

provides extra challenges for law enforcement and treatment providers in determining 

how to assess, treat, and manage these offenders (Jung, Ennis, Stein, Choy, & Hook, 

2013). While research is currently limited on how best to assess the level of risk for 

sexual recidivism of these offenders, there are hints of CEM offenders being sexually 

interested in children indicating a level of risk for sexual contact offences against 

children (Seto, Cantor, & Blanchard, 2006; Seto, Reeves, & Jung, 2010). Both 

quantitative and qualitative analyses revealed doubt among participants as to whether 

the SHARP is applicable to those individuals who commit all of their sexual offences 

online. Therefore, as discussed by a number of participants, it would be useful to 

validate the SHARP with offenders who exclusively commit online offences, or perhaps 

combine the SHARP with a risk assessment tool that is already designed for use with 

online offenders such as the Child Pornography Offender Risk Tool (CPORT) (Seto & 

Eke, 2015).  

Participants felt competent in using the SHARP, but also suggested further 

training as new research is learned in order to continually improve the skills of officers. 

Just over half of participants expressed feeling that police had the necessary skills 

required to correctly administer the SHARP. Despite an already high workload, 

participants were open to receiving further training on the SHARP so as to make better-

informed decisions. Therefore it appears that officers need to continue to receive up-to-



	 163 

date training around risk assessing sexual offenders in order to maintain and increase 

their ability to manage convicted sex offenders in the community effectively.   

Given that the SHARP has been designed specifically for use within law 

enforcement, it is notable that participants identified the SHARP as having clear 

instructions and straightforward to code. Participants were also of the opinion that 

ratings for each risk factor of the SHARP accurately mirrored the level of case 

prioritisation that was warranted. However, there were a number of suggestions on how 

to improve the SHARP tool by participants. These include specific case examples 

attached to the SHARP manual so as to provide officers with a better guide on using the 

SHARP, a mobile phone application to allow officers the ability to quickly assess for 

risk while in the field and changes to the manual to include more extensive instructional 

details for users. 

Another suggestion recurrently made by participants related to the indicators 

used to code risk factors. A number of participants expressed that some of the indicators 

used in the SHARP were perhaps not relevant to sexual recidivism and may even 

magnify the level of risk for an offender. There is often large and significant variability 

across risk scores of sex offenders, which may lead to difficulties in accurately 

assessing for risk (Helmus, Hanson, Thornton, Babchishin, & Harris, 2012) and an 

overestimation of risk by different tools (e.g., Doren, 2004). In addition, there were also 

views that the weighting given to some risk factors was disproportionate to how 

significant it was to an overall risk of recidivism. It is likely worth looking at weighting 

given to certain factors on the SHARP and tailoring this to suit the relevance to sexual 

recidivism. This may be achieved through a computer program that weights risk factors 

based on their relevance to sexual recidivism.   

 



	 164 

Limitations 

Although the current study is the first to learn of the perceptions of police 

officers tasked with completing risk assessments on registered sex offenders using the 

SHARP, the study is not without limitations. A limitation of the current study is its 

sample size. There are few officers adept at using the SHARP given its current limited 

use owing to the fact it is a new risk assessment tool. As such, the sample size is 

justifiably small. There is also a potential for a lack of understanding of the tool due to 

having few people using it and total understandings may not have come across in this 

research. Participants may also be bias in their regard of the SHARP given that a 

number of participants are located in the jurisdiction where the tool was developed. For 

any future modifications to the SHARP it would be useful to ascertain the perceptions 

of more individuals so as to expand on the current opinions. The current study, 

therefore, signifies a strong starting point for future research in this area. 

Conclusion 

 Officers considered the SHARP a useful and effective risk assessment tool in 

predicting sexual recidivism for registered sex offenders, generally. The tool appears to 

be effective in doing what was intended as described by the officers using it. Officers 

disclosed favourable attitudes and overall positivity towards the SHARP, especially in 

regard to the inclusion of dynamic risk factors. Police officers felt that the SHARP 

provided good guidance for effective offender management and was able to inform their 

decisions rather than relying solely on their own professional judgment. Officers 

expressed satisfaction at using the SHARP to assess for risk amongst registered sex 

offenders but concerns were raised about being able to access the most important 

information on a sex offender to assist in their assessment. Police officers working with 

registered sex offenders require an effective risk assessment tool in order to identify 
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where they should focus their resources and attention to limit the likelihood of further 

sexual offending; results of the current study are promising in relation to providing 

police officers with such a tool. 
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Chapter 5: General Discussion and Conclusion 

The following chapter provides an overview of the findings of studies one, two 

and three and how these link together. This chapter provides a general discussion 

around the importance of the findings of this thesis and how they add to the current 

knowledge and empirical literature. Each of the three studies explored police opinions 

on registry legislation relating to the management of sex offenders and the risk 

assessment tools used to predict the likelihood of recidivism. Chapter 5 combines the 

results of the preceding studies, discusses the limitations of this research and also 

provides directions for future areas of research. 
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General Discussion 

The purpose of this thesis was to extend the current empirical knowledge around 

police perceptions and management of risk of those working in the field of sexual 

offending. Three studies using different methodologies explored police opinions on 

registry legislation relating to the management of convicted sex offenders and the risk 

assessment tools used to predict the likelihood of recidivism. The first study reported on 

police perceptions of a sex offender registration scheme and risk assessment tools. The 

results identified nine prominent themes relating to encouraging outcomes and 

problematic issues with the register and risk assessment. The second study, which 

compared the predictive validity of the SHARP risk assessment tool with the Risk 

Matrix 2000, demonstrated the predictive capabilities of the SHARP in assessing risk of 

future sexual offending. The final study gathered police officers’ thoughts and opinions 

on the SHARP risk assessment tool and identified what is needed to ensure effective use 

of the tool among officers in addition to uncovering areas of improvement while also 

further examining the sex offender register. 

Summary of Findings 

Police Perceptions 

 The first study of this thesis drew attention to issues of concern from police 

officers that may influence how well a sex offender registration scheme is able to 

manage convicted sex offenders in the community. Gaining insights directly from 

police officers that manage a sex offender register was important given the absence of 

this evidence in empirical research. As highlighted by Hoggett, McCarten, and 

O’Sullivan (2019), obtaining perceptions directly from police allows for those officers 

to have a voice and also for researchers to recognise their opinions on the 

implementation of policies made by others. Given that laws and policies relating to 
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registers in Australia have been based on overseas legislation (Vess, Langskaill, Day, 

Powell, & Graffam, 2011) and are often created by individuals who often have little 

insight into sex offenders (Sample & Kadleck, 2008), such information is important to 

gather so as to ensure sex offender registries in Australia are being run as effectively as 

possible. 

 While this study stressed that a register for convicted child sex offenders was a 

better alternative than having no register at all, a number of officers conveyed concerns 

with the current format of the register. Officers identified uncertainty in regard to 

whether or not the register was an effective method of protecting children while also 

managing offenders in the community. Without a clearly defined purpose, police are left 

uncertain as to whether their role is to ensure compliance of registry policies or to 

protect vulnerable members of the community (i.e. children). A more proactive 

approach involving greater engagement with the offender and other important 

stakeholders (e.g., treatment providers, probation officers, family) with a targeted 

individual management plan offers greater effectiveness of a register (Powell, Day, 

Benson, Vess, & Graffam, 2014a). No police officers interviewed in study one claimed 

that the register should be a publicly available scheme9 which is assuring given that 

research tends to indicate that publicly available sex offender registries offer little as a 

means of deterrence and reducing recidivism (Bouffard & Askew, 2019; Letourneau, 

Levenson, Bandyopadhyay, Sinha, & Armstrong, 2010; Tewksbury, Jennings, & Zgoba, 

2012; Zgoba, Jennings, & Salerno, 2018).  

Officers highlighted the need for registry information to be more accessible to 

police working outside of the sex offending space in addition to having the ability to 

retrieve additional information from external sources, such as Corrective Services or 

psychologists. This finding was also prominent in study three, with police identifying 
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difficulty in gathering necessary information as one of the key concerns in overseeing 

the sex offender register and risk assessing those offenders. This finding is consistent 

with previous research (e.g., Day, Carson, Newton, & Hobbs, 2014; Powell et al., 

2014a; Nash, 2016). This is concerning given that numerous inquiries surrounding child 

abuse tragedies frequently cite communication failure between professionals as a major 

problem in these cases (Reder & Duncan, 2003). Limited access to information not only 

hinders the ability of an officer to appropriately manage an offender living in the 

community but also to accurately assess the risk of recidivism of the offender. 

Therefore, access to information for assessing risk effectively is of critical importance. 

 Community knowledge of sex offenders is often inaccurate (Levenson, Brannon, 

Fortney, & Baker, 2007) and misguided by fear (Kernsmith, Comartin, & Kernsmith, 

2016; Kernsmith, Craun, & Foster, 2009; Rogers & Ferguson, 2011). Despite this, the 

perceptions held by the public are often a driving force for changes in sex offender 

policies and legislation (Sample & Kadleck, 2008), indirectly impacting on how police 

manage registered offenders in the community. Community perceptions of how well the 

police manage registered offenders were also raised as concerns in studies one and 

three. A common theme across study one was police expressing that they were unlikely 

to be meeting community expectations of how effective a sex offender register is, with 

this concept also resonating in study three. Seventy-eight percent of respondents felt 

that the community would not be comfortable with how the register actually operates. 

This was counteracted with 80% of respondents feeling that the community would 

approve of the SHARP being used as a risk assessment tool for registered offenders. 

Despite a fear of sex offenders often held my members of the community (Kernsmith et 

al., 2016; Kernsmith et al., 2009; Rogers & Ferguson, 2011), research has found that in 

locations where registries are publicly accessible a majority of people had not accessed 
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registry information despite knowing of its existence. Even among those who had 

accessed sex offender information, few made any preventative changes as a result 

(Anderson & Sample, 2008; Kernsmith, Comartin, Craun, & Kernsmith, 2009). Thus, it 

can be argued that policies that are so strongly guided by public reactions to serious 

crimes are likely to be enhanced when guided by those who are legislated to manage it. 

It seems apparent that policy based exclusively on public pressure or policy makers’ 

opinions will have limited benefit and effectiveness (Day et al., 2014).  

The availability of resources was a major concern for police officers across both 

studies one and three. Prior research has highlighted the need for police to conduct their 

work with little resources (Harris, Levenson, Lobanov-Rostovsky, & Walfield, 2018; 

Nash, 2016; Powell et al., 2014a). The number of registered sex offenders continues to 

rise in many jurisdictions (Day, Darwinkel, & Vess, 2016) resulting in policing 

resources being spread thinner (Zgoba & Levenson, 2012). Thus, it is becoming ever 

clearer that the criminal justice system does not have the financial resources required to 

provide intensive supervision to all registered sex offenders (Lanterman, Boyle, & 

Ragusa-Salerno, 2014). Police officers in study one particularly highlighted the need to 

allocate resources based on the level of risk of recidivism among registered offenders, 

hence why the SHARP was so strongly considered an important instrument in guiding 

resources in study three. This is consistent with previous research which has 

demonstrated the need to not only increase the amount of resources allocated to registry 

officers (McCarten, Hoggett, & O’Sullivan, 2018), but to also use risk assessment to 

guide those resources (Lanterman et al., 2014) and target the highest risk (Hoggett et al., 

2019). 

 The importance of risk assessment was a prominent topic across all three 

studies, and was the main area of focus for study two. Prior research has shown the 



	 182 

importance of risk assessment in effectively managing registered sex offenders in the 

community (Craig, Beech, & Harkins, 2009; Kewley, 2017; Powell et al., 2014a; Tully, 

Chou, & Browne, 2013). All officers in study one raised concerns around using risk 

assessment tools to risk assess registered offenders, with common complaints including 

the validity of tools, time taken to administer, feeling unqualified and the omission of 

dynamic risk factors. Police were aware of these limitations and indicated particular 

interest in utilising a tool that included dynamic risk factors in order to recognise when 

offending was imminent (Ward & Beech, 2015). 

Any register will not be able to assess all offenders because many sexual 

offenders are never caught (Daly & Bouhours, 2010; Lonsway & Archambault, 2012). 

There is also added pressure on police when an offender may have been identified but 

there is not enough evidence for a conviction (Hohl & Stanko, 2015; Jehle, 2012). Thus, 

the register cannot be effective for risk assessing sex offenders beyond those already 

identified by police through convictions. As the number of registered offenders grows, 

this leads to an increase in monitoring of those already registered. As such, police are 

likely to scrutinise the offenders they already know about first when a new sex offence 

is committed, decreasing the probability of arresting an unknown sex offender (Agan, 

2011).  

An additional challenge to the register commonly highlighted across studies one 

and three was that of dealing with the increase in online-only offenders. Online sexual 

offending, most notably through the possession of child exploitation material (CEM), is 

becoming more prevalent among offenders (Babchishin, Merdian, Bartels, & Perkins, 

2018; Kloess, Beech, & Harkins, 2014). This has created an air of uncertainty among 

police officers around how these offenders should be managed once registered. Officers 

in study one were troubled as to how well traditional risk assessment tools can succeed 
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with online-only offenders. With the introduction of the SHARP in study two it was 

hoped that this tool would prove effective for this type of sex offender. However, less 

than half (40%) of participants in study three felt that the SHARP was an effective risk 

assessment tool for online-only offenders, with a number expressing concerns 

qualitatively around the capability of the SHARP as a tool for online offenders. A 

recent risk assessment tool was established specifically for online-offenders (Eke, 

Helmus, & Seto, 2018), which may prove useful as a reference for any future changes 

of the SHARP to further incorporate CEM offenders. The Child Pornography Offender 

Risk Tool (CPORT) is a structured tool comprised of seven items and is used to assess 

the likelihood of sexual recidivism among CEM offenders. These items include younger 

offender age, prior criminal history, any contact sexual offending, any failure on 

conditional release, indication of sexual interest in child pornography material or 

prepubescent or pubescent children, more boy than girl content in child pornography, 

and more boy than girl content in other child depictions (Seto & Eke, 2015). One of the 

aims in developing the CPORT was to assist in case prioritisation for police in addition 

to gathering information relevant to offending (Eke et al., 2018) which is comparable to 

that of the SHARP. Likewise, some of these indicators are similar to those of the 

SHARP and may be useful in identifying important risk factors among online-only 

offenders.   

Continuous updates to training were discussed as a need for police officers 

working with sex offenders. As new research comes to light in this field, officers in 

studies one and three highlighted the importance of keeping updated on new 

information to assist in their management of convicted sex offenders. Officers 

expressed a need to be informed on effective practices based on evidence in the 

literature in order to be as best informed as possible when making decisions. Police 
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officers are incredibly influential across the entire criminal justice system and their 

management of sex offenders is likely to be guided by their knowledge and 

understanding of these individuals (Mustaine, Tewksbury, Connor, & Payne, 2015). 

Results from studies one and three suggest that police are very receptive to expanding 

their knowledge and receiving further training in this area. This is advantageous as not 

only will it lead to better-informed professionals but also increase officers’ capability to 

manage convicted sex offenders in the community successfully. 

Study two aimed to meet the call of police officers from study one by offering a 

new risk assessment tool for law enforcement. The developers of the SHARP 

acknowledge that sex offender registration schemes require long-term management of 

convicted sex offenders by law enforcement officials who are typically not familiar with 

the process of assessing risk. As such, the SHARP was designed specifically for law 

enforcement officers and requires no formal training or specific qualifications to use the 

SHARP (Lopez & Boer, 2013), responding to common complaints held by officers in 

study one and in prior research (e.g., Day et al., 2014; Nash, 2016; Powell et al., 2014a). 

The ‘SHARP’ Risk Assessment Tool 

 With officers provided a new dynamic risk assessment tool to use for convicted 

sex offenders, it was important to determine how well the tool predicted sexual 

recidivism. Study two revealed that police were able to calculate risk scores for 

convicted sex offenders using the SHARP, with the tool showing validity in predicting 

future sex offending. Risk assessments are trusted to identify high-risk offenders re-

entering the community and offer an approach to effective offender management 

(Lussier, Gress, Deslauriers-Varin, & Amirault, 2015). The SHARP displaying 

moderate-to-large predictive validity was a significant finding from study two. The 

SHARP is a tool that incorporates dynamic risk factors, is relatively simple to use and is 
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not overly time consuming to implement, with predictive validity comparable to that of 

other structured and actuarial risk assessment tools such as the Risk Matrix 2000 (e.g., 

Barnett, Wakeling, & Howard, 2010; Helmus, Hanson, Babchishin, & Thornton, 2015; 

Kingston, Yates, Firestone, Babchishin, & Bradford, 2008; Wakeling, Howard, & 

Bennett, 2011), and the Static-99 (e.g., de Vogel, de Ruiter, van Beek, & Mead, 2004; 

Ducro & Pham, 2006; Helmus, Hanson, Thornton, Babchishin, & Harris, 2012; 

Smallbone & Rallings, 2013). 

 Officers in study one had detailed the need for a dynamic risk assessment tool to 

assist in their offender management. The importance of sexual deviance as a factor for 

risk was prominent in findings from study two. Notably, police using the SHARP in 

study two were able to accurately code for sexual deviance, allowing for the factor to be 

identified in terms of need for offender management. Having a sexual interest in 

children has long been proven to be the single strongest predictor for sexual recidivism 

(Hanson, 1998; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Olver & Wong, 2006). Additional 

factors associated with sexual deviance, such as deviant sexual interests, prior sexual 

offences, and victim choice (such as boys or strangers) have also emerged as predictors 

of sexual recidivism (Hanson & Bussière, 1998). 

In addition, study two also highlighted the need to reduce sexual deviance 

amongst offenders in order to reduce their risk of recidivism. A common approach to 

treating sex offenders is based on the Risk-Needs-Responsivity (RNR) method, with the 

primary aim of treatment to manage potential risk and avoid further harm to the 

community (Andrews & Bonta, 2010). Ward and Stewart (2003) have also suggested 

treating sex offenders based on their human needs and level of wellbeing. Specifically, 

by focusing on boosting offenders’ capabilities to improve the quality of their life, you 

are able to reduce the likelihood of another offence when the offender re-enters the 
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community. This is consistent with the findings from study one where officers 

recognised the importance of tailoring their management to individuals rather than 

seeing offenders as a homogenous group. Police identified in study three the need to 

have a greater focus on dynamic risk factors, such as sexual deviance, given the benefits 

of managing an offender at an individual level. As discussed by Grossi (2017), “the 

heterogeneity of sexual offenders calls for individualised treatment planning that 

considers the risk factors and needs for each specific sexual offender” (p. 64).  

Sexual deviance is undoubtedly important, however further dynamic factors also 

enhances the predictive validity of the SHARP. Recognising that an offender’s level of 

risk can change at any point in time as a result of reducing the influence of adverse risk 

factors is valuable in producing a reduction in sexual recidivism (Olver, Wong, 

Nicholaichuk, & Gordon, 2007). This allows for an offender who has genuinely 

changed for the better to demonstrate this positive transformation and have his risk 

score modified as a result in contrast to the Risk Matrix 2000. There are two benefits of 

this. First, it frees up police resources to manage the higher risk offenders. Second, it is 

fair to the offender because the changes they have made are recognised and result in 

greater autonomy.  

The inclusion of dynamic risk factors in the SHARP is vital as the tool is able to 

evaluate risk factors that are empirically found to relate to sexual recidivism and 

respond to treatment (van den Berg et al., 2018), allowing for the management of an 

offender to change alongside changes in their circumstances. The importance of this 

finding was highlighted in studies one and three, with officers expressing across both 

studies the value of assessing risk using dynamic factors in order to alter offender 

management accordingly. History of supervision violation, antisocial orientation and 

risky environment proved to be important factors to consider when completing the 
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SHARP. The benefit they provide when predicting recidivism amongst convicted sex 

offenders was apparent in study two, particularly when considering violent and general 

recidivism. The considerable effect that focusing on these risk factors has on predicting 

recidivism amongst sex offenders was an important finding, especially in terms of 

treatment and offender management (van der Put, van Vugt, Stams, Deković, & van der 

Laan, 2012). All officers across both studies one and three identified the need to 

incorporate dynamic risk factors in risk assessment tools.  

 While it was important for the SHARP to be valid, it also needed to be appealing 

to police officers to ensure its use for registered sex offenders. All participants in study 

three held the opinion that the SHARP is a useful and effective tool in risk assessing sex 

offenders. The SHARP proved to be an effective and valuable tool for police officers 

working with registered sex offenders and it is an important finding that officers who 

have used this tool regard it positively. 

Improving Sex Offender Registers 

 In combination, all three studies of this thesis offer a number of 

recommendations to improve sex offender registries across Australia. However, there 

are a couple of suggestions that warrant further discussion. Public access to registry 

information is limited across Australia, especially in comparison to other international 

jurisdictions (Vess et al., 2011). There are a number of strong arguments made as to 

why access to a register should be restricted from the public; these include issues with 

registering adolescents and young people (Caldwell, & Dickinson, 2009; Harris, 

Walfield, Shields, & Letourneau, 2016; Lee, Crofts, McGovern, & Milivojevic, 2015), 

community and housing impacts (Wentland, Waller, & Brastow, 2014; Yeh, 2015), 

added burden to law enforcement officers (Whitting, Day, & Powell, 2014) and 

vigilantism (Lasher & McGrath, 2012). However, there is a strong case for making 
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information on registered sex offenders more available within law enforcement 

agencies. A number of officers across studies one and three highlighted the difficulty in 

sharing information across important stakeholders and also with police officers who do 

not work directly with registered sex offenders having access to this information. This 

could prove a telling oversight; officers dealing with an individual in the community 

may miss vital signs signifying the potential to reoffend (for example, seeing children’s 

toys in their vehicle) due to not knowing the person is a registered sex offender. If an 

officer were able to access this information freely, upon encountering a registered sex 

offender they might be able to identify problematic behaviours. This information could 

then also be shared with the officer who is directly supervising the offender, identifying 

the need for added intervention or changes to offender management (Kovalchik, 

Herberman, Mugg, & Jackson, 2017). 

 The difficulty law enforcement officer’s face in sharing information between 

internal and external agencies has been a common complaint in this type of research, 

both nationally (Christensen, Sharman, & Powell, 2015; Day et al., 2014; Powell et al., 

2014a) and internationally (Harris et al., 2018; McCarten et al., 2018). While it was 

evident in study one that officers do not want a publicly available sex offender register, 

it seems clear that the positives of having registry information more accessible to those 

key stakeholders would outweigh the negatives. Firstly, as mentioned, investigative 

officers working in the community who may come across a registered offender would 

be better placed to identify any behaviours which may be congruent with sexual 

offending (Kovalchik et al., 2017). Secondly, police would be the best-placed personnel 

to disclose important information on convicted sex offenders to others, such as parents 

with at-risk children, as they are able to offer protective strategies to those most 

vulnerable. 
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 In addition, having an automatic flow-on of information between governmental 

departments and other key agencies and professionals (such as psychologists and 

treatment providers) would also prove valuable. Without access to useful information 

held about an offender officers are often left to rely on the information provided directly 

by the offender (Day et al., 2014), which can be problematic (Powell, Day, Benson, 

Vess, & Graffam, 2014b). Freeing up the lines of communication between government 

and non-government departments and organisations would be helpful in improving the 

potential work officers could do with the information. It is necessary to have 

information move from one intelligence holding to another effortlessly; not having this 

information can prove to be a huge deficit when trying to assess for risk of future 

offending effectively. 

 Law enforcement officers have long called for a risk assessment tool that they 

are easily able to use and includes dynamic risk factors that will assist in their offender 

management of those registered offenders living in the community. The relation 

between sharing information and risk assessment is a fundamental one. A common goal 

of risk assessment tools is to not only predict the likelihood of recidivism but to also 

share and provide information that assists in identifying possible points of intervention 

and offender management (Kroner, Gray, & Goodrich, 2013). A lack of information can 

lead to discrepancies in the risk assessment scores given with the implications of this 

often leading to offenders being incorrectly categorised, thereby increasing management 

costs and potentially compromising community safety (Lanterman et al., 2014). 

Without this information, officers are seemingly left guessing as to what to do with an 

offender to decrease their risk of recidivism. 

 Research has indicated that risk assessment forms an essential component of 

effectively managing sex offenders living in the community (Craig & Beech, 2010; 
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Hanson, 1998; Tully et al., 2013). It is helpful in not only guiding resources, but also in 

determining the likelihood of recidivism. Prior research has indicated some 

dissatisfaction with risk assessment tools, such as the Risk Matrix 2000, due to the 

focus on static risk factors (Day et al., 2014; Hoggett et al., 2019; Nash, 2016; Powell et 

al., 2014b). Including tools that concentrate on both static risk factors - to get an 

understanding of the offenders’ history - and dynamic risk factors - to understand 

possible points of intervention - the officer will have a much greater picture of the 

offender and will therefore be better able to tailor management strategies to the 

individual (Andrews & Bonta, 2010).  

 In the present thesis, the SHARP dynamic risk assessment tool has shown to be 

a valid and useable tool for officers working within the field of managing registered sex 

offenders. It brings together static and dynamic risk factors while also classifying 

protective factors. In combination, the SHARP is able to offer an overview of the 

individuals offending history while emphasising the changeable risk factors that officers 

are able to monitor in addition to identifying protective factors that provide a defense 

against further offending. It is recommended that policing agencies utilise a tool, such 

as the SHARP, that includes dynamic risk factors. The inclusion of a dynamic risk 

assessment tool can improve the tailoring of offender management beyond the use of 

static risk factors alone (Beech et al., 2003; Hanson & Yates, 2013; van den Berg et al., 

2018). In regard to Andrews and Bonta’s (2010) RNR principles, dynamic risk 

assessment tools may also prove useful for improving sex offender treatment. Dynamic 

tools can guide officers towards individually tailored offender management approaches 

by focusing on the pertinent criminogenic needs of the individual (Craig & Beech, 

2009; van den Berg et al., 2018).    
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Theoretical Implications 

 Altogether, the theoretical implications of the present thesis to the existing 

literature are fourfold. This research contributes (1) to the understanding of police 

officer perceptions of sex offender registries; (2) to theory in regard to police officers 

being able to assess risk of convicted sex offenders; (3) understanding of police officer 

perceptions of sex offender risk assessment tools; and (4) to the validity of a new sex 

offender risk assessment tool - the SHARP. 

 The current format of sex offender registries in Australia dictate that law 

enforcement agencies are responsible for the maintenance and management of the 

register (Vess, Day, Powell, & Graffam, 2014; Vess et al., 2011). As such, ascertaining 

police officers’ perceptions regarding sex offender registration is especially valuable, 

both to researchers and policymakers, owing to the direct experiences these officers 

have with managing registered sex offenders and implementing and enforcing sex 

offender legislation (Mustaine et al., 2015). If policymakers wish to best understand the 

current climate of sexual offending and prevent both the occurrence of the offence in 

the first instance and also future offending, it is vital that police officers are included in 

the conversation to best shape practice (Hoggett et al., 2019). Police officers are best 

placed to provide insights into registry legislation and by including them in the current 

thesis we are better able to inform research and policymakers. 

 Police officers who participated in studies one and three showed support for 

having a sex offender register in some form rather than having no register at all. While a 

number of strengths of the current registration scheme were highlighted throughout, 

such as staffing capabilities and the use of risk assessment, officers also expressed some 

areas of concern and improvement to the register. These include a clearly defined 

purpose of registry legislation, improving community perceptions, resource allocation 
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to registry staff, tailored interventions, further training, the need to share information 

and uncertainty around online offenders. Examination of these issues further (see 

Chapter 2) identifies a number of possible improvements to be made to ensure the 

effectiveness of the sex offender register. For example, providing further training to 

registry staff will allow officers to make better-informed decisions and overcome any 

inconsistencies in outcomes. 

 As discussed throughout this thesis it is important to engage police officers in 

discussions around the utility of sex offender registration schemes. Police are frequently 

tasked with assessing the risk of reoffending for registered sex offenders. Risk 

assessment tools rely on the coding of clinical factors that are most beneficial when 

gained through interviews (Beech, Fisher & Thornton, 2003; Helmus et al., 2015; 

Olver, Beggs Christofferson, Grace, & Wong, 2014; Thornton & Knight, 2015). Given 

the law enforcement environment, police are often constrained on time therefore 

making it difficult to regularly interview offenders and provide consistent coding by 

non-clinical professionals (Lopez & Boer, 2017). Given the necessity of officers having 

to use risk assessment tools within the registered sex offender space, it is apparent that 

they would be able to provide insights into sex offender risk assessment tools in much 

the same way as inquiring about sex offender registries. 

 A recurring theme highlighted in study one related to that of risk assessment 

tools. A common component of managing a sex offender register is assessing the risk of 

future offending, which is carried out by select police officers working within the area 

of the register. Thus, it is important officers are provided the opportunity to detail their 

perspectives of risk assessment tools given their frequent experience with them. 

Following the concerns highlighted with current risk assessment tools in study one, 

police were provided and trained on a new dynamic risk assessment tool, the SHARP, 
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which underwent validation for this thesis (see Chapter 3). Following this, it was 

important to evaluate what the officers thought of the tool. All of the officers surveyed 

in study three discerned that the SHARP is a useful and effective tool to assess the risk 

of reoffending in registered sex offenders. The SHARP proved to be a practical tool for 

officers, which is a direct result of the SHARP developers designing the tool 

specifically for use by law enforcement (Lopez & Boer, 2017) in response to some 

common complaints.  

 The SHARP is a dynamic risk tool designed to assist in the prioritisation of 

convicted sex offenders living in the community. Decisions founded on results of the 

SHARP are based on the identification of current key risk-relevant factors for the 

offender; the subsequent management of offenders depends on identifying factors that 

currently mitigate identified risks (are protective) or increase future risk. By identifying 

current dynamic risks, the SHARP provides a guide for offender management and the 

overall rating (prioritisation) denotes the level of effort warranted to mitigate the risk 

currently posed (Lopez & Boer, 2017). The use of a validated risk assessment tool is 

critical to implementing best evidence-based practices and also to providing an 

assessment tool that performs well in predicting recidivism (Duwe, 2019). 

 In regard to Andrews and Bonta’s (2010) RNR theory, the SHARP provides a 

solid tool for police to identify the risks pertinent to an offenders’ likelihood of 

reoffending and tailor their offender management accordingly by targeting the needs of 

an offender directly related to their offending behaviour. As such, it is important for 

officers to respond to the risks and needs appropriately. It is argued that an offenders’ 

ability to learn from interventions will be maximised when behavioural treatment is 

tailored to the individual’s learning style, motivation, abilities and strengths (Andrews, 
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Bonta, & Wormith, 2011). All three RNR principles have shown to be as equally 

important for sex offender treatment (Hanson, Bourgon, Helmus, & Hodgson, 2009).    

 One main purpose of the present thesis was to validate the predictive accuracy of 

the SHARP risk assessment tool. The results of study three (see Chapter 4) found that 

the SHARP performed well in predicting sexual recidivism among registered sex 

offenders. The usefulness of this risk assessment tool may not only be limited to sexual 

offences, with results indicating the SHARP also performed well in predicting 

reoffending for violent and general recidivism in registered sex offenders. The 

implications of this particular finding are important, as the SHARP is a reasonably short 

tool that includes four risk factors and a protective item, which can be scored from 

official police data. The tool can also be used by police officers with minimal training, 

and a clinical background is not necessary. While the SHARP offers a moderate-to-high 

level of predictive validity, this may be improved by further validation studies and 

refinements to the tool in addition to potentially anchoring the tool with another 

actuarial risk assessment tool.     

Limitations and Directions for Future Research 

 While the present thesis has a number of strengths and robust findings, as 

always there are some limitations. In the following, limitations of the research will be 

discussed. In addition, areas for future research will also be identified. 

 While the first study produced results comparable to similar research both 

nationally (Powell et al., 2014a) and internationally (e.g., Hoggett et al., 2019; Nash, 

2016), the participants were all located in one particular policing jurisdiction within 

Australia. The findings proved to be valuable in guiding the rest of this thesis and raised 

a number of important issues relating to sex offender registries and risk assessment. 

However, each jurisdiction within Australia has their own legislation underpinning the 



	 195 

maintenance and management of their sex offender registry and as such are likely to be 

faced with their own set of challenges when implementing the register. However, 

identifying the strengths and weaknesses of one Australian registry may prove to be 

very informative to other jurisdictions and inform them on what outcomes look 

promising for a registration scheme and what are some areas that could be avoided. 

 As discussed in Chapter 3, the researcher was prevented from directly accessing 

data that comprised the validation study for the SHARP due to privacy and 

confidentiality concerns. This has created a limitation in that the researcher is not able 

to communicate some other strengths of the SHARP tool that may be ascertained 

through the ability to code the data independently. Any future validation studies of the 

SHARP may look at seeking researcher approval to code data themselves rather than 

receiving the data secondhand.  

 While police officers hold the primary responsibility for managing convicted sex 

offenders in the community, there are a number of other professionals who deal with 

these offenders on a regular basis (Day et al., 2014). As such, important observations in 

to the management of convicted sex offenders may not have been captured by this 

research due to the focus on police officers only. Future research may endeavor to 

include a broader, more comprehensive view of how to better manage convicted sex 

offenders in the community by including other criminal justice professionals and 

treatment providers, such as correctional officers, probation officers and psychologists.  

 A further direction for future research is to establish guidelines for combining 

the SHARP with another actuarial risk assessment tool (most likely the Risk Matrix 

2000 or Static-99 given their wide use in Australia) or even automated algorithms. 

While all three tools offer moderate-to-high predictive validity on their own, a 

combination of two may add incremental validity to the tools. Given the strong findings 
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associated with the sexual deviance factor of the SHARP, perhaps this dynamic risk 

factor in combination with the RM2000 or Static-99 may offer greater predictive 

validity. Police should be well versed in gathering details around sexual deviance given 

the factor is so heavily relied upon in determining risk of sexual recidivism (Hanson, 

1998; Hanson & Morton-Bourgon, 2005; Olver & Wong, 2006). With the added 

measures of new surveillance techniques (Mowlabocus, 2016), this may further add to 

the information available and increase the ability of officers to identify this risk factor.    

Conclusion 

 Police officers are tasked with the difficult and challenging job of maintaining a 

sex offender register and managing these offenders in the community. Police require an 

effective risk assessment tool that allows them to assess for risk of sexual recidivism 

among registered sex offenders. Officers need to distinguish between their least and 

most risky and tailor offender management accordingly. Police across a number of 

jurisdictions within Australia were provided with a new dynamic risk assessment tool to 

discount the downfalls of static tools. The results of this thesis indicate that the SHARP 

performed well in predicting sexual recidivism for registered sex offenders and 

displayed predictive validity for non-sexual offences as well. The consequences for 

victims and the community should police get risk assessment wrong commands an 

enhancement of this process. This thesis has offered direct views on how the police 

would like a register to look and what is needed in a risk assessment tool to guide 

policing resources. Police have identified that some offenders will require greater 

focused management in the community. The current research has highlighted not only 

how to better improve sex offender registers but also what is needed for an offender to 

reduce their risk and how officers can identify this. While it is a challenging task that 

police face in the management of convicted sex offenders, the results of this thesis show 
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they are prepared to address the challenge and become better informed in their practices 

which is incredibly encouraging. 
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APPENDICES 

 

Appendix A: Information Sheet and Informed Consent Form (study one) 

 

 

 

Initial Stakeholder interviews for an Evidence based Randomized Control Trial 

concerning people on a Sex Offender Register (2016/363) 

 

Who is conducting the research? 

Professor Mark Kebbell    Kindalin Masters 

Chief Investigator    Student Researcher 

School of Applied Psychology  School of Applied Psychology 

Mt Gravatt Campus    Mt Gravatt Campus 

Griffith University    Griffith University 

Nathan 4111     Nathan 4111 

Telephone 07 3735 3353 

m.kebbell@griffith.edu.au   kindalin.masters@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

We are researchers from Griffith University who have been asked to help improve 

management of the Child Protection Offender Register. This research will be completed 

as partial fulfilment of Kindalin’s PhD dissertation thesis. 
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What you will be asked to do 

We will ask you questions about how you think the Register should be managed. We 

will ask you about how risk is assessed. We will ask you what resources in the 

community are available for people on the Register. This will be either in an interview 

or a focus group. This will take forty-five minutes. 

 

The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 

You have been asked to participate because you have been identified as someone who 

has knowledge of this subject.   

 

The expected benefits of the research 

You will not receive direct benefits – although you will add to our knowledge of the 

area. It is hoped that this research will lead to the improvement of current risk 

assessment tools in order to provide a more accurate assessments of sexual offenders. 

 

Risks to you 

There are minimal risks to you. 

 

Your confidentiality 

If you consent you will be audio-recorded. No identifiable data will be kept (apart from 

the consent form which will be stored separately). As required by Griffith University, 

research data will be retained in a locked cabinet and/or a password protected electronic 

file at Griffith University for a period of five years before being destroyed. 
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The conduct of this research involves the collection, access and/ or use of your 

identified personal information. The information collected is confidential and will not 

be disclosed to third parties without your consent, except to meet government, legal or 

other regulatory authority requirements. A de-identified copy of this data may be used 

for other research purposes. However, your anonymity will at all times be safeguarded.  

For further information consult the University’s Privacy Plan at 

http://www.griffith.edu.au/about-griffith/plans-publications/griffith-university-privacy-

plan or telephone (07) 3735 4375 

 

Your participation is voluntary 

Your participation is voluntary. You do not need to answer every question unless you 

wish to do so. You are free to withdraw from the study at any time. 

 

Questions / further information 

You can contact Mark Kebbell (via the details above) with any further questions.  

 

The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research (2007). If potential participants have any concerns 

or complaints about the ethical conduct of the research project you should contact the 

Manager, Research Ethics on 3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au. You may 

quote Griffith University Ethics number 2016/363 in regards to this project.  
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Feedback to you 

The results of this will be given in the form of a two-page summary on request and a 

presentation to the Queensland Police Service Child Protection Investigation Unit 

Conference in 2016. Please retain this sheet for your later reference.   
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Initial Stakeholder interviews for an Evidence based Randomized Control Trial 

concerning people on a Sex Offender Register (2016/363) 

CONSENT FORM 

Research Team 

Professor Mark Kebbell    Kindalin Masters 

Chief Investigator    Student Researcher 

School of Applied Psychology  School of Applied Psychology 

Mt Gravatt Campus    Mt Gravatt Campus 

Griffith University    Griffith University 

Nathan 4111     Nathan 4111 

Telephone 07 3735 3353 

m.kebbell@griffith.edu.au   kindalin.masters@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

By signing below, I confirm that I have read and understood the information package 

and in particular have noted that: 

 

I understand that my involvement in this research will include talking about how I think 

the Child Protection Offender Register can be used effectively; 

  

• I have had any questions answered to my satisfaction; 

• I understand the risks involved; 

• I understand that there will be no direct benefit to me from my participation in 

this research; 
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• I understand that my participation in this research is voluntary; 

• I understand that if I have any additional questions I can contact the research 

team; 

• I understand that I am free to withdraw at any time, without explanation or 

penalty; 

• I understand that I can contact the Manager, Research Ethics, at Griffith 

University Human Research Ethics Committee on 3735 4375 (or research-

ethics@griffith.edu.au) if I have any concerns about the ethical conduct of the 

project (you may quote Griffith University Ethics number 2016/363 in regards 

to this project); and 

 I agree to participate in the project. 

 

Name 
 

 

Signature 
 

 

Date 
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Appendix B: Interview Protocol (study one) 

 

Introduction: 

My name is Kindalin Masters and I am a researcher in the School of Applied 

Psychology at Griffith University. This research is being conducted in order to provide 

assistance with the management of the Child Protection Offender Register, in addition 

to partially fulfilling the requirements of my PhD thesis. Given that you have been 

identified as someone who has knowledge of the Child Protection Offender Register, 

you are invited to participate in an interview about how you think the Register should be 

managed. You will be asked about your views on the Register, including positive and 

negative aspects of using the Register, how risk is assessed, and what resources in the 

community are available for people on the Register. Here is some information about 

your rights (hand them the information sheet). If you require any further information 

please ask me now or you can use the email address and contact details provided. 

• Do you have any questions so far? 

 

Ground Rules: 

It is expected that the interview will last between 45-60 minutes in length. With your 

consent, the entire interview will be audio recorded and notes may be taken throughout 

the interview to ensure no information is lost. However, you can rest assured that no 

identifiable data will be kept apart from the consent form, which will be stored 

separately. All data will be retained in a locked cabinet or password protected electronic 

file for a period of five years before being destroyed, which is a requirement by Griffith 

University. Your participation in this study is entirely voluntary, and you may refuse to 

answer any question you wish or withdraw from the study at any time. Should you 
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require feedback from the study, a two-page summary will be provided upon request. 

Additionally, the researchers will give a presentation at the Queensland Police Service 

Child Protection Investigation Unit Conference in 2016. 

• Do you consent to being a participant in this study? 

o Hand them consent form to be signed 

• Do you consent to being audio recorded throughout the interview? 

o Turn audio recorder on 

• Any questions? 

 

Questions: 

Background Questions -  

I would like to begin by asking a few basic questions in order to have a better 

understanding of your history with the Queensland Police. 

• Tell me a little about your background with the Queensland Police Service 

o How long have you been involved with the Queensland Police Service? 

§ Years of service? 

o What is your official rank with the Queensland Police Service? 

o How long have you had this specific role? 

 

Register Questions -  

I would now like to move on to some questions relating specifically to the Child 

Protection Offender Register in Queensland.  

• Firstly, what is your involvement with the Child Protection Offender Register? 

• How long have you been involved with the Child Protection Offender 

Register? 
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• What do you see as the main purpose of the Child Protection Offender 

Register? 

• What do you think are the strengths of having a Child Protection Offender 

Register? 

• What do you think are the weaknesses of having a Child Protection Offender 

Register? 

• How has the Child Protection Offender Register been useful to the police? 

o What methods for dealing with problem behaviours (e.g., housing 

needs, mental health, continued offending) are available as a result of 

the register? 

• What is missing from the Child Protection Offender Register? 

o How could the register be improved to both counteract the previously 

mentioned problem behaviours and assist police? 

• What are some of the obstacles you face from having a Child Protection 

Offender Register? 

o How might the Child Protection Offender Register cause the police 

problems in the future? 

 

Risk Questions -  

Following on from the previous questions, I would now like to ask you to provide some 

information surrounding the risk assessment of sexual offenders. 

• Do you think there is any benefit in doing risk assessment for people on the 

Child Protection Offender Register? 

o If so, what are some of the main reasons behind doing risk assessment? 
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• What do you think are the strengths of doing risk assessments for people on the 

Child Protection Offender Register? 

• What do you think are the weaknesses of doing risk assessments for people on 

the Child Protection Offender Register? 

• Do you think current risk assessment tools are accurate in determining risk? 

• How could risk assessment tools be improved? 

• What are some of the main risk factors that stand out to you most in terms of 

risk in sexual offenders? 

o These may include factors such as substance abuse, unemployment, 

previous criminal history, etc. 

• Think about a case where a risk assessment worked particularly well… 

o Tell me about why it worked so well 

• Think about a case where a risk assessment worked badly… 

o Tell me about why it did not work well 

o Does this relate to the accuracy of the risk assessment, or did something 

else go wrong? 

• What would your ideal risk assessment tool look like? 

o Would it include static factors such as criminal history, type of victim, 

and age of offender? 

o Would it include dynamic factors such as pro-offending attitudes, 

unemployment, and substance abuse? 

o Would a component of the risk assessment tool involve intuitive 

judgment? 

• Who should be doing the risk assessments of sexual offenders? 
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Closing: 

We thank you for taking the time to participate in this interview, and for your 

contribution to the research. You have added to our knowledge of the Child Protection 

Offender Register and risk assessment, and it is hoped that this information will lead to 

the improvement of the Register and current risk assessment tools in order to provide a 

more accurate assessment of sexual offenders. Please let me know if you would like to 

receive any feedback on the findings of this research, and I will ensure that you receive 

a summary. If you have any further questions, please do not hesitate to contact one of 

the researchers with the details you have been provided. Again, thank you for your 

contribution to this research. Your participation is very much appreciated.  
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Appendix C: Information Sheet (study three) 

 

 

 

Risk Assessment of Registered Sex Offenders from a Policing Perspective: Views 

of the SHARP (2018/402) 

 

INFORMATION SHEET 

Who is conducting the Research? 

Senior Investigator    Student Researcher 

Professor Mark Kebbell   Kindalin Brooke Masters 

Griffith School of Applied Psychology Griffith School of Applied Psychology 

(07) 37353353 

m.kebbell@griffith.edu.au   kindalin.masters@griffithuni.edu.au 

 

Why is the research being conducted? 

This research is being conducted to measure accuracy of risk assessment by law 

enforcement staff. The results of the study will be used for Kindalin Masters’ PhD 

research project. Any identifying information collected will be kept confidential. 

 

What you will be asked to do 

You will be asked to complete a paper-based questionnaire about your opinion on the 

Child Protection Offender Register and the SHARP risk assessment tool. It is expected 

that it will take approximately twenty minutes to complete.    
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The basis by which participants will be selected or screened 

Participants have been selected by Queensland Police Service. The study is voluntary; if 

you do not wish to participate in this research, please inform the administrator. 

 

The expected benefits of the research 

The research aims to measure risk assessment accuracy and identify strengths and 

weaknesses in the Register and the SHARP risk assessment tool. 

 

Risks to you 

It is expected that there will be minimal risks to you. 

 

Your confidentiality 

No identifiable data will be collected. Broad demographic information will be collected 

such as age and length of service. All research data (including questionnaire responses 

and analyses) collected will be retained in a locked cabinet and a password protected 

electronic file at Griffith University for a period of five years before being destroyed. 

Access will only be available to the research team listed above. 

 

Your participation is voluntary 

Your participation in the study is voluntary. Please note that any decision not to take 

part in the study will have no impact on your relationship with your employer or 

Griffith University. Please note that you are free to withdraw from the study at any time 

without any negative consequences. Completion of this survey will be taken as your 

consent to participate in the research. 
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Questions / further information 

Please contact either Mark Kebbell at m.kebbell@griffith.edu.au or Kindalin Masters at 

kindalin.masters@griffithuni.edu.au if you have any further questions or require 

additional information regarding the research being conducted. 

 

The ethical conduct of this research 

Griffith University conducts research in accordance with the National Statement on 

Ethical Conduct in Human Research. If you have any concerns or complaints about the 

ethical conduct of the research project, please contact the Manager, Research Ethics on 

3735 4375 or research-ethics@griffith.edu.au and quote GU ethics reference number 

2018/402 

 

Feedback to you 

The information collected in this research will be made available to participants upon 

request. This can be requested from kindalin.masters@griffithuni.edu.au 

In addition, results from this research will be reported in an academic thesis, and may 

also be disseminated via journal articles and/or conference presentations. 
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Appendix D: Example Police Survey (study three) 

 

Section 1: The Register 

The following questions ask you about your own opinions relating to the Child 

Protection Offender Registry (CPOR). Please indicate the extent to which you agree 

or disagree with each statement by circling one number from 1-5. Circle 3 if your true 

response to the statement is ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’ or ‘not applicable’. 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. CPOR is an effective way 

to mange sex offenders 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. CPOR uses up too many 

police resources 

1 2 3 4 5 

3.  The purpose of CPOR is 

clear and well defined 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. I think the community 

have accurate perceptions in 

regards to how well CPOR 

works 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. I am easily able to access 

NCOS, Q-PRIME and other 

databases to retrieve 

information on an offender 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. CPOR operations and risk 

assessment go together hand 

in hand 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. Police resources would be 

better used some other way 

than within CPOR 

1 2 3 4 5 
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 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

8. CPOR does not effectively 

incorporate online offenders 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

9. CPOR staff need additional 

training in how to successfully 

utilise NCOS, Q-PRIME and 

other databases for 

investigations involving 

Registered Offenders 

1 2 3 4 5 

10. CPOR is not the only 

solution to effective Registered 

Offender management 

1 2 3 4 5 

11. Current CPOR supports the 

goal of reducing recidivism 

amongst Registered Offenders 

1 2 3 4 5 

12. The community would be 

comfortable knowing how 

CPOR actually operates 

1 2 3 4 5 

13. There is strong merit in risk 

assessing Registered Offenders 

1 2 3 4 5 

14. Important details about 

Registered Offenders are easily 

shared between relevant 

Government and non-

Government agencies 

1 2 3 4 5 

15. Online-only offenders 

should not be included on the 

Register 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Section 2: The SHARP 

The following questions ask you about your own opinions relating to the SHARP risk 

assessment tool. Please indicate the extent to which you agree or disagree with each 

statement by circling one number from 1-5. Circle 3 if your true response to the 

statement is ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’ or ‘not applicable’. 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. The SHARP is easy to 

administer 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. The SHARP has clear 

instructions 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. The SHARP incorporates 

important risk factors for sexual 

reoffending 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. The SHARP is a waste of 

resources 

1 2 3 4 5 

5. My own personal judgment 

is a better predictor of risk 

1 2 3 4 5 

6. The SHARP assists in 

effective offender management 

1 2 3 4 5 

7. The SHARP takes too long to 

administer 

1 2 3 4 5 

8. I am easily able to gather 

information required to 

effectively administer the 

SHARP 

1 2 3 4 5 

9. The SHARP is not effective 

when dealing with online-only 

offenders 

1 2 3 4 5 
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 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

10. I have received adequate 

training for the SHARP 

1 2 3 4 5 

11. The SHARP is useful for 

predicting reoffending 

1 2 3 4 5 

12. I have a sound 

understanding of the SHARP 

1 2 3 4 5 

13. I feel other important risk 

factors are missing from the 

SHARP 

1 2 3 4 5 

14. I think the SHARP ratings 

accurately reflect the required 

level of case prioritisation e.g., 

rating of 6-8 = high priority  

1 2 3 4 5 

15. The SHARP is a better 

predictor of reoffending than 

the Risk Matrix 2000  

1 2 3 4 5 

16. Police Service members 

working outside of sex 

offending would be able to 

understand the SHARP 

1 2 3 4 5 

17. The SHARP is useful in 

guiding resources 

1 2 3 4 5 

18. Police have the necessary 

skillset required to correctly 

administer the SHARP 

1 2 3 4 5 

19. The SHARP works for all 

sex offenders 

1 2 3 4 5 

20. The SHARP is compatible 

with the goals of the CPOR 

legislation 

1 2 3 4 5 
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 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

21. The community would 

approve of the use of the 

SHARP in managing sex 

offenders 

1 2 3 4 5 

22. The SHARP achieves what 

the tool intended to do 

1 2 3 4 5 

23. Scoring of the SHARP is 

too complicated for it to work 

effectively 

1 2 3 4 5 

24. The SHARP helps to 

manage offending in a way that 

is consistent with legislation 

1 2 3 4 5 

25. I think the SHARP is an 

effective risk assessment tool 

1 2 3 4 5 

26. Overall, I am satisfied with 

the SHARP 

1 2 3 4 5 
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Section 3: Sexual Deviance 

The following questions ask you about your own opinions relating to the Sexual 

Deviance factor of the SHARP risk assessment tool. Please indicate the extent to which 

you agree or disagree with each statement by circling one number from 1-5. Circle 3 if 

your response to the statement is ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’ or ‘not applicable’. 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. Sexual Deviance is an 

important factor to consider 

when predicting risk 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. The criteria for coding 

indicators of Sexual 

Deviance are clear 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. The scoring for indicators 

of Sexual Deviance does not 

reflect the seriousness of 

these indicators 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. I am easily able to gather 

relevant information on an 

offender pertaining to 

Sexual Deviance 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

Do you have any comments specific to the risk factor Sexual Deviance? (e.g., ease of 

scoring, the criteria for low scores is too easy, the criteria for high scores is too high, 

etc.) 
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Section 4: History of Supervision Violation 

The following questions ask you about your own opinions relating to the History of 

Supervision Violation factor of the SHARP risk assessment tool. Please indicate the 

extent to which you agree or disagree with each statement by circling one number from 

1-5. Circle 3 if your true response to the statement is ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’ or 

‘not applicable’. 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. History of Supervision 

Violation is an important 

factor to consider when 

predicting risk 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. The criteria for coding 

indicators of History of 

Supervision Violation are 

clear 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. The scoring for indicators 

of History of Supervision 

Violation does not reflect the 

seriousness of these 

indicators  

1 2 3 4 5 

4. I am easily able to gather 

relevant information on an 

offender pertaining to 

History of Supervision 

Violation 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

Do you have any comments specific to the risk History of Supervision Violation? (e.g., 

ease of retrieving relevant information, difficulties in scoring indicators, etc.) 
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Section 5: Antisocial Orientation 

The following questions ask you about your own opinions relating to the Antisocial 

Orientation factor of the SHARP risk assessment tool. Please indicate the extent to 

which you agree or disagree with each statement by circling one number from 1-5. 

Circle 3 if your true response to the statement is ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’ or ‘not 

applicable’. 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. Antisocial Orientation is 

an important factor to 

consider when predicting 

risk 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. The criteria for coding 

indicators of Antisocial 

Orientation are clear 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. The scoring for indicators 

of Antisocial Orientation 

does not reflect the 

seriousness of these 

indicators  

1 2 3 4 5 

4. I am easily able to gather 

relevant information on an 

offender pertaining to 

Antisocial Orientation 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

Do you have any comments specific to the risk factor Antisocial Orientation? (e.g., 

easiness of scoring, the criteria for low scores is too easy, the criteria for high scores is 

too high, etc.) 
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Section 6: Risky Environment 

The following questions ask you about your own opinions relating to the Risky 

Environment factor of the SHARP risk assessment tool. Please indicate the extent to 

which you agree or disagree with each statement by circling one number from 1-5. 

Circle 3 if your true response to the statement is ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’ or ‘not 

applicable’. 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. Risky Environment is an 

important factor to consider 

when predicting risk 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. The criteria for coding 

indicators of Risky 

Environment are clear 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. The scoring for indicators 

of Risky Environment does 

not reflect the seriousness of 

these indicators  

1 2 3 4 5 

4. I am easily able to gather 

relevant information on an 

offender pertaining to Risky 

Environment 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

Do you have any comments specific to the risk factor Risky Environment? (e.g., ease of 

gathering relevant information, easiness of scoring, etc.) 
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Section 7: Protective Factors 

The following questions ask you about your own opinions relating to Protective 

Factors of the SHARP risk assessment tool. Please indicate the extent to which you 

agree or disagree with each statement by circling one number from 1-5. Circle 3 if your 

true response to the statement is ‘don’t know’ or ‘no opinion’ or ‘not applicable’. 

 Strongly 

Agree 

Agree Neither 

Agree nor 

Disagree 

Disagree Strongly 

Disagree 

1. Protective Factors are 

important to consider when 

predicting risk 

1 2 3 4 5 

2. The criteria for coding 

indicators are clear 

1 2 3 4 5 

3. I am easily able to gather 

relevant information on an 

offender pertaining to 

Protective Factors 

1 2 3 4 5 

4. Protective Factors are not 

relevant to sexual recidivism 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

Do you have any comments specific to Protective Factors? (e.g., relevance to risk 

assessment, easiness of scoring, etc.) 
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Section 8: Your views of the SHARP 

The following questions ask you about your own opinions relating to the SHARP risk 

assessment tool. These questions are open-ended and are designed to gather a deeper 

understanding of your opinions about the SHARP.  

______________________________________________________________________ 

1. How, if at all, has the SHARP improved your ability to effectively assess for risk?   

 

 

 

 

 

 

2. How, if at all, has the SHARP reduced your ability to effectively assess for risk? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

3. How do you think the SHARP could be improved? 

 

 

 

 

 

4. Are there any risk factors you think are missing from the SHARP that are important 

in assessing for risk? 

 

 

 

 

5. How is the SHARP most useful for assessing risk? 
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6. How is the SHARP least useful for assessing risk? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

7. Do you think the SHARP is an effective risk assessment tool when attempting to 

predict sexual recidivism? 

 

 

 

8. Do you think the SHARP would be useful in predicting recidivism for other crimes 

e.g., violent offending, domestic violence, robbery, etc.? 

 

 

 

 

9. Which factor covered by the SHARP do you think is the best predictor of sexual 

recidivism? 

 

 

 

 

10. When comparing the Risk Matrix 2000 and the SHARP, which tool do you believe 

is most effective in assessing for risk, and why? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. Do you have any further comments you would like to add? 
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Section 9: Demographics 

1. What is your age? 

 

2. What is your gender? 

☐ Male     � Female     � Prefer not to say 

3. What is your current work status? 

� Full-time     � Part-time     � Casual 

4. What is the highest level of education you have completed or are currently 

completing? 

� Year 10                                  � Year 11                 � Year 12 

� TAFE or other college           � Undergraduate University Degree     

� Postgraduate University degree           

 

5. How long have you worked for the Queensland Police Service? 

 

 

6. What is your current role within the Queensland Police Service? 

 

 

7. How long have you had this specific role? 

 

 

8. How long have you worked with Registered Sex Offenders? 

 

 

 

 
 




